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A Note from Lee

	This is a second edition of Christmas Punch, the fourth book in the Matthew Paine Mystery series. If you read the first edition, you’ve read the book. Neither the story line nor the plot changes with the second edition. It’s merely a bit more condensed than the original version.

	When I began the Matthew Paine Mystery series, I was a novice author. I’d written everything from commercial scripts to newsprint and magazine articles to software instructions. I’d coded field labels and online help. 

	I had never written a novel. 

	I’ve learned a lot over the course of the Matthew Paine Mystery series and the final book, Killer Convergence, is by far the best. Most experts will tell you to, “move on” at the end of a series. “Let it go, and start the next one.” 

	Though I’ll admit to some perfectionist tendencies, those aren’t what prevented me from taking that sound advice. It was my love of the characters. Matthew, Cici, Danbury, and the others have a special place in my heart. It’s in their honor I’m creating the cleaner, smoother, tighter second editions of the earlier books.
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	Christmas Punch is dedicated to the brothers of the Tau chapter of Phi Sigma Pi National Honor Fraternity at East Carolina University. All members being equally dubbed “brothers,” regardless of gender, appealed to me immensely when I was in college. I find the tripod of values on which the fraternity is built (Scholarship, Leadership and Fellowship) holds alumni together long past graduation. If you need them for anything from photography shoots to prayer for life issues, they’re there!
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1 ~ Merry Wallop

	Uncomfortably dressed to impress, Matthew Paine climbed the final two steps and waited on a small landing. Matthew and Cecelia Patterson, Cici to her friends and closest associates, had ascended the back stairwell from her office two floors below. Taking the stairs allowed the one elevator that serviced the top three floors to be available exclusively for arriving guests. 

	The prestigious law firm, Markham, Denton, and Washburn, where Cici was already a junior partner, occupied the top three floors of the tallest sky scraper in downtown Raleigh. These floors were accessible from locked stairwells and a dedicated elevator by badge access only. Cici pulled her badge from her tiny purse. 

	The Christmas gala they were attending was the event of the season. Everybody in the capitol area of North Carolina who was anybody would be there. This wasn’t Matthew’s preference for spending a Saturday night three weeks before Christmas, or much of any other time. He’d consented to make an obligatory appearance with Cici.  

	Pushing the metal door from the stairwell to the top floor landing open, Matthew felt a whoosh of air pass his left ear. It was followed by the smacking impact of flesh on flesh. Startled, he realized he’d narrowly avoided a flying fist and stepped back. Ensuring Cici was stable in her spiked heels on the landing behind him, he grasped her arm firmly to prevent her from tumbling backward down the steps. Much to his amazement, she always managed to maneuver with apparent ease in stilettos. 

	Peering around the cracked door, Matthew opened it and stepped through, pulling Cici in behind him. Between the doors of the stairwell landing, one of the senior partners whom he recognized as Jamison Washburn was sprawled on his back. Standing over him, angrily massaging his fist, was a man Matthew didn’t know. Both were similarly attired in tuxedos with perfectly shined shoes and all of the trappings of finery. 

	Pushing past Matthew, Cici confronted the standing man as only she could. “What was that about?” she demanded, looking up into his face.  

	“It doesn’t concern you,” he sneered down his aquiline nose. As the guy opened the door and entered the top floor, the sound of music, the titter of polite conversation, and fluttering laughter floated on the air. The stairwell landing grew quiet as the door clicked closed behind him.  

	Leaning over, Cici asked, “Mr. Washburn, are you OK?” 

	Jamison Washburn, splayed on the landing, had apparently not been fortunate enough to miss the flying fist. Clad in a full-length sparkling red gown, Cici tried to kneel. She was prevented by its tight fit, despite the slit revealing much of her shapely left leg. 

	Matthew knelt beside the injured man to assess the man’s condition. He wasn’t sure what to make of the altercation he’d witnessed. 

	“I’m OK, it’s all right,” said Washburn. He pushed up into a sitting position and leaned heavily against the cinder block wall, painted a glossy cream color, behind him. 

	“I’m Matthew Paine. I’m a physician in Peak,” said Matthew by way of introduction. “We’ve met before, a couple of years ago. Let me have a look before you try to get up.”  

	An angry bruise was already rising on Washburn’s left cheekbone. He could move his jaw without difficulty and he wouldn’t likely have a black or swollen eye given the angle of the blow, Matthew determined. After checking his pupils, pulse, breathing, and the back of his head for bumps, Matthew asked all of the usual questions.

	“Did you hit your head when you fell?”  

	“I don’t think so. My back slammed into the wall before I slid down it,” replied Washburn. “But I don’t think I hit my head.”

	Finding no further injuries, Matthew prescribed ice. Washburn insisted he was OK and pushed himself up, standing unsteadily, initially with Matthew’s help. 

	“What was that about?” asked Cici. 

	“Merely a misunderstanding,” answered Washburn. 

	“You or Reynolds must have misunderstood something rather severely,” said Cici, looking up at her boss in concern. “You’re certain you’re OK?” 

	“I’m sure I’ll be fine,” he insisted. “I’ll get some ice downstairs and apply it in my office for a bit. I can get some refreshments brought down. I’m not quite ready to join the party.” Brushing himself off, he added, “Would you mind making my apologies and telling the others I’ll be up shortly?” 

	 “Certainly, Sir,” responded Cici as Jamison Washburn pulled the heavy metal door open and Matthew held it for him. The heels of his highly polished shoes clicked slowly down the stairwell until the door closed behind him a floor below. 

	Releasing the door, Matthew asked, “You have no idea what that was about?”  

	Cici shook her head. “Not a clue.”  

	“Who was the other guy?” 

	“Our newest partner, Kennedy Reynolds, from Massachusetts. His mother is, yes, one of THOSE Kennedys, and he’s particularly keen on everyone knowing it,” she added, rolling her eyes. “He’s a bit pretentious, very hung up on family history and having all the right connections. Exactly the kind of person you really don't like. But be nice. Even after whatever that was, if Jamison Washburn isn’t upset about it, neither should we be.” 

