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POLICE CHIEF GORDON Hepler took advantage of a quiet moment to enjoy a roast beef sandwich at his desk and peruse the Mapleton Weekly’s classified ads. After months of “discussion,” his wife, Angie, had, albeit reluctantly, agreed to entertain the notion of looking for a new place to live. A home for the two of them. A place they could call ours. Maybe seeing actual houses would shift her reluctance to acceptance.

His cell interrupted with Angie’s ringtone. He circled a promising house listing, an unbidden grin spreading across his face as he took her call. Her tearful voice erased the smile.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

Before she answered, Ed Solomon burst into his office. “Chief, we have a body. Thought you’d be gone already.”

“Angie, hang on. Something’s come up.” Gordon moved the phone away from his ear. “What’s going on, Ed?”

“No, it can’t wait,” Angie said. “It’s Megan. They’re going to arrest her. You have to help. Now.”

“I’m on it,” he said to her, more intent on Solomon’s announcement than what Angie was saying. He disconnected, set the phone on his desk. Crime in Mapleton was normally of the barking dog or too-many-beers-at-Finnegan’s variety. “Explain.”

Instead of dropping into his customary visitor chair, Solomon hung in the doorway. “Dispatch got a 911 call. Someone apparently dropped dead at a wedding reception.”

A dead body didn’t necessarily mean homicide. “Any reason to believe it wasn’t due to natural causes? One of the guests have a heart attack? Too much excitement?”

“Won’t know until we get there,” Solomon said. “Isn’t Angie catering a wedding today?”

As Solomon spoke, Angie’s words replayed, this time at the front of Gordon’s brain. They were arresting Megan, her partner in the event business. His pulse tripped.

A dead body at a wedding reception. Arresting Megan. It had to be the event Angie was catering. He tossed the remains of his sandwich into the wastebasket. “I’m coming with you.”

They climbed into Solomon’s department SUV. Ed buzzed down the windows, dissipating the oven-like effects of a black vehicle sitting in the Colorado August sun, as well as the distinctive aroma of a Finnegan’s garlic-laden pizza.

“Fill me in,” Gordon said.

“I thought you’d have heard the 911 call.”

“Must have come in while I was out. I walked over to Daily Bread to pick up a sandwich, came in through the back.” The odds of two weddings in Mapleton today were slim, but Gordon wasn’t going to get snared in the making assumptions trap. “This is at the new center out by Aspen Lake, right?”

“Affirmative. Dispatch rolled the medics and sent Vicky McDermott and the rookie—Rafe Perez—to secure the scene, start interviews. Medics did their thing, called the coroner’s office. Depending on how busy things are in the county, he could be there any time. Or after dinner. I’m going because I’m caught up on paperwork.”

Gordon snorted. “You’re looking for a mystery. Admit it.”

Solomon shrugged. “It’s been too quiet since we solved Nate’s murder.”

“Which is as it should be.” Gordon voiced his concerns. “Angie said they’re arresting Megan Wyatt. You know why?”

“They’re questioning everyone. I haven’t heard anything about arrests.”

They’d be questioning Angie, too, if they hadn’t already. Why had she thought Megan was in trouble? Someone dying at an event they’d catered might be bad for business, but even that would only be an issue if the victim hadn’t died of natural causes. “Food poisoning?” Gordon asked.

“Didn’t sound like it from what McDermott said.”

“Do you know who died?”

Solomon shook his head. “Mother of the groom. Don’t have a name yet.”

“Not a local, then.” Mapleton was small enough that if one of their citizens had died, McDermott would have mentioned it.

Gordon tried to remember whether Angie had discussed any of the wedding guests but drew a blank. She and Megan worked with whoever was in charge of the event, which, as he recalled, would be the mother of the bride if they followed tradition. Megan, with her history as an event planner, would organize the overall logistics, while Angie was in charge of the food.

“This is it.” Solomon turned at the towering wooden archway with the carved sign proclaiming it to be Lakeview Lodge.

They proceeded up the long, winding drive to the venue, a rambling wooden structure nestled amidst the pines and aspens. Gordon had been here once, six months ago, when the owners held an open house to show off what they advertised as a conference-getaway-event venue, touting its secluded location as a rustic alternative to typical big city hotels. Based on the events Megan and Angie had catered here, the lodge was succeeding.

Solomon parked his SUV next to McDermott’s cruiser, away from the vehicles he assumed belonged to guests and staff. Gordon and Solomon marched across the asphalt, accompanied by the aroma of pine and the sounds of cheerful birdsong.

Gordon paused briefly to take in the view. Sunlight glistened off the breeze-rippled surface of Aspen Lake. In the distance, sounds of splashing and children’s laughter told him kids were enjoying their last days of summer vacation. Hardly the mood for a death scene.

The coroner’s van sitting alongside the porch said otherwise. Must be a slow day for deaths in the county.

Back to business.

He climbed the steps to the porch, which held intimate groupings of padded wooden chairs and small tables. All were empty. McDermott would be keeping everyone inside.

