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GORDON HEPLER PAUSED before rolling into his parking space behind the Mapleton, Colorado Police station and stared at the new sign proclaiming the spot as reserved for the Chief of Police. A subtle hint that the city approved of the job he was doing? A smile played around his lips. Nice to be accepted.

Interrupted by a vibration at his hip, he unclipped his cell and checked the screen, his smile turning into a frown as he replaced the phone into its case on his belt.

No text from the mayor, not even with a “forthwith” was going to spoil the moment. He glanced at the sign again. Had the mayor voted with or against the Town Council on this one?

He stepped out of his official police SUV and gazed at the burnished-gold aspens standing in stark contrast against the deep greens of the pines, like unruly streaks of paint, as the sky brightened with the sunrise. He inhaled deeply, drawing in the cold, crisp autumn air. Fall in Mapleton. His favorite season.

Gordon was early—a side effect of spending the night with Angie. She was up well before dawn, getting things ready for breakfast service at her diner, Daily Bread, and he’d grown to enjoy the peace and quiet of the station prior to shift change. Gave him time to catch up on reading the night reports before most of the citizens of Mapleton awoke.

He chirped the locks on his vehicle and used his key to open the rear entrance to his office. Inside, he flipped on the lights, shrugged out of his jacket, and draped it over the back of his chair. He savored the aroma of coffee from his travel mug—the one daily cup of fully caffeinated brew his doctor permitted—then appreciated that first sip. He needed to remember to ask Angie if her supplier made the same blend in decaf.

Only after he’d finished half his coffee did he reach for the phone and dial the mayor’s office. And what was the man doing in his office at seven on a Monday morning? Could it actually be important? The man tended to interrupt him at lunchtime, or when Gordon was about to leave the office. He put the phone on speaker and pulled up the latest budget figures on his computer. Had he gone overboard on his last requests?

“Chief Hepler. Thanks for returning my call.” The mayor’s voice carried a hint of irritation, not urgency. Upset at being kept waiting, even five minutes?

“Mayor McKenna,” Gordon said, and waited for the mayor to fill the silence, still scanning the budget. Nothing out of line. Had the grant for the in-vehicle computers come through? Or been rejected? But why would the mayor find out before Gordon did? After a pause, which Gordon assumed was because the mayor expected him to question the reason for the call, the mayor spoke again.

“I need you in my office.”

No please, no explanation. With a weary sigh, Gordon shut down his computer. “On my way.”

But first, Gordon moved to the closet and changed into his uniform. Looking like the chief gave him a boost of confidence, which always helped when dealing with politics. And besides, since Gordon had no clue how long the meeting would last, he’d be ready for his favorite task of the day—crossing guard duty at the elementary school.

He grabbed his jacket and hopped into his still-warm SUV. As he drove the short distance to City Hall, he automatically ran through the possible reasons for the summons. He reminded himself that the current mayor was hardly the corrupt tyrant his predecessor had been, but the immediate reaction to being called in without warning sent tendrils of doubt swirling through Gordon’s gut. He served at the pleasure of the mayor, and an out-of-the-blue call before seven a.m. was hardly going to come about because the mayor wanted to give Gordon a medal, or even shower him with praise.

After the special election to find a new mayor when Martin Alexander had left, Hunter McKenna had tested the waters one toe at a time. Now that he was hip-deep in running Mapleton, when it came to the police department, he’d become more hands-on than Gordon liked. In their last two face-to-faces, the mayor had hinted, and not so subtly, that Gordon’s contract had been with the old mayor, and it had been a gesture of goodwill on the mayor’s part not to demand blanket resignations from everyone.

Toe the line or you’re out had come through loud and clear.

No, a summons couldn’t be good.

Bracing himself for whatever Mayor McKenna might want, Gordon parked on the street and took a deep breath, enjoying one more view of the fall colors before entering City Hall. He strode across the worn but polished wooden floor, smelling lemon and wax, his footfalls echoing in the empty lobby. Then, already preparing his expression with a smile, he climbed the curving staircase with its wrought-iron balustrade to the mayor’s office. After a brief moment to regroup in front of the frosted-glass paned door with its gilt lettering proclaiming it the Office of the Mayor, Gordon twisted the knob and entered.

The anteroom was empty. Apparently, the mayor hadn’t seen the need to involve his admin in this meeting. At least whatever the man had in store for Gordon, it was likely to be private. He tapped on the inner door.

“Come in.” Hunter McKenna’s deep bass carried across the space.

No asking who it was. Then again, at this hour nobody would be showing up unless they were expected. Gordon opened the door.

The mayor rose as Gordon entered, a campaign-worthy smile spreading beneath the man’s walrus-worthy moustache. He emerged from behind his desk and pumped Gordon’s hand. “Thank you so much for coming at such short notice.”

Only then did Gordon see the woman seated on the sofa to his right. He couldn’t help but assume the warm greeting was for her benefit, not his. She stood and crossed the room, extending her hand. “Marianna Spellman.”

Mari-ah-nah, she pronounced it. Big-city woman was Gordon’s first reaction. And not big as in Denver, but big as in New York, Los Angeles, or maybe Chicago. Gordon took in the fingernails with polished white tips—a French manicure, he recalled Angie saying. Smooth olive skin. Deep chestnut hair, streaked with strands of amber. Brown eyes outlined in black, shiny brown lids, and eyelashes that almost brushed the lenses of her rectangular black-rimmed glasses. A pert upturned nose that didn’t match the rest of the Mediterranean appearance. After-market, he surmised. Full red lips painted almost the shade of her short-skirted red suit. Knee-length shiny black boots—the high-heeled, pointy-toe kind, not the cowboy variety most people around Mapleton wore. A spicy perfume surrounded her—expensive, he guessed, although he wasn’t familiar with the scent.

“Gordon Hepler,” he said. And waited.