	“I’m always nice,” objected Matthew. 

	“OK, I’ll give you that,” she conceded. “You are one of the kindest people I know. But you aren’t always engaged. It’s like you check out and you’re in your own world sometimes in social settings.” 

	Probably because I am, Matthew thought, though he refrained from saying so aloud. Particularly when he was bored with conversations about who bought the biggest boat, took the best vacation, completed the most impressive business transaction, or had the nicest car or house, he knew he checked out because he couldn’t care less. In his mind, he wrote comical ditties, lyrics and tunes about the conversations, and tried not to smirk when he entertained himself that way. 

	“Your bow tie is askew again,” said Cici.

	Stooping to provide her access, he patiently allowed her to straighten it. Heels and all, Cici’s five-foot nothing stature was nowhere near Matthew’s six-foot-three broad-shouldered frame. What she lacked in actual height, she more than made up for in presence. She was a force to be reckoned with. Matthew vowed never to be on the opposite side of a legal situation from her in a court room.  

	Escorting Cici to her law firm’s annual Christmas gala was part of an agreement he and Cici had reached over the summer to try to bridge the gap between them. They agreed to make compromises and see how it went. He’d equivocated on his prior declaration to avoid the type of soirée he was now attending. Clad in the new tuxedo he’d previously refused to purchase because his older one was dated, at least according to Cici, he accompanied her this evening.

	Cici was his ex-girlfriend and perhaps girlfriend-to-be again. Their current relationship, intertwined with their past history, was confusing and complicated. Matthew wanted a quieter lifestyle in a more rural setting that didn’t include regular forays into the world of the elite upper echelon of Raleigh. He had purposefully chosen to join the family practice in Peak outside of the bustling capital city. 

	Pushing open an interior door from the stairwell, they entered the gala on the top floor. A large open area, it was converted for the evening from a board meeting room to a grand hall for entertaining. Mingled scents of apple, cinnamon, and nutmeg tantalized Matthew’s senses. Alongside it, he caught a whiff of evergreen, possibly Fraser Fir. Either the large tree against the far wall or the garlands of greenery strung all over were real, he concluded. Otherwise, someone had mastered the happy smell of Christmas and distributed it liberally throughout the room.  

	Matthew loved Christmas. The lights, decorations, food, aromas, music, and traditions captured his imagination and promised excitement through childhood and into his adult life. It was the result, he supposed, of happy memories of Christmases with his family over the years. Paradoxically, the truth about Christmas uplifted him with a sense of renewal and rebirth in the midst of the stark winter season and the least daylight of the year. 

	Everything in the large room sparkled and shimmered. The lighting, crystal, Christmas glitter and gold accents, he was sure, were all placed strategically to produce the shining effect.  

	A row of clothed tables containing every delicacy imaginable ran down the center of the room. Escargot and caviar, among other decadent choices, adorned the table. An ice sculpture of swans cascading a red drink, like a fountain, topped a high table. How many swans were swimming in the Twelve Days of Christmas song? Matthew pondered momentarily as the song’s melody lilted through the room from a harpist accompanied by stringed ensemble in one corner.  

	A steamship round and several other choices with small snowflake finger biscuits occupied a carving station in another corner. Alongside the adjoining wall, a lovely bar of oak offered themed mixed drinks. Polished to a gleaming shine with brass accents, it was strung liberally but tastefully with greenery, lights, and glass balls reflecting the lighting. Behind the bar, three bartenders busily shook and mixed. No expense had been spared for the evening. 

	Cici pushed an errant strand of her long strawberry blond hair from her face and tucked it into her otherwise perfectly coiffed upswept hair. Straightening to his full height, right arm bent for Cici to clasp, Matthew escorted her into the room full of the monied, both old and new, patrons of the law firm. 

	“I see Charles and Marshall on the other side of the punch fountain,” said Cici. They represented the banking firm she’d been working with in London. Matthew had met them briefly. 

	“I’m glad I convinced them to fly back with me for a week to attend the gala. I offered to pick them up and bring them with us this evening, but they insisted on coming over from the hotel on their own,” added Cici, turning to make her way toward them. 

	There was no straight path across the room. It was strewn with groupings of people and servers with trays wending their way through the crowd. Passing a harried and disheveled-looking server, Matthew was surprised by the number of guests already in attendance. It wasn’t quite seven when they arrived, he estimated, though he refrained from checking his watch for verification lest he appear rude. Every male hand must be shaken and every female cheek air kissed on both sides, he surmised, as if they were still back in Europe.  

	Cici introduced Matthew to people, as they went, whose names he certainly hoped not to be required to remember later. The women remarked over the couture of the evening. They were all impressed with Cici’s designer dress, the name of which Matthew could neither remember nor pronounce. She’d had it shipped from a fitting in Paris.  

	“It’s simply stunning,” Matthew overheard one of the women gush to Cici. “Who is the designer?” 

	Politely providing the name of the designer and murmuring her thanks, Cici moved on to the next group. 

	The sparkling red dress was indeed fitted perfectly to her petite hourglass figure, catching the sparkling light as she moved through the room. The effect of it wasn’t lost on Matthew. Neither was it lost on most of the men in the room, he noticed. Heads turned in Cici’s direction, some staring discreetly and others doing double takes.  

	A newspaper reporter photographed them half way across the room. The guy double checked the spellings of the names for each member of the group they’d been standing with before moving on to the next one. Circulating waiters and waitresses offered them red drinks in tall crystal punch glasses and assortments of amuse bouchée, all of which Matthew and Cici politely declined. 

	After what seemed to Matthew an eternity, they reached the London clients on the other side of the room. As they approached, the elevator to their right opened. They were startled by the frantic appearance of one of the wait staff. Attired in the black pants and red velvet vest with the gold insignia of the catering company on the left breast pocket, he ran out shouting, “Is there a doctor here? We need a doctor downstairs!”

	



	
2 ~ Doctors in the House

	Without missing a beat, Cici withdrew her perfectly manicured hand from Matthew’s arm and simply said, “Go. I’m fine.”