The mayor motioned her to her seat, and Gordon to a visitor’s chair across from the large cherry-wood desk. Mayor McKenna had refurnished the office when he’d taken over. Instead of a steely-eyed portrait of himself above his desk, a Rocky Mountain landscape provided a much less disconcerting view. The former Oriental carpet had been replaced with a beige area rug with blotches of shades of red that made Gordon think of spilled wine. He stepped across its plush surface and lowered himself into the comfortable leather chair. And waited once again.

Marianna Spellman didn’t seem to mind the silence, but the mayor was compelled to fill the vacuum. “I’m sure you’re wondering why we’re here this early.” Since the question was directed at Gordon, not Marianna Spellman, he assumed she was the reason he was here, but he gave a short dip of his chin in response.

“Miss Spellman is in Mapleton on business,” McKenna continued. “I’ll let her explain what she’s doing. I’ve assured her she’ll get your complete cooperation.” The mayor flashed his teeth again, smiling and nodding at Marianna as if to say, See. You have nothing to worry about. Chief Hepler’s going to take care of everything.

With that, Gordon’s worry meter redlined. Right now, he figured a discussion of the budget would be more to his liking.

Marianna Spellman scooted to the edge of the loveseat. “I’ll start at the beginning, Chief Hepler.”

She reached beside her to a boot-matching, carryon-size black purse and fished around. Her smile widened as she handed him a business card.

Gordon scanned it, noting a logo of two stylized Vs. According to the card, she worked as a production manager for a company called Vista Ventures. No address, and he didn’t recognize the area code of the phone number. He smiled. “I’m listening, Miss Spellman.”

“Please, call me Marianna,” she said. After a brief nod in the mayor’s direction, she faced Gordon again, pausing expectantly. Was he supposed to say “Call me Gordon?” Wasn’t going to happen. Yet. He nodded, indicating she should get on with it.

“I’m with Vista Ventures, but I’m sure you figured that out from my card. We’re independent film makers, and I’m here for some shoots for our upcoming production, a film tentatively titled Seesaw for One.”

Shoots? What shoots? Why hadn’t he heard about this? He’d have remembered. Gordon’s pulse kicked up, but he kept his expression neutral. He’d take it up with the mayor later. “What is it you want from me, Miss—Marianna?”

The mayor interrupted before Marianna could speak. “I believe the preliminary arrangements were made during my transition into office, and I might have incorrectly assumed you’d been notified. I’ve assured Marianna she and Vista Ventures will have our full cooperation, and that you will provide traffic and crowd control for any of her shoots. In return, she’s assured me there will be as little disruption as possible to the normal, everyday routines of the citizens of our city.”

The way McKenna said city belied that Mapleton was hardly more than a small town. But one thing Gordon had learned was that regardless of the political head of the city, it was all about revenue. He imagined heavy-duty discussions of financial arrangements had already taken place, and his life was about to become much more complicated.

“I was here a couple of months ago,” Marianna continued, “and have locations and a shooting schedule laid out. Normally, we don’t operate quite so last-minute, but our first choice of location fell through, and I remembered thinking Mapleton would be a perfect choice. Mayor McKenna has been most cooperative.” She fished into the depths of the black hole of her purse again and handed him an envelope. “You’ll find everything in there.”

With no small amount of trepidation, Gordon opened the envelope.

“What you have is a schedule of our Mapleton shots,” Marianna said. “We’re also shooting in a couple of the more rural areas outside your city limits, and I’ve already received the necessary permissions for those. While it’s possible to recreate some of your locales on a sound stage setting, it would lack the flavor from shooting on location. We’ve found that locals are generally receptive to appearing as background characters, and property owners are well-compensated for any disruptions to their lives or livelihoods.”

Gordon scanned the pages, although it seemed he’d been included only as a formality, since the mayor had already given the project his stamp of approval. Hell, he assumed the whole reason for the mayor rubber-stamping the project was because it would pad Mapleton’s coffers, both in fees and in added tourism. The mayor was all about making Mapleton shine in the eyes of the public.

The words Daily Bread jumped out at Gordon. Three days of shooting on the street in front of the diner. How would Angie take that? His gut reaction was that she’d jump all over it. Then he checked the list of names and saw the actors who’d be involved. Damn right, Angie would jump all over it. Would she try to be cast as one of the extras? Or was that already decided? Gordon ignored the flutters in his gut. He wasn’t jealous. No, not one little bit.

“I guess—” Gordon said.

“Then it’s settled,” the mayor said before Gordon could finish his thought. “Welcome to Mapleton, Miss Spellman.”

She smiled, but there was no question she was several steps ahead of the mayor and had assumed no less than full cooperation. “The crew will be bringing in trailers and other staging equipment starting tomorrow. We’ll be at Aspen Lake first. After that, they’ll set up in the public parking lot adjacent to—” she consulted a tablet— “Finnegan’s, which is convenient to our shooting.”

She stood, picked up her purse, and extended her hand toward Gordon. “I’m looking forward to working with you. Perhaps we could start discussing what I’ll expect from you over breakfast at the Daily Bread.”

What she’d expect from him? Gordon shot a glance at the mayor, but the man either didn’t hear Marianna’s words, or didn’t catch the undertones. She was already taking control.

“Fine,” Gordon said. “I’ll meet you there in fifteen minutes.”

Was she disappointed that he hadn’t offered her a ride? Too bad. Civilians didn’t get to ride in the Chief of Police’s car, and he needed every one of those fifteen minutes to think. If she needed a ride, let her get one from the mayor.

And how long had the mayor known about this, and why hadn’t Gordon been brought into the loop before today? Did Angie know? Surely these kinds of things required advance notice. No, she wouldn’t have kept that kind of a secret from him.