	Matthew and a slender older gentleman with thick silver-gray hair rushed into the elevator. As the doors closed, the guy who had summoned them said, “Thank God! I don’t know what’s wrong with him.” 

	“Good evening. Eugene Miller,” said the older doctor, extending a hand calmly. 

	“Matthew Paine,” he answered, shaking it. Turning to the guy dressed in the caterer’s garb, he asked, “You don’t know what’s wrong with who?”  

	“I’m not sure who. One of the partners, I think,” the guy answered, looking pale, as the doors opened. Matthew followed the server off the elevator and down a hallway. The older doctor trailed behind. Pointing to the last door on the left, the guy said, breathlessly, “He’s in there.” 

	Matthew entered the reception area of a large suite, his steps in stiff new shoes softened by cream-colored carpet, thick and plush, beneath his feet. Assessing the details in a sweeping glance, he saw a seating area to his left. An unlit Christmas tree loomed in the far corner beyond. Desks stood like sentries on either side of a tall polished wooden door with a brass handle that clearly led to an inner office. 

	The desk to the left was neatly arranged and dark. The one against the right wall, lit by a desk lamp, held a mass of clutter. Christmas lights strung haphazardly around the edges added a warm glow. Heading for the light spilling around the cracked inner office door, Matthew resisted the urge to straighten a small tray perched precariously atop a stack of papers on the edge of the messy desk.

	The tray held a crystal plate, gold cutlery, a rumpled linen napkin, and a stemmed crystal glass. The glass, nearly emptied of the red punch that had spilled across the tray onto the papers beneath, was graced by a tiny figurine at the base that looked like a man. 

	Matthew stepped through the doorway into an expansive inner corner office. The back and right walls were heavily tinted windows, floor to ceiling. They provided an impressive view overlooking the city of Raleigh. 

	In front of the windows sat a regal mahogany desk, with a man in a tuxedo draped across it. One arm was splayed beside his head, the crown of which was all that was initially visible. Matthew assumed the man to be the senior partner, Jamison Washburn, who he’d helped to his feet in the stairwell landing an hour before.  

	Circling the desk to confirm the identity, Matthew knew his next task would be necessary, but likely fruitless. He reached past the stiffly collared white shirt to the man’s neck, which was still warm, to check for a pulse. He found none.  

	Jamison Washburn’s dilated pupils stared from his pale white face, unseeing. On the desk a puddle of what looked like drool had collected under the edge of Washburn’s mouth. A bag of ice melted there alongside another crystal plate of food, small gold utensils, a red cloth napkin, and a crystal punch glass, mostly devoid of punch. The base of this glass was adorned with a tiny charm shaped like a woman. 

	Folders and papers protruded in every direction beneath Washburn’s shoulders. A phone receiver lay on the desk beyond Washburn’s outstretched hand.  

	Leaning over, Matthew sniffed, looked up at Dr. Miller, and shook his head. “No pulse. I’m not hopeful of resuscitation, but we have to try.”

	The older doctor nodded agreement. 

	The inner office was crowded with furniture, a table and chairs, two credenzas, book cases, and more chairs. There was no floor space where both doctors could work in tandem on the patient. 

	“Let’s move him into the other room,” Matthew said as he slipped behind Washburn, pulling him upright in the chair. Gripping him under his arms, he pulled Washburn from the chair and around the desk. Struggling to drag the limp form backward into the reception area, Matthew placed him on his back on the floor. 

	To the hovering server who looked to be in a near state of panic, Matthew said, “Call 9-1-1. Ask for an ambulance dispatched to this address.”  

	Matthew and Dr. Miller began alternating chest compressions and breathing. Matthew administered compressions while Miller, sealing his hands as a funnel around Washburn’s mouth, blew into his lungs.  

	“Don’t go back into the office,” warned Matthew between compressions to the ashen-faced server who hovered in the doorway. The guy had called for emergency help from the phone on the messy desk. “I’m all but certain it’s a crime scene,” Matthew added. 

	After nearly fifteen minutes with no response from Washburn, the doctors leaned back from their kneeling positions to sit on their heels, exhausted from the effort. They nodded the shared understanding that Washburn was beyond help.  Matthew checked his watch to call the time of death at twenty minutes after eight.

	Getting to his feet, Matthew brushed himself off. Into the stunned silence, he said, “I’ll make the call to report this. You found Mr. Washburn exactly the way he was when we arrived?” he asked the guy in the caterer’s garb. 

	The guy nodded. 

	“What’s your name?” 

	“Timothy,” he spluttered. 

	“Thank you, Timothy, for calling 9-1-1. Would you go downstairs and bring the paramedics up? They won’t be providing transport, but they’ll need to see that for themselves.”  

	“OK,” the guy stammered, nodding. He lunged through the suite door into the main hallway and the elevator dinged from the other end of the hallway.  The ensuing silence felt oppressive, the air stagnant.

	Eugene Miller stared at the dead man, transfixed in disbelief. “A crime scene, you say? Murder?” he asked, without looking up. 

	“I think so.” 

	“He was poisoned?” 

	“That’s my guess,” answered Matthew, tapping his phone to call Danbury.  

	“If I were a betting man, that’s where I’d put my money,” agreed the elder doctor.  

	Warren Danbury, Raleigh Homicide Detective was a friend from the spring before, though it felt much longer to Matthew. He answered on the second ring, “Hey Doc, what’s up?” 

	“I have a situation in downtown Raleigh you’re going to want to see. How soon can you get here?” 

	“What situation?” 

	“I’m pretty sure I’m looking at a murder victim. I’m almost equally certain he was poisoned. We’re at the Christmas gala Cici’s firm hosts in their offices each year. This is one of the senior partners.” 

	“On my way,” said Danbury. “Have you called it in?” 

	“Only to request an ambulance. We tried, but he was beyond resuscitation. We got no response at all.” 

	“I’m rolling,” Danbury said, as his black SUV roared to life in the background. “Who knows about this? Was he in a public place?” 