As he drove the short distance to the station, Gordon focused on the overall ramifications of Marianna Spellman’s proposal from a small-town police perspective. He didn’t foresee many problems with most of the business locations, but the three days at Aspen Lake could be a nightmare for crowd control. He made a mental note to call the county and ask for deputies to supplement Mapleton’s force for those days.

He stopped by his office, grabbed a legal tablet for taking notes, and ran a printout of the calendar so he could be on top of any preexisting events that might create conflicts. He opted to walk to Daily Bread, giving him a few more minutes to process what was going to happen to Mapleton’s quiet lifestyle.

When he walked into the diner, Angie and Marianna were sitting at a back booth. Angie waved him over. Her blue eyes sparkled, and the smile on her face told him she was definitely on board. He crossed the worn floorboards of the diner, slid into the booth, and her excitement buzzed over him like summer mosquitoes. What the hell. There were a few names on the cast list he wouldn’t mind seeing up close, either.

Marianna cupped her hands around her coffee mug. “Miss Mead and I have been discussing our schedule, and she’s willing to make the necessary adjustments in her operating hours.”

The door opened, and a sudden hush fell over the diner. Silverware stopped clattering, conversations turned to low murmurs. A man, hunched into a down parka, its upturned collar obscuring his features, paused inside the entry, scanned the room, then tromped toward their booth.

“What in damnation do you think you’re doing?” His whisper might as well have been a shout.
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GORDON SLID TO THE edge of the bench and stood, a hand reflexively poised near his weapon. Marianna shook her head in his direction and lifted a palm. He lowered himself onto the seat, but hadn’t dismissed the intruder as a potential threat.

The man unzipped his parka and shoved a tangled mass of dark blond hair away from his face, which was hidden behind a scruffy beard. Puffy lavender circles that rivaled the throw pillows in Gordon’s grandmother’s parlor hung below the man’s eyes, but those eyes were a startling shade of turquoise. Beside him, Angie gave a quiet gasp. Her fingers gripped his thigh.

“Cass, relax,” Marianna said. “I’d like you to meet Police Chief Gordon Hepler and the manager of Daily Bread, Angie Mead. Chief Hepler, Angie, this is Cassidy Clarke.”

Ah. Now Gordon understood Angie’s reaction. Cassidy Clarke, the actor playing the lead in the movie. To say Angie was a fan was like saying the sun rose in the east. But right now, he didn’t resemble the man Gordon had seen on the screen.

As if someone had flipped a switch, the man’s scowl turned into a smile. His eyes brightened. Charm oozed across the table like molasses. “Pleased to meet you.” He extended his hand to Angie first, and her eyes widened as she returned his handshake. Which lasted a little longer than Gordon felt comfortable with, but he accepted it as a moment for Angie. While Gordon wouldn’t try to erase it from her memory, he’d damn sure try to make it fade later tonight.

And so what if when Gordon shook Cassidy’s hand he squeezed a little harder than normal. “Welcome to Mapleton,” he said to show he was okay with the way the man had greeted Angie. After all, the guy was a movie star. Flirting with women was probably second nature, and all an act, anyway.

“Please, have a seat,” Marianna said to Cassidy. “Would you like some breakfast? Tea?” She looked at Angie. “Cass prefers masala chai, if you can get it here.”

Angie’s grin dimmed a notch, but Gordon didn’t think anyone who didn’t know her could have read the You think we’re a bunch of bumpkins expression that had flashed across her face. “Not a problem. Gordon, do you want your usual?”

“Please,” he said.

Did Marianna notice Angie had called him by his first name? Did she chalk it up to being in a small town where everyone used first names? Did it even matter? Everyone in town knew he and Angie were in a relationship, so why not a few strangers?

While Angie went to deal with tea and coffee, Gordon dealt with Marianna. “According to your schedule, you’re going to be shooting at Aspen Lake the day after tomorrow. Since today’s the first I’ve heard of any of this, I’ll try to bring in county deputies to help. How much support do you need, and exactly what will you want them to do?”

“I understand. Normally, we’d have set this up much further in advance, but we needed the fall colors, and we can’t control when the leaves turn, so we’ve been more or less on standby. When I spoke to the mayor about it several months ago, he assured me he would take care of things.”

Gordon didn’t share his thoughts about what he’d like to tell the mayor about that one.

Marianna went on. “Also, we’re trying to keep the whole production under wraps as much as possible. Now that Cassidy has shown up, I’m afraid you’ll be inundated with paparazzi, especially given his recent ... difficulties.” She gave the actor a pointed glare.

“I’m afraid I’m not aware of any ... difficulties.” Gordon decided it was better to admit ignorance than get caught unprepared.

Cassidy returned Marianna’s glare, then lowered his head and his voice. “I had a minor substance abuse problem for a little while. The papers made a big deal out of it, but I’m fine.” He gave Marianna a defiant stare. “I’m clean. And ready to work. I’m checked in at the B and B. I assume you’ve got a driver to make sure I’m where you want me when you want me there.”

Marianna nodded and stirred her coffee, her spoon clinking against the ceramic mug in a syncopated rhythm.

Cassidy Clarke’s turquoise eyes were almost cop eyes, the way they never held still, always taking in their surroundings. However, unlike Gordon, Cassidy chose to sit with his back to the door, thus avoiding the curious glances of most of the other customers in the diner. Though he did seem to sense Angie’s approach—almost as soon as Gordon did—and when Cassidy raised his head the smile had returned, full force.

Angie carried a tray with two mugs, a teapot, and plates of cinnamon rolls. She distributed the mugs, placed the teapot in front of Cassidy, and set the rolls in the center of the table. “Your egg white veggie omelet will be up in a minute,” she said to Marianna. “Can I top off your coffee?”

“Please.”

Angie motioned to Donna, one of the Daily Bread wait staff, who nodded and patted her gray curls into place before grabbing a pot from behind the counter. Gordon noticed the flush to her cheeks as she tried to appear nonchalant while refilling Marianna’s mug, before she moved on to another table.