	“He was in his office. There’s another physician with me. A member of the catering team who found him went to bring the emergency workers up.”  

	“OK. Keep people out. And in the dark. On whatever information you know,” instructed Danbury in his typical staccato style. 

	“I’ll try. Lots of people heard the call for the doctor. They’re a floor above us. If the catering server brings EMS directly here, maybe nobody upstairs will know.” 

	“Do your best. I’ll be there in fifteen. Maybe twenty.” 

	As he ended the call, a realization hit Matthew like a physical blow. He’d relinquished his role as a medical consultant for the Raleigh Police Department the summer before. He’d reacted angrily in ways he hadn’t thought possible, and never wanted to again, toward criminals he’d encountered. It wasn’t who he wanted to be. Yet here he was, amidst what he was certain would become a murder investigation.  

	His left eyebrow rose. His foot tapped the frantic rhythms in his head as he ran his fingers through his soft wavy brown hair. Here he was again. Right where he didn’t want to be. 

	Matthew and Eugene Miller took turns washing up in the men’s room down the hallway. The elder doctor, looking dazed, slid slowly into a wingback chair in the corner of the sitting area. 

	Excusing himself, Matthew ventured upstairs to find Jonathan Denton and Simon Markham, the other named senior partners in the practice. They needed to know what was happening, and Danbury would want to talk to them when he arrived. 

	Approaching Mr. Markham amongst the stately revelers, Matthew offered polite apologies then whispered discreetly in his ear. The color drained from Markham’s face. After locating Mr. Denton, Matthew waved surreptitiously at Cici across the room. Her face asked the question his couldn’t begin to answer with the distance between them.

	Corralling the partners into the elevator, Matthew asked, “Would one of you call downstairs and provide clearance for the paramedics and Warren Danbury?” 

	They readily agreed. Pulling his phone from his pocket, Markham made the call. Denton instructed the elevator operator, “Bring the paramedics and Warren Danbury directly to the thirty-second floor. Not the thirty-third floor where the party is in progress, but the thirty-second floor, here, where we’re getting off now,” Denton stressed, pointedly. 

	“Yes, Sir.” The man nodded emphatically. 

	As they stepped out and the doors closed behind them, Matthew explained, “I didn’t say anything in front of the elevator operator, but Warren Danbury is the best homicide detective in the area. He’s on his way now. If anyone can figure out what happened to Mr. Washburn, it’ll be Danbury.” 

	The dawn of understanding registered on Mr. Markham’s face as he realized what Matthew was telling them.  

	“Homicide,” Markham repeated drawing a sharp breath, clearly taken aback. Regaining his composure, he added, “Thank you for your discretion in handling this horrible situation. One detective is far preferable to the building being stormed with uniformed police officers, at least from the perspective of not alarming the clientele above us. If he’s the best in the area, as you say, then he’s all we need. We don’t want a hoard of officers confusing things.” 

	Entering the office suite, they looked horrified to see Jamison Washburn’s body on the floor. Eugene Miller glanced up, acknowledging them from the chair in the corner. He didn’t get up. The room was silent until the elevator dinged down the hallway. 

	Paramedics arrived with Timothy, who Matthew quietly asked to stay there until Danbury arrived. Danbury would want to talk to the guy who’d found the body, and he would not want him talking to anyone else in the interim. Promising to intervene with the manager of the catering company if need be, Matthew considered the murder investigation more important than the soirée upstairs. 

	Identifying himself and Eugene Miller to the paramedics, Matthew explained they’d called the time of death at eight-twenty. The deceased wouldn’t require transport for treatment.

	“OK to cover him then?” asked the EMS responder.

	“I guess so,” answered Matthew, feeling uncomfortable making that decision.

	
3 ~ Sorting it Out

	Shortly after the arrival of the emergency workers, Danbury’s broad shoulders filled the doorway to the office suite. His sandy blonde hair cut short, a square jaw-line, and pronounced brow looked exceptionally Nordic, resembling a misplaced legendary Viking. Danbury was taller than everyone else in the room, including Matthew.

	Danbury’s steel blue eyes swept the scene. Approaching the emergency workers, he flashed his badge to identify himself. Dismissing them, he explained that the Medical Examiner was on the way and would be providing transport. As they turned to leave, Matthew noticed Eugene Miller slumped in the chair, shaking, as he tugged at his tie and stiff collar. 

	“Dr. Miller?” Matthew said, “Are you all right?” 

	“I don’t feel well,” Miller muttered. His unsteady hand dropped from his collar. Matthew and the two paramedics rushed to the older doctor’s side.  

	“We think Mr. Washburn was poisoned,” said Matthew, as they freed Miller from his tie and unbuttoned his stiff-collared shirt. “Dr. Miller was careful administering the CPR breathing, but he could have inhaled or ingested something minuscule,” he said, half explaining to the paramedics and half talking through the problem aloud to himself. Relieved, he watched the paramedics pull on gloves.  

	“We have charcoal,” said one of the paramedics. “And Ipecac,” said the other. “OK to transport?” asked the first. 

	“Yes,” said Matthew amidst the flurry of activity. “Flush his digestive system. Start a saline drip and be prepared to intubate. If his throat swells, he’ll need a breathing tube. I don’t know what the poison is, but it must be potent if it’s what he’s reacting to. Did either of you touch the deceased?” 

	“No,” said the first paramedic, pulling the stretcher over and readying it for Dr. Miller. “One, two, three,” he said as they efficiently lifted the elder doctor onto the stretcher. Both worked over him as they wheeled him out and down the hallway. 

	Danbury began questioning Matthew, who felt dazed. Beginning with the encounter in the stairwell, Matthew quietly explained the events leading up to finding Mr. Washburn slumped over his desk and the futile resuscitation efforts that followed.  

	“What was the time interval? When did Washburn leave the stairwell? The catering server called you when?” 

	“I wish I could tell you exactly. We might need Cici to answer more precisely. We were making our way across the crowded room upstairs. It took time to chat with everyone along the way, each little group. I admit I checked out a good bit. I was in my own head,” added Matthew quietly, hoping he wasn’t overheard. “I’d guess nearly an hour. Cici and I were almost to the other side of the room when Timothy called for a doctor.” 