Marianna grabbed three yellow sweetener packets, stacked them, and ripped them open in one practiced tear. She stirred them into her coffee, then took a tentative sip.

Gordon grabbed a plate and slid a cinnamon roll toward Cassidy. “This might be the best thing about your stay in Mapleton.”

Cassidy cut a small piece of the sticky confection and forked it into his mouth. Gordon waited, watching the man’s expression as he chewed the morsel. The eyes rolled, then closed. Cassidy’s tongue darted out, capturing any errant crumbs and sugary icing. And then, the sigh as he reached for the plate and snagged another—much bigger—bite.

“I think you’re right, but I’m going to have to try more before I can agree.” Cassidy grinned at Angie. “Might take one every day I’m here before I’ll know for sure whether these are the best darn cinnamon rolls I’ve ever had.”

Angie beamed. “You’ve got it.”

Donna returned to the table with Marianna’s omelet. Trying to set it in front of the woman while casting furtive glances at Cassidy, she narrowly avoided knocking over Marianna’s water glass. “I’m so sorry.” At Angie’s slight frown, Donna stepped back half a pace. “Is there anything I can get for anyone?”

“We’re fine, Donna,” Angie said.

Marianna poked her fork around in her omelet, as if taking inventory of its contents. She took a delicate bite, and although she didn’t partake of any of the cinnamon rolls, Gordon noticed the wistful peeks in their direction.

“You can’t come to Mapleton without sampling one of Angie’s cinnamon rolls,” Gordon said. He slid a plate her way and smiled. “It’s a requirement if you expect any cooperation from the Police Department.”

“I suppose a taste won’t hurt,” she said. She forked off a piece even smaller than Cassidy’s first sample and nibbled. “Oh, yes, these are delicious.” She finished the bite she’d taken and then went back to poking around her omelet. Dabbing at her lips between bites, she ate about a third of it and pushed her plate aside.

“Angie, honey,” Marianna said, “if you have anything else to do, this next part doesn’t deal with our scheduled shoots in your little restaurant. I’ll bring you up to speed later.”

At the abrupt dismissal, color rose in Angie’s face. She gave a brief nod, then spun away toward the kitchen.

“Wait up.” Cassidy scooted out of the booth, stuffing the last bit of cinnamon roll into his mouth.

Angie turned, her blush still evident, but Gordon expected it was for an entirely different reason now. Cassidy caught up to her.

“I’m not needed for this discussion, either,” he said. “Maybe we can talk about the scenes in the diner. I’d love to see where you make these phenomenal cinnamon rolls.”

Angie cocked her head toward Marianna, who lifted a hand and waggled her manicured fingers. “Go.”

Marianna leaned across the table, her expensive perfume outweighing the aroma of the cinnamon rolls. “Your mayor assured me you run a tight ship here, Chief Hepler.” She paused, and again, Gordon wondered if she was waiting for him to say “Call me Gordon.” Still wasn’t going to happen.

With a flip of her hair, Marianna continued. “In reality, we’re not going to have too many scenes requiring a huge cast. Ten actors, some extras, and then the crew. The faster we can get in and out, the better, both for the picture itself and for our budget. I’ve got a small crew coming in later today to start shooting the backgrounds. The only place that will fall within your jurisdiction for these shots, as I understand it, is Aspen Lake. We’ll be shooting elsewhere as well, and we’ll be doing that often, to take maximum advantage of the turning leaves.”

“I understand,” Gordon said, although he might have a short chat with the mayor when this was over. He checked the time. “If you like, I can introduce you at the morning briefing, and you can let my officers know what you expect of them. Then, I’m afraid I’ll have to deal with official business, but I’ll be free by nine to go over specifics.”

She seemed to ponder that, as if slighted she wouldn’t have him at her beck and call around the clock. “A brief introduction will be fine, so your officers know who I am, but I’ll leave the rest to you. We have our own security people for the actual shooting sites and our staging areas, but keeping rubberneckers at bay is best left to law enforcement.”

“Are you going to need security for these preliminary background shots?” Gordon asked.

“I don’t think that will be necessary, but if we run into problems, may I call you?”

“What kind of problems do you anticipate?” Gordon prepared himself for what Marianna considered problems worthy of police intervention.

“Not having access to places we’d like to be, or, if there are too many people milling about, a police presence helps convince them to stay out of our way. We don’t object to people watching as long as they’re not interfering with the shoot, and as for backgrounds, noise isn’t an issue. But we don’t want to find someone has managed to insert himself into our footage. Sometimes we need traffic diverted.”

Gordon was sure she already knew the answers to everything she’d presented, and had covered it as part of her job. Was she trying to prove to him she knew what she was doing? Didn’t matter to him. He answered her questions. Maybe it meant more to her if they were delivered face to face. “For Aspen Lake, or anything in Mapleton proper, you can call my office. I assume you have contact information for the county deputies for anything outside Mapleton’s city limits. And for the major highways, it’s the State Patrol.”

She nodded. By not asking for his number, he assumed he’d been correct. The mayor had probably given her his direct line, too. And his cell.

“How many officers do you usually need for a typical shooting day?” he asked. “You understand this is a small force, and everyone has regular duties.”

“Five or six should be plenty,” she said.

Half a shift? He’d definitely need to bring in extra personnel. At least the mayor couldn’t complain about the overtime budget.

When the door opened, Gordon automatically checked to see who was coming in. A woman this time, familiar because he’d fixed a mental image of her when he’d read the cast list. The oversize sunglasses and a bright green scarf over all but a few wisps of her trademark red hair weren’t enough of a disguise. Lily Beckett. He schooled his features into his professional demeanor as the woman strode toward their table. Her expression wasn’t much different from the one on Cassidy Clarke’s face when he’d stormed across the dining room.