	“Timothy found Mr. Washburn? The catering server?”

	“Yes,” said Matthew. “He brought us down here. He said he found Mr. Washburn. I didn’t specifically ask him in all the confusion, but he’s dressed in caterer’s clothing, so I assumed.” 

	“The guy who punched Washburn. You said his name was Reynolds. Did you see him afterward?” 

	“Right, his name is Kennedy Reynolds. He went into the party from the stairwell, but I don’t remember seeing him up there afterward. No one was down here when we arrived, at least not that I saw. I didn’t see Reynolds again,” Matthew concluded.

	“Thanks Doc. You know the drill. Sit tight. I’ll question everyone here,” said Danbury, motioning to the group gathered in the room. “Find Kennedy Reynolds. Get a guest list. Work my way through it. Do you know who organized this event?” 

	“I don’t. I’m sure Cici knows.” 

	Simon Markham and Jonathan Denton had been sitting quietly on the sofa during the frenzy with Eugene Miller. Under less dire circumstances, Matthew would have been making jokes—at least in his own head—about two lawyers not speaking for so long. The smaller and older, but more physically fit, of the two stood. 

	“I should have introduced myself properly,” he said, extending a perfectly manicured hand to Matthew. “Simon Markham.” 

	It was a solid handshake but the hands were soft. Yard work or anything more laborious than racquetball and golf—both of which Matthew knew from Cici the man played—seemed to be beyond his purview. 

	“Matthew Paine,” he answered, shaking the proffered hand. 

	“You’re Cecelia Patterson’s, ah,” he began to ask, without finishing the question. 

	“Date,” supplied Matthew. “Yes, I’m here with Cici. Dr. Miller and I answered the summons for a physician.” 

	“Will he be all right? Dr. Miller, I mean?” asked Markham. 

	“I hope so. We don’t know what we’re dealing with yet. Is there anyone upstairs who should know he’s been transported? His wife or anyone?” 

	“He’s alone, unfortunately. His wife died a few years back. I’m surprised he’s still living in Raleigh, honestly. He’s a retired plastic surgeon. I thought he’d have moved to Florida by now. Say, haven’t we met?” Markham interrupted himself to ask, squinting up at Matthew. “Weren’t you dating Cici when she began here at the firm?” 

	“I was, yes. I met you a couple of years ago,” confirmed Matthew.  

	“I knew you looked familiar.” 

	Markham seemed to want to talk about anything except the current situation and his deceased partner on the floor. To get the conversation back on track, Matthew said, “This is Warren Danbury, Homicide Detective.”  

	Markham shook Danbury’s hand. Clearing his throat, he said, “You asked who organized our gala event. That would mostly be Abigail Moore, Jamison Washburn’s primary assistant. She’s exceptionally detail-oriented. I’m certain she can provide a guest list, who attended and who sent regrets. Must the guests be questioned? This is quite sensitive. Only our top clients, those of long standing, and some prospects we’re trying to convince to become so, were on the guest list for this evening. You can see why we’d rather not involve them, if it can be avoided.” 

	“I’ll see what I can do,” said Danbury noncommittally. “I need your input with reviewing the guest list. All known associations to the deceased.” 

	Markham nodded. “Yes, of course.” 

	“For now, outline your movements. Where you were when this evening. We’ll start there.” 

	“Surely I’m not a,” began Markham. “Oh, I suppose I am,” he said as understanding dawned.  

	“Suspect,” provided Danbury. “We’ll know more after an autopsy. Until then, I’m gathering information. Did you see Jamison Washburn? Or Kennedy Reynolds? Any time this evening?” 

	“I saw both of them late this afternoon. We were all here, for one reason or another. Our offices are in the four corners of this floor. I don’t recall seeing either of them upstairs this evening, now that you ask,” he added, furrowing his brow. “A couple of Washburn’s clients were asking after him. I relayed Cici’s message he was due any moment, but I never saw him arrive.” 

	“You were at the gala the whole time? Until Matthew brought you down here?” 

	Markham nodded.

	“What time did you arrive? How long were you there?”  

	“It was well over an hour, nearly two,” Markham amended, pulling a gold pocket watch from his vest and flipping it open. “I went up something after six-thirty to greet our clients as they arrived. I remained, mingling, until I was summoned down here. A whole room full of people saw that, including Jonathan.” Inclining his head in the direction of the shorter, younger, but wider of the two remaining named partners, he added, “We weren’t together most of the time. We were circulating, chatting with our guests, making sure they were personally welcomed.” 

	Denton stood, holding out a fleshy hand. “Jonathan Denton,” he said, shaking Danbury’s and then Matthew’s hands. His jowl shook alongside his hand. Denton’s hairline was past the point of receding. It had launched a full-scale retreat from the top of his head. The curly fringe around the perimeter of his head hadn’t bothered to turn gray. It remained a golden reddish color. Matthew placed the man’s age nearer to sixty, given the lines in the portly red face.  

	“Hell of a thing, here,” Denton inclined his head toward the body of their former partner under the sheet. Rocking back on his heels, he stuffed his hands into the tuxedo pants pockets around his unbuttoned coat. 

	Danbury asked the same questions about seeing Washburn or Reynolds upstairs during the evening. He got similar responses. 

	Matthew remembered speaking to Denton, who had been in one of the little groups he’d followed in Cici’s wake to chat with. He had seen Markham in another nearby group, but they hadn’t spoken to each other prior to Matthew’s abrupt exit. All of this he mentioned to Danbury. Not that any of it got these two off the hook, necessarily, but Kennedy Reynolds was of more interest at the moment. 

	“Either of you know what the disagreement was about? Earlier this evening.” 

	“What disagreement?” asked Denton, rocking back on his heels.  

	“The altercation in the stairwell,” said Danbury. “Between Reynolds and Washburn.” 