Maybe fall wasn’t going to be his favorite season in Mapleton after all.
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GORDON LISTENED AS the murmurs trailed Lily Beckett through Daily Bread like a fox after a field mouse. When she stopped at their table, Gordon’s first thought was cat fight.

Marianna’s eyes sought the ceiling, her lips flattened. “Yes, Lily. What do you want? You’re not supposed to be here for two days yet.”

“Cassidy’s here. Which means the press will be here. Someone needs to run damage control. Or prevent the damage from happening in the first place.”

“I believe that’s more my job than yours.” Marianna patted the vinyl bench beside her. “At least sit down and smile. Like you’re happy to be here.”

Lily sat. She removed her sunglasses but left the scarf on. Only then did she seem to notice Gordon sitting across from her. Like her leading man counterpart, her expression went totally PR. She tugged off a black leather glove and extended her hand. “I’m Lily Beckett.”

“Lily, this is Police Chief Hepler. We’ve been going over basic security measures.”

Lily removed her other glove and put them both inside a purse almost as large as Marianna’s, which she set on the bench between them. “Nice to meet you, Chief.”

Donna bustled over to the table, clearly star-struck for the second time in fifteen minutes. “Good morning. Welcome to Daily Bread. I’m Donna. Would you like coffee or tea to start?” She pulled the pencil from the knot of curls at the top of her head.

Gordon suppressed a laugh. He’d never heard any of the wait staff do the introduction thing before.

“Decaf coffee,” Lily said. “A splash of cream and two sugars.”

Gordon wondered how Lily would take to doctoring her own brew when it got here. Or if Donna would fix it for her.

Donna returned a moment later, setting a mug of steaming coffee in front of Lily, along with a metal creamer. “Here you are. Sugar’s on the table.”

Lily smiled. “Thank you very much.”

Donna glanced over her shoulder toward the kitchen, then at Lily. “I know I shouldn’t be bothering you, but would you mind?” She tore off a page from her order book and put it on the table along with a pen she plucked from her apron pocket. “I’m a huge fan.”

Lily smiled again, and although Gordon knew this must be routine to the point of annoying for her, she seemed to act as if nobody had ever asked for her autograph before.

“Donna, is it?” Lily picked up the pen.

“Yes. That would be wonderful.” Donna cut her gaze toward the kitchen again. Lily wrote on the paper and returned it to Donna. The waitress read it and clutched it to her chest. “Thank you. Thank you so much.” She folded the paper reverently and slipped it into her apron pocket, then scuttled away.

“At least she didn’t insist on a picture with you,” Marianna said. “Everyone has a cell phone, and they all have cameras. Such a pain.”

“It takes two seconds to be nice.” Lily tipped a few drops of cream into her mug. “These people are why we have jobs, after all.”

Marianna huffed. “You’d think they’d respect people’s privacy, though.”

In an attempt to move things into more friendly territory, Gordon passed Lily the container of sweeteners. She chose the real sugar, tore two packets open, and stirred them into her coffee. He motioned to Marianna’s unfinished roll. “Have something to eat. It’s a rule that anyone new to Mapleton has to sample a Daily Bread cinnamon roll.”

Lily took a knife from the table and cut off a piece. Her reaction matched those of her colleagues, and she finished a couple of bites, washing them down with sips of her coffee. “Excellent. Does this mean I’m allowed to stay?” She grinned.

“For a day or two,” Gordon said, resisting the urge to wink.

“I wish they’d invent a camera that took off ten pounds instead of adding them,” Lily said. “Or that I’d have scenes that let me wear things like puffy winter coats or oversized robes. Plus, it seems the real weather is always the opposite of when the story is supposed to take place. Nothing like sweltering in winter garb in July, or freezing your ass off in shorts in February.”

“Nothing to worry about this time, dear,” Marianna said. “You’ll be costumed appropriately for fall weather.”

Too bad. Gordon wouldn’t have minded seeing Lily in shorts. And making sure he was scheduled to be on duty when she was. But, he admitted, she looked better-than-fine the way she was. He’d never noticed the freckles against her fair complexion, so he assumed they were covered by makeup for the camera. Her eyes were as green as Cassidy’s were turquoise. When she spoke to you, she had a way of making you think the conversation was the most important thing she had to do all day.

Okay, so he’d definitely forgive Angie her fan girl moments with Cassidy. Even though he knew these people were used to pretending, they were good at it.

Marianna moved the plate with the partially eaten cinnamon roll farther away. “Since you and Cassidy are both here, maybe we can squeeze in some of the long shots tomorrow morning.”

“I thought those were going to be covered by stand-ins,” Lily said. “According to my schedule, Cass and I aren’t on until after lunch.”

“It never hurts to get ahead of the game. Of course if you’d rather not—”

It was clear from Marianna’s tone that this wasn’t open for discussion.

“No, I’m fine with it. Tell me where and when.”

It was clear from Lily’s tone that she wasn’t fine with it, but she knew her place. Which surprised Gordon, because he’d always thought movie stars set the ground rules. He’d probably learn more about the film business than he’d ever need to know by the time these people packed up and left.

“Where is everyone staying?” Gordon asked. Cassidy Clarke had mentioned a B and B, but there weren’t enough rooms to house everyone in the few establishments Mapleton offered. Mapleton had no hotels—not even a chain motel—and the nearest suitable accommodations were fifteen miles away, and most of those miles were on winding mountain roads.

Lily looked to Marianna. “Good question. Where are we staying?”

Marianna frowned. “You didn’t get my email?”

Lily lifted her mug. “Of course. I don’t remember off the top of my head, that’s all. I figured you wouldn’t mind saving me hunting for it.”

“I’ve got you, Cassidy, Damien, and Julie in a Bed and Breakfast. Run by the Richardsons. Cassidy has already checked in.” She fished around in her purse for a tablet, tapped it, and swooped her fingers across the display. “We have a car to get you to and from.”

“Give me the address,” Lily said. “I have my own rental.”

“You can turn it in,” Marianna reached across the table and broke off a minuscule morsel of cinnamon roll. “You won’t need it.”

Why did Gordon think Lily was going to keep the rental? Not his problem. She and Marianna evidently had a history, and from what he could see, not all of it was good.

Lily shrugged. “Well, the driver isn’t here now,” Lily said, “and since I’m not scheduled until tomorrow, I thought I’d take advantage of the free time, maybe drive around the mountains, enjoy the change of scenery.”

“The aspens are almost at their peak,” Gordon said. “You should have excellent views. There are local area maps near the door.”

“Thanks. That would be great.” Lily slid out of the booth and slipped her sunglasses on. “Where’s Cass? He might like something to do, too.”

Gordon recalled the way Cassidy and Lily had both confronted Marianna when they’d first arrived. Whatever their beefs were with her, or the production company, or each other, they’d apparently set them aside for the time being. However, he couldn’t shake the feeling that something was going to hit the fan, and when it did, he hoped everyone would be well outside of Mapleton.
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GORDON STOOD AS LILY straightened her scarf and picked up her purse. He strode to the brochure rack and plucked out one of the tourist maps, then opened it and pointed out the route to her.

“Do you know where Cass went?” she asked.

“Last I saw, he was headed toward the kitchen. I’ll tell him you’re looking for him.”

Behind them, Gordon sensed the curious stares of the breakfast crowd. If Marianna thought she could keep this production low-key, she was sorely mistaken. At least half a dozen customers were busy texting on their phones. He had a feeling there were already a few surreptitious snapshots showing up on Instagram, Facebook, and Twitter. Gordon had to agree with Marianna that people nowadays didn’t think twice about other people’s privacy.

He went and found Cassidy in the kitchen, sitting on a stool—the very one Gordon sat on when he watched Angie at work in the early morning hours—regaling the staff with tales from his other productions. Even Ozzie, Daily Bread’s cook, was listening attentively, barely paying attention to the pot he was stirring. Chili, from the smell of it.

Angie rushed over to Gordon. “Isn’t this great? Cass—he said we could call him that—has been telling us about all the things that went wrong when they were trying to film a fly-fishing scene. And he said they might even shoot a scene here. In this kitchen. I would be making my cinnamon rolls. In the background, of course, but who’d have thought something like this would ever happen in Mapleton? And he gave everyone autographs, and let us take pictures with him.”

Oh, how the social media would be abuzz.

Gordon didn’t have the heart to tell Angie that Cassidy Clarke had little, if any, authority in deciding where scenes would be shot and who would be in them.

“I hate to be the one to break up this party, but Lily Beckett wants to see Mr. Clarke.” Let them call him Cass. Gordon would keep things professional.

Angie seemed tempted to invite Lily into the kitchen as well, but she merely turned to Cass and thanked him for visiting.

“Pleasure was all mine, ladies. And gentleman.” He nodded in Ozzie’s direction. “I’m going to speak to the boss about having you cater some of our meals.”

Angie turned to Ozzie and gave him two thumbs up. “We’ll be happy to work with you.”

“Yes, sir, we most certainly would.” Ozzie wiped his hands on the apron that barely covered his ample girth. His grin revealed gleaming white teeth against his coffee-colored skin. His head bobbed in excitement, sending his multiple chins wobbling. “We’ll take good care of you, I promise you that.”

Cass went to meet with Lily. Gordon glanced toward the booth they’d been using. Marianna sat there, working her cell phone, which was in a blood-red case, emblazoned with a sparkly S no less. Gordon gave Angie a quick—okay, maybe not so quick—squeeze. “Crossing guard duty beckons,” he said.

“See you tonight?” she asked.

“I’ll let you know. This movie business has tossed a couple of monkey wrenches into my schedule.”

“Ours too, but it’s so exciting.” Angie bounced on her toes.

At the elementary school crosswalk, it was obvious word about the movie making was all over Mapleton. At least a dozen moms stopped to ask him where they could watch the shooting, and if he knew how they could get their kids—or themselves—in as extras. A headache gripped the back of Gordon’s neck. What next?
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THE NEXT THREE DAYS went much smoother than Gordon had expected. He’d managed to juggle shifts, cut meetings with the mayor short, and dodge Marianna. He’d had no shortage of volunteers for extra duty, and the Aspen Lake shoots went off without a hitch, if you didn’t count the bickering and snide remarks amongst the cast and crew. He’d come to understand it came with the territory when egos swelled like hot air balloons.

On Thursday, Gordon joined the morning briefing. He stood at the back of the room and watched as Officer Lloyd Titchener—Titch—laid out the day’s assignments. Titch had been doing a bang up job of reminding everyone about being professional. He’d come to the force from the military and ran his shifts with every “t” crossed and “i” dotted.

Although Gordon rarely had to speak to his staff about dress standards, he’d noticed his officers had been showing up for duty more ... polished ... from their shoes to their badges, to pressed uniforms and not a hair out of place.

Titch finished up with the normal daily routines, then moved onto the movie angle. Everyone sat up a little straighter. “Shooting begins at zero eight hundred. Weather is clear, so they’ll be shooting exteriors along Main and Maple. Lunch at noon, and then interiors at Daily Bread.”

Gordon couldn’t help but smile. Angie had been unable to contain her excitement about her fifteen minutes of fame. Or, rather her diner’s. She still held out hope they’d need another extra during the interior shots, and would ask her. They’d watched three of Cassidy Clarke’s movies, two of which included Lily Beckett. Gordon admitted they’d been entertaining enough, although romance-themed movies, especially romantic comedies, fell into the chick-flick category for him.