	They both shook their heads as Markham answered, “There were no issues between them I know of. At least, nothing serious. I think Kennedy blamed Jamison for not allowing him to buy in and add his name to the firm marquee. With his experience and legal record, I think Kennedy wanted more than the remaining corner office up here and the senior partner title. I think he wanted his name added. If he had his way, probably preceding mine,” he said attempting a chuckle. It fell flat. “Jamison was probably the most vocally opposed, two years ago. I haven’t heard them discuss it since.” 

	To Markham, Danbury asked, “Can you find Reynolds?” 

	“Certainly, I’ll call and locate him,” Markham answered, stepping out into the hallway. 

	“Can you locate Abigail Moore?” Danbury asked Denton. 

	“She should be upstairs,” said Denton. “I’ll bring her down quietly.” 

	“And Cici?” added Matthew.  

	“If I can pull her away from our London clients, I’ll bring her back too,” said Denton, exiting the room. 

	“I’m not getting an answer,” said Markham from the doorway. “It goes straight to voice mail.” 

	“Keep trying,” said Danbury. “Do you have an address for him? I need to talk to him. If you can’t reach him by phone.”

	Markham nodded. 

	“Can you clear the Medical Examiner? And the forensic team to be let up. I’m not sure who’s coming. They’ll all have ID.” 

	“Yes, of course,” said Markham, tapping his phone and slipping into the hallway. 

	Danbury began examining the room, beginning with the desk on the right. He introduced himself to Timothy, the server from the catering company who’d been cowering behind the messy desk. 

	“You found Mr. Washburn?” asked Danbury. 

	“Yeah, I did.” 

	“Start at the beginning. Why were you down here?” 

	“Margaret sent me to bring food.” 

	“Margaret?” 

	“She’s the manager in charge tonight.” 

	“Of what?

	“Lion’s Share. The catering company I work for.” 

	“What time was that?” 

	“I don’t really know. It was busy upstairs. We can’t have our phones when we’re working.” 

	“Margaret asked you to bring refreshments down?” 

	“Yeah, she said we’d had a request for food and punch, but she hadn’t had a chance to get it down here. I was arranging escargot on platters, so I couldn’t leave immediately. I told her I’d take care of it as soon as I finished. And I did. I brought a tray to the office she told me to deliver it to. When I came in, I saw him lying across his desk. I put the tray down and ran to get help.” 

	“What tray? Where?” 

	“That one,” Timothy said, pointing to the tray perched on the messy desk. “I left it and ran.” 

	“You didn’t go into the inner office? At all?” 

	“No. I could see he needed help. I went to find some. I don’t know CPR. I couldn’t help him.” 

	“You were delivering this tray of food?” asked Danbury, pointing to the one on the desk. 

	“Yes, that’s what I’m telling you. I brought it in. When I saw him, I put it down and ran for help.” 

	“You didn’t bring that?” asked Danbury, pointing to the mostly empty plate and glass on the desk in the inner office.

	“No. Only this.” 

	“Did you see it on his desk? When you saw him. Was the food and drink there?” 

	“I think it was. I didn’t stop to think about it, but I guess it was already there.” 

	“Do you know how it got there?” 

	“No, I don’t. Maybe Margaret brought it after all. I only brought this one,” he said pointing again to the tray on the messy desk. 

	“Did you hear anything? Or see anyone? While you were here?” 

	“No, I had a song stuck in my head. I was singing and humming it until I came into this office. Everything was pretty dark except the inside there. I mean, there could have been somebody else down here. I came straight from the elevator in here. I didn’t look around the rest of the floor.” 

	“How long have you worked for the catering company?” 

	“Lion’s Share? Um, sort of off and on, really. It’s not a full-time job or anything. I work some weekends and nights. I’m a student, so it’s extra money. I’ve done it for over two years. Since right after I graduated from high school.”

	“The catering company is Lion’s Share?” 

	“Yeah, that’s right,” said Timothy, pointing to the gold emblem of a roaring lion’s head on the pocket of his red velvet vest.  

	“I need your contact information. We’ll print your statement. Get you to read it. Make any corrections or additions. And sign it.” 

	“I guess so. I have an apartment with three buddies near campus downtown. If I’m not there, they can find me,” said Timothy, giving Danbury his cell number and address. 

	“We need your fingerprints. To confirm what you’ve explained. I’ve got a forensic team on the way. They should be here soon.” 

	As Timothy was agreeing, the Medical Examiner arrived followed by the team of forensic experts Danbury had summoned. 

	“Thank you, Timothy. After you’re fingerprinted, you’re free to go,” said Danbury, turning to address the new arrivals and caution them about the poison.

	
4 ~ Crowds and Throngs

	Matthew stood. The room had become incredibly cramped and Cici hadn’t appeared. He watched Danbury give the forensic team instructions for fingerprinting Timothy and the dishes.  

	“Bag and tag both cups and plates. Separately. Double glove before handling those. Check for fingerprints. This one,” Danbury said, indicating the tray on the messy desk, “should have Timothy’s prints. That one should not,” he added, pointing to the set on Washburn’s desk. 

	Turning to Matthew, Danbury asked, “Nobody touched these, right?” 

	“We touched nothing except Mr. Washburn,” answered Matthew. “After I pulled him out here, nobody went back in his office. The room is preserved, at least the way I found it.” 

	“Thanks, Doc. Check in before you leave.” 

	“OK. I’m going to find Cici. I’ll be back in a few minutes. It’s too much for me up there, anyway. If I can help out down here, I’m happy to,” said Matthew, with a sly grin. Fastening his coat buttons, he straightened his tie to be presentable before making his way to the elevator and asking the operator to go up.  

	Elevator operators, he thought, were an antiquated concept. Tiffany’s, he remembered from a trip to New York with Cici a few years previously, still employed one. Arguably, it was out of necessity due to an equally ancient elevator. From previous forays into Cici’s office building, he knew this building usually did not employ them. 

	Certain Danbury had either already questioned the elevator operator, or he certainly would, Matthew rode the quick trip up in silence. A few heads turned questioningly in his direction as he stepped into the room. He smiled and nodded without stopping to chat as he searched for Cici. The room was crowded with throngs of people. 