Once everyone was dismissed, Gordon headed to the main public parking lot, which had been dubbed Seesaw Village. In addition to the trailers housing all the production equipment, Cassidy Clarke and Lily Beckett each had a large RV. Two smaller ones served as offices for Marianna Spellman and Lionel Dawson, the director. Makeup and wardrobe were housed in RVs, and two more trailers served as community “lounges” where actors could hang while waiting for their next shot. There was a lot of that. Movie making seemed to be a lot more about waiting than making. And, thank goodness, whatever issues Cassidy and Lily had arrived with were either solved or forgotten. Or hidden away from the public eye.

Gordon ambled through the walkway from the parking lot to the street where the shooting was going to take place.

The streets and sidewalks were already filling with curious onlookers. The school board had declared today the equivalent of a snow day, so there were no classes. It hadn’t made sense to Gordon, because having all those kids free to wander around and potentially get in the way of the shooting seemed to add to his workload, not reduce it. But, the actual shooting area had been cordoned off with barricades and ropes, and so far, everyone was respecting the boundaries.

Marianna had sledgehammered home the point that anyone sneaking into any of the shots, even in the background was not acceptable, and Gordon had pounded the point home to his officers.

“Good morning, Gordon.”

At the sound of the mayor’s voice, Gordon turned. “Mayor.”

The man wore his “good old boy” Stetson and cowboy boots, which Gordon never thought went well with the business suit and tie, but what did he know about fashion?

“Perfect weather, wouldn’t you say?” the mayor said.

Gordon gazed at the bright blue sky with its scattering of cottony white clouds. He breathed in the cool, crisp air. “I would.”

“I was looking for Marianna Spellman.” Mayor McKenna patted a large manila envelope. “We have a few minor wrinkles to iron out for tonight’s press conference.”

As if Mapleton’s weekly paper warranted a press conference. However, Gordon knew there would be some local television coverage and reporters from other neighboring small towns. All of Marianna’s talk about keeping this production under wraps, and she scheduled a press conference? Under wraps until she thought the time was ready for the big unveiling, he figured.

“I think we’ve got the Denver papers coming,” the mayor said. “I know Marianna’s been trying to lure reporters from Boulder and the Springs, too. She said she had a special announcement to make concerning the picture.”

“I’m sure she’ll have everything under control. She’s probably in her office.” Marianna’d about had Gordon ready to take the short way down Pikes Peak with her needs—because she never made demands—to have everything arranged to her satisfaction. She’d spent hours making sure the high school auditorium was set up to meet her requirements.

And, he supposed, because of all her nit-picking about microphones, camera angles, reserved seating, security, down to specific brands of bottled water for the “talent” as she referred to all the actors, things would run smoothly.

Fifteen minutes later, crew members were still positioning lights. Camera people were checking angles. Other people were adjusting a sign renaming Daily Bread to The Mountain Café. He suspected Angie was fuming inside at that one. Lionel Dawson, the director, was moving from one spot to another, pointing, giving orders, and checking his tablet.

“I need stand-ins on the set. Now,” he bellowed. “Where are Bart Bergsstrom and Kathy Newberg?”

“I think they’re in wardrobe,” one black-clad crew member said as he fussed with laying tape on the sidewalk. Marks, Gordon had learned. Places where the actors were supposed to stop and do their acting.

“Well, somebody get them,” Dawson shouted. “Time is money, people, time is money.”

Gordon snorted. In that case, a lot of both were being wasted.

“I’ll go.” An Asian woman—Mai something or other—who had a minor supporting role, trotted off through the walkway toward the trailers. Rather than have to continue making small talk with the mayor, Gordon followed a short distance behind, allowing himself to enjoy the view. These actors might be wearing climate-appropriate wardrobes, but no women in Mapleton wore jeans that let you tell if a quarter in the rear pocket was facing heads or tails out. Or sweaters that clung to their curves like a coat of paint. Enhanced curves, Gordon figured, but that didn’t make it any harder on the eyes.

Mai climbed the short flight of metal stairs to the RV and disappeared inside. Gordon stopped at the far edge of the lot, close to the rear entrance to Daily Bread. He was about to go inside, see how Angie was doing, when a shriek pierced the crisp fall air.
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HAND ON HIS WEAPON, Gordon headed to the RV at a dead run. A pale Mai stood on the top step, gripping the metal rail. She stumbled downward, and he caught her before she face-planted on the asphalt.

“What?” he asked.

She turned and pointed to the open door. “She’s ... I think ... She’s ... Dead.”

By now, five of his officers, three production security guards, and a throng of onlookers were streaming through the walkway like salmon heading upstream to spawn. He helped a trembling Mai away from the scene, into the arms of Ed Solomon, one of his top officers.

“Keep everyone away,” Gordon commanded. The security guards hesitated, moving in, but slowly.

Solomon settled Mai on a wooden bench at the edge of the lot. Titch appeared and took immediate control, herding the crowd to the street. People dispersed, albeit reluctantly, with many over-the-shoulder glances. However, Titch’s bulging biceps, close-shaved head, and steely-eyed expression carried a don't mess with me attitude that few citizens challenged. 

Trailer and RV doors flew open. Heads poked out. Gordon ordered everyone to stay where they were.

Gordon didn’t know how much the movie security guards knew about police procedure, so he told his officers to have everyone stick around, to start collecting names and contact information.

He caught a glimpse of Vicky McDermott, another of his top officers. “Stay with Mai,” he told her. She strode to the bench and sat beside Mai, who had lowered her head into her hands.

“Solomon, with me,” Gordon said.

His officer insisted on going first, darting inside the open door, then moving to the right. Gordon followed, going left. As he slipped a pair of gloves on, he studied the room.

Racks of clothes covered one wall. Two open doors at the far end revealed changing rooms. Across from the clothes racks, there was an ironing board and a sewing machine on a table beside it. On the other end was a low, round platform in front of a three-way mirror. An easy chair and an end table holding a lamp were tucked into a corner. What appeared to be a sewing basket sat below the table.