	In the corner closest to the carving station, Cici had her back turned to the room. He waited a beat while she laughed at something one of the two Londoners said. As he slipped his hand under her elbow, she turned. 

	“Oh, there you are,” she said, stepping back from the group and looking up into his face in concern. “Is everything OK?” 

	“Not exactly,” he said quietly. “Can you get away for a few minutes?” 

	“Of course, let me excuse myself here. Where are we going?” she asked in a stage whisper, bridging the distance between their heights. 

	“Downstairs,” he said noncommittally, and waited while she made her apologies, particularly to the Londoners. 

	“You go ahead. We’ll be fine faffing about,” said the one Matthew thought was Marshall, the taller of the two and the more outspoken.  

	“If you need anything, ask anyone in the red velvet vests,” Cici instructed. 

	“Ta.” 

	“What’s going on?” asked Cici before following Matthew across the room. This time, she nodded and smiled without stopping to talk as they made their way to the elevator. 

	“Let’s get downstairs and I’ll fill you in,” he said as they stepped aboard and asked the attendant to descend a floor. Disembarking, Matthew pulled Cici aside and began to explain. 

	“He’s what?!” she demanded. “How can Mr. Washburn be dead? We just saw him. It wasn’t from Reynolds’ blow, was it?” 

	“It’s too early to know for sure, but I don’t think so. I think the autopsy will show poison in his system.” 

	“He was poisoned? How?” 

	“It’ll probably be a few days before they know anything more. Hopefully, the autopsy will be conclusive. If he was poisoned, either he’d ingested it before we saw him in the stairwell or it was extremely fast acting and potent. There was only about an hour between the time we saw him and when he was found, right?” 

	Considering, Cici answered, “I think that’s about right. It certainly couldn’t have been much longer.” She looked up at him, alarm in her voice, as she said, “Wait, you did CPR on him and he was poisoned?”  

	“I did, but I took the chest compressions. I thought the breathing would be easier for Dr. Miller. Compressions take force to do them correctly. Sometimes you break ribs.” Cici grimaced and Matthew continued, “We were aware of the probability of poisoning. Dr. Miller cupped his hands around Washburn’s mouth to form a seal. It was a futile effort. Mr. Washburn never regained any function, breathing or heartbeat, on his own. But we tried, we did our best.” 

	Matthew hesitated before admitting to Cici, “And then Dr. Miller was rushed off by the paramedics, likely reacting to the poison too.” 

	“He was what? When?” 

	“About twenty minutes ago.” 

	“Are you certain you’re OK?” she asked, obviously concerned. 

	“I’m paying attention, believe me, but my pulse and breathing are normal. I don’t feel lightheaded. Dr. Miller got immediate treatment. The paramedics were already here when he started experiencing symptoms. I hope he’ll be OK. The trouble is we don’t know what the poison was. We can only treat the symptoms. Some poisons have no known antidote, anyway.” 

	“This is awful!” exclaimed Cici, miserably. “Has anyone contacted Annabelle?” 

	“Annabelle?” repeated Matthew. 

	“Jamison Washburn’s wife. She’s not here tonight because she’s been undergoing chemotherapy for breast cancer. It seems to be working, but they’ve been through so much already. I can’t believe he’s gone,” said Cici in a mixture of incredulity and sadness. 

	“I don’t know if anyone has done that yet. Danbury gave your other two named partners assignments.” 

	“Danbury is here? Oh good.” 

	“He is. If anybody can sort all of this out, he would be the one to do it. I called him.” 

	“I completely agree.” Pensively, she added, “The best candidates to talk to Annabelle would be either Abigail Moore, Mr. Washburn’s assistant, or me. Or both of us together. I’m not excited by the prospect, but neither would I want a callous police officer to break this news to her. An officer would scare her showing up at her door at night. And I’d rather we do it in person. I don’t want this news delivered over the phone.” 

	Matthew paused, allowing Cici’s heartfelt concern to sink in. In that moment, he was seeing the Cici he’d fallen in love with when he was in medical school, the one who wasn’t yet driven to success above all else. It was one of the obstacles that had pushed them apart after dating for several years. 

	The pair had met at the small private university they’d attended south of Raleigh. Cici was finishing her undergraduate degree preparing for law school and Matthew was a second-year Osteopathic Medical student. They’d dated for nearly five years and then broken up due to what seemed to be irreconcilable plans for the future. Cici enjoyed a racier lifestyle, vowing to quickly make partner. 

	“That’s so kind of you, Cees,” he said warmly, reverting to the name he’d called her when they were seriously dating. “If you’re volunteering, let’s go talk to Danbury. If it’s OK for you to talk to her, he can tell you how much initial information to provide.” 

	“I am,” she said. Drawing herself up to her full five-foot-nothing stature, enhanced several inches by stilettos, she added, “Let’s go find him.” 

	Smiling down at her adoringly, Matthew formally extended his elbow. She clasped it as they set off down the hallway. The outer reception area of the office suite was still brimming with activity. Danbury peered over the ME’s shoulder at Washburn’s body. Both were masked. The gloved ME poked and prodded. In the inner office, the forensic team took pictures.  

	“There are no visible wounds to indicate a stabbing or shooting,” said the ME. “There’s no petechial hemorrhage in the eyes and no visible ligature marks on his neck. I think we can rule out strangulation. I see no defensive wounds on his hands, so there must have been no struggle or physical altercation.” 

	“Likely someone he knew. Or trusted for some reason,” interjected Danbury. 

	“The only mark I see is on his left cheek,” continued the ME. “It looks to be recent. Like it started to bruise and swell at the TOD. The internal temperature supports that being something over an hour ago, an hour and a half probably.” 

	“The bruising on his face was very recent at the time of death,” announced Cici from the doorway. Noticeably, she focused on Danbury, not the ME, avoiding a direct view of the body. “We walked in on it happening, probably a couple of hours ago now. Certainly, no longer.” 