And in the middle of everything lay the body of Marianna Spellman.

“Shit,” Solomon said.

“I’ll double that.” Gordon stepped carefully to the body, making sure not to move Marianna’s glasses, which were lying near her face. He checked for a pulse, although her arms and legs akimbo, glassy-eyed stare and slack facial muscles told him he wasn’t going to find one. He did a cursory visual check of her clothing—jeans, a turtleneck, and her fancy boots. No blood, no gunshot holes, or torn clothing. However, there were rules to follow.

“Call Dispatch,” he said. “Have Connie get the medics rolling. And call the Coroner’s Office. Alert County Homicide, too. Tyler Colfax will love this one. We’ve got a PR nightmare, and we’re going to need to do everything by the book, one letter at a time.” Gordon noted the time. Oh seven-fifty-two.

“I don’t see any blood,” Solomon said. “No obvious signs of foul play. You don’t think there’s a chance she died of a heart attack, do you?”

“It’s possible, but my gut says it’s right up there with walking out of this trailer now and being struck by lightning.” And, regardless, until they knew the cause of death, they’d have to investigate it as a homicide.

“I know you want this done by the book,” Solomon said, “but I could do some preliminary stuff.”

Solomon was a first-rate investigator, but Mapleton didn’t have detectives, much less homicide detectives. “We need to secure the scene. Get your camera. Then we can start working the crowd, hunting for witnesses, and all the fun stuff. The crime scene team knows what it’s doing, and until we get a coroner’s investigator here, we can’t touch the body. See if you can round up a key to this trailer and lock it. Then check all the other units in this lot, get anyone who’s in them to stay put. See if anything looks disturbed.”

“I’ll get the tape,” Solomon said. “How far out do you think we should set it?”

Gordon sighed. “Probably the whole damn lot.” He wondered what Marianna would have thought about yellow crime scene tape on her precious movie set.

Gordon stepped onto the platform at the top of the trailer’s stairs and scanned the lot. Empty. Kudos to the efficiency of his officers. However, keeping things that way was going to take more. He turned to Solomon. “While you call Dispatch, I’ll get our people started.”

Gordon walked down the stairs and over to McDermott. Mai had regained some color and composure. “Mai, I’m going to need to ask you a few questions.” He told McDermott to get to the street, help with sorting out everyone who’d had access to the trailer. “Corral everyone. Separate movie people from Mapleton people. See if you can put one group in Daily Bread, the others in Finnegan’s.”

“On it, Chief.” She strode briskly from the scene.

Solomon exited the trailer and gave Gordon a quick thumbs up as he headed toward the side street where the police on duty had left their vehicles.

Gordon asked Mai to wait a moment, then got on his radio and called Titch. “I need two more officers here. Can you spare them?”

“Roger that, Chief,” Titch said. “Everyone’s being cooperative.”

While he kept an eye out for his officers, Gordon returned to continue questioning Mai. “Your full name, please.”

“Mai Phan.”

“Thank you.” He took out his notepad and a pen. “First, was the wardrobe RV locked when you arrived?” Gordon asked. Although he’d seen her go in, he hadn’t noticed whether or not she used a key.

She sniffed, wiped her eyes, and shook her head. “No, it was open.”

Damn. That expanded his list of suspects to include any of the cast, crew, and half the citizens of Mapleton. He hadn’t seen anyone in the lot when he’d followed Mai.

“Where are the wardrobe people?” he asked. “Shouldn’t they have been in the RV? Didn’t you say two of the stand-ins were supposed to be here?”

“I didn’t say that. Someone else did. I volunteered to go check.” Mai wiped her eyes. “It gave me something better to do than wait around.”

“Did you see any of the wardrobe people today?”

She nodded. “Yolanda was in the RV when I got here this morning. It was a little after six, I think. No cell phones allowed on the set, and I don’t wear a watch. No, wait. First, I went to a lounge for coffee. Didn’t want to take a chance on spilling any on the wardrobe. After that, I came here and changed.”

“So, maybe six-fifteen?”

She shrugged. “Sounds about right.”

“Who else was in the wardrobe RV?”

“Nobody except Yolanda. She’s in charge of wardrobe. The extras are all wearing their own clothes for background shots. Aside from the stand-ins, Ian and I are the only cast members in this morning’s shoot. He’d been by earlier, according to Yolanda—so once I was dressed, I went to the street to wait to be called.”

“Ian’s last name?”

“Patrick.”

He wrote it down. “What about when you stopped in the lounge? Was anyone else there?”

“Of course. There are always people in there.”

“I’ll need their names.”

She inhaled a deep, shaky breath. “A bunch of extras I don’t know. Local people for background. Most of the main players aren’t on call until after lunch. And there’s an unspoken hierarchy, so the more important ones tend to use the other lounge, even though everyone’s free to use either. Or, if they’re really important, like Cassidy and Lily, they get their own places and may or may not use the lounges.”

“About how many in the bunch you mentioned?” At her hesitant expression, he went on. “Close your eyes, visualize where everyone was sitting, standing. Men? Women? Kids?”

She tilted her head upward and shut her eyes. “Six. No, seven. Two men, three women, and two kids. Plus some of the crew. Two men, one woman. I don’t know their names either. Still early days. Sorry.”

As Gordon recalled, the morning’s shooting was simply people walking along the street. Of course, nothing was that simple, but he could see why using extras instead of paying higher rates for real actors made sense. When Officers Gaubatz and Jost appeared through the walkway, Gordon asked Mai to wait while he spoke with his officers. Gaubatz quickened his pace, and Gordon couldn’t help but wonder whether it was because he was eager to help, or because he wanted to beat Jost. The two officers had had a few run-ins not that long ago, but they seemed to have moved past them.
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