	“Can you be more precise? On the time. When you last saw him,” said Danbury. “Matthew guessed an hour before the 9-1-1 call. That came in at five after eight.” 

	“That’s probably close,” said Cici. “We took the back stairs from my office to join the event upstairs and encountered Kennedy Reynolds and Mr. Washburn in the stairwell landing outside the gala. It was shortly before seven, I think, when we left my office. It was maybe an hour later when Matthew was summoned. It couldn’t have been longer. But I’m not wearing a watch, so I’m guessing too.”

	Staring at Danbury to avoid the view of her deceased senior partner, Cici asked, “Has anyone contacted his wife, Annabelle?” 

	“Not yet,” said Danbury. “Unless one of the partners did. Is she here?” 

	“I’m afraid not. Maybe that’s a good thing. I wouldn’t want her to see him like this. Though, I’m sure she’ll want to see him at some point,” she grimaced. “She’s been through so much lately, and I hate this for her. Like her husband, she’s a kind person. She is always the first to volunteer for fundraisers and civic events to support our pro bono work when we try to help the underprivileged in the area. And he’s an extremely kind and caring person. I mean, he was. Who would want to hurt him?” Cici asked, choking on her words. 

	Matthew put an arm protectively around her shoulder, pulling her back toward the doorway. After a moment, Cici regained control of her voice and said, “If the partners haven’t already contacted her, I’d like to go tell her in person, if that’s OK?” 

	“It’s a hard job,” said Danbury. “Are you sure?” 

	“I am. I wouldn’t want the news to come from anyone who didn’t know and adore her husband. He was a wonderful mentor to me. I want to break this news as gently as possible. I’ll check with Mr. Markham to be sure he’s OK with it. He’s known the Washburns far longer than I have.” 

	As if on cue, Simon Markham returned with Abigail Moore. Averting her eyes, Moore wouldn’t look to the left of her desk where the ME was moving around the body. Two forensic experts had joined him, snapping pictures as he pointed. Their low voices of collaboration were barely audible. 

	Simon Markham reported, “I still haven’t been able to reach Kennedy. Jonathan found Abby and I brought her down with me. I’ve explained your request for our guest list. She quite astutely asserted that the gentleman at the host station in the lobby has the most current list. It’s marked from the evening. He and Roger, the elevator operator, are in the best positions to address arrivals and departures.” 

	“You’re Abigail Moore?” Danbury asked, turning to the woman. 

	“I’m Abby, yes,” the woman said, looking as if she might be sick. Blonde, of medium height and build, she was pretty – a fact not well disguised behind heavy glasses gracing her drawn and ashen face. She wore a long green velvet dress with a high collar and lace ruffles at her neck and wrists. 

	“You were Mr. Washburn’s assistant?” 

	“Yes. The primary. That’s my desk there,” she said, pointing without looking at the neat desk on the left. “His secondary assistant occupies this one.” She frowned, indicating the messy one to the right. 

	“Is she here tonight?” asked Danbury. 

	“No, she wasn’t required to be. I mostly organized the event. She helped when I had specific calls to make or correspondence to send. Like the invitations. She stuffed and sealed those. We send formally engraved invitations for the event.” 

	“An assistant to the assistant?” asked Danbury. 

	“Something like that, I suppose. I’m Mr. Washburn’s Executive Assistant,” she swallowed hard. “Or, I was. She was his Associate Assistant.” 

	“Did he have enemies? Anyone with a vendetta. Or an axe to grind. Who would benefit from his demise? Can you provide a list?” 

	“That would be a pretty short list,” replied Abby. “I’ll give it some thought. As an attorney, he’s surely made enemies, though I can’t think of any off the top of my head. And I can’t think of anyone who would gain from his death. He’s primarily a defense attorney. The most likely person to hold a grudge would be a victim of someone he’s defended.”

	 She sniffled, then added, “He screened clients he chose to defend carefully, at least during the fourteen years I’ve been his assistant. Until he was convinced the client was innocent, he wouldn’t take the case. Unless it involved a child of one of our top clients who got into trouble, or something like that, he researched it carefully first. Those cases were usually given to one of the junior partners to handle anyway.”

	Cici handed her a tissue and she continued. “He doesn’t take just any case, not these days. He could afford to be careful about who he chose to defend, and he always was. I’m sorry, I’m babbling.” 

	“Not at all. You’re answering the questions,” said Danbury, encouragingly. “You said he was careful. Choosing who he defended?” 

	“Right. If he thought they were guilty, he wouldn’t take the case. ‘Somebody must defend the guilty,’ he’d say. ‘They’re entitled to a defense. But it won’t be me, if I can help it.’ When he thought someone was getting a really bad deal, like an innocent person who couldn’t afford an attorney, he took cases pro bono or low bono. He is, or was, well known for that,” she said, staring morosely at the floor. 

	“What about Kennedy Reynolds? How was their relationship? Did they generally get along?” 

	At this, her head snapped up. “Kennedy Reynolds? What does he have to do with any of this?” 

	 

	
5 ~ Assessing the Situation

	“It’s routine questioning,” Danbury explained to Washburn’s executive assistant. 

	“As far as I know, their relationship is, I mean was, amicable enough. I’m sure they’ve disagreed over something a time or two in the last couple of years since Mr. Reynolds joined the firm, but I don’t know of any issues between them. Mr. Reynolds can be,” she hesitated, as if choosing her words carefully. “He can be difficult to get along with. As the more senior partner, Mr. Washburn’s word would have been the final one, whatever the discussion.” 

	“Have you seen Mr. Reynolds? Tonight, at the party?” asked Danbury. “Or at all this evening?” 

	Taking a moment to consider, Abby slowly shook her head. “Only briefly. I saw him come in from the back stairwell. I was busy working with the caterers, so I don’t know where he went. I don’t recall seeing him afterward.” 

	“Was he carrying anything? Or did he pick up anything?” 

	She pondered a moment before responding, “Not when I saw him. He had nothing in his hands that I recall.” 

	“What time was that?” 

	“Umm, something before seven. Definitely before seven, but I’m not sure exactly.” 
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