Solomon radioed her they’d arrived, and she met them in the spacious lobby. Behind her, deputy coroner Pierce Asel wheeled out a gurney, body bag strapped in place. Wheels clacked across the tiled floor.

“You have anything?” Solomon asked.

“Son identified the body as his mother. No signs of violence,” Asel said. “Won’t know much else until I get her on the table.”

Solomon moved to hold the door open. “Need some help?”

“Got it,” Asel said. “By the way, your rookie’s going to need desensitizing. If he goes green at a clean death like this one, he’ll never hold it together if things get ugly.”

Rafe’s first death. Gordon sent Solomon to check on him.

“Keep us in the loop,” Gordon called after Asel.

“Always do,” Asel said.

Gordon turned to McDermott. “Vicky, what do we know? Angie called, said you were arresting Megan Wyatt. Is that true?”

“Not exactly,” she said.
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“EITHER SHE’S UNDER arrest or she isn’t, Vicky,” Gordon said. “Not exactly isn’t an acceptable answer.”

“Sorry, Chief. She’s not under arrest, but I can see how Angie might have interpreted it that way when I put Megan in a private room.”

“Are you telling me you think Megan had something to do with the death of—what’s the victim’s name?”

“Catherine Volmer. Sixty-two-years old, a widow from Nebraska. The son’s not aware of any health issues, but he confesses he doesn’t keep in touch. Seems there have been some fallings out on the groom’s side of the guest list.”

“Asel said no signs of violence,” Gordon said.

“True. A guest found her on the loveseat in the ladies’ lounge. Mrs. Volmer said she’d overindulged on the wine, insisted she’d be fine, just needed to lie down for a while. The guest used the facilities, and when she got out of the stall, Mrs. Volmer was gone, so she assumed everything was all right.”

“You’re still not telling me how this involves Megan.”

Vicky flipped to another page in her notebook. “One of the waitstaff said she overheard Mrs. Volmer and Megan discussing the bar selections, and Mrs. Volmer didn’t seem happy.”

Another homicide in Mapleton? Dread settled in Gordon’s stomach. “That implies you think Mrs. Volmer’s death wasn’t natural. Your reasoning?”

“None,” McDermott said. “Just playing this out according to the rules for an unattended death. Plan for the worst, hope for the best.”

True enough. “Can’t argue with that. What else?”

“County crime scene techs came, we did our thing, and they left. The only thing out of place in the catering office was the victim.”

“Why isolate Megan?” Gordon asked.

“She found the body, and she was alone at the time.”

Gordon dragged a hand through his hair. “Way to bury the lede, Vicky.”

She ducked her head, put away her notebook. “Sorry, Chief. I was trying to answer your questions as you asked them.”

“Where’s Angie?” he asked.

“In the kitchen with the catering staff. We’re trying to get information from the guests first. They’re getting antsy.”

Solomon strode into the lobby. “Rafe’s over his queasiness. More embarrassed than shaky at this point. Vicky’s got him doing interviews, and he seems in control. There are sixty-two guests. Getting contact information is going to take a while. That doesn’t include the catering people, the DJ, the photographer, or the lodge staff.”

“I already interviewed the lodge manager, Willow Damcot,” Vicky said. “She was in her office until Megan told her to call 911 to report the dead body. Dispatch had her check for vital signs, and when the manager reported none, they told her to lock the door until the medics or cops arrived. She claimed nothing looked amiss, and went to her office until Asel got here. We’ve asked her to wait there. We’ve alerted the photographer we want to see his images, and he was okay with it. I have his email.”

“Housekeeping?” Gordon asked.

Vicky consulted her notes. “Most of the guest rooms are in the outbuildings. There are four in this building being used by members of the wedding party, and the housekeeper has been making her rounds now that the guests are out of their rooms.”

“How many guests have you interviewed so far?”

“Sixteen,” McDermott said. “When the medics arrived, we did crowd control while they did their thing, and then the coroner showed, so we’re just starting interviews again.”

Gordon did some quick math. “With the four of us, that’s about a dozen guests apiece. Given all we need right now is contact information, I think we can handle it. Am I safe in assuming you’ve asked guests to send us images they have of Mrs. Volmer?”

“Yes, Chief. So far, everyone’s been cooperative. I got the impression they think it’s exciting to be part of an investigation.”

“Potential investigation,” Gordon said.

Solomon spoke up. “Vicky’s already split the group down the middle. I’ll take half of hers, and the chief can take half of Rafe’s. The out-of-towners are all staying at the lodge. I see no reason they can’t go to their rooms once we have their information.”

“Agreed,” Gordon said. “First, I want to check in with Angie. I can start questioning the catering staff.”

“Bad idea, Chief,” Solomon said. “Conflict of interest, given you’re married to one of the owners of the event company. Not that they had anything to do with Mrs. Volmer’s death, of course. At this stage, it’s about playing by the book. I’ll start with the catering folks, and you can work the dining room.”

Gordon lifted his brows. “You taking over the case, Ed? Vicky was first on scene.”

“I’m happy to let Solomon take lead on this one,” Vicky said. “He loves playing detective, not that I think there’s much to detect. I know we have to stick to the book.”

“All right. Ed, you’re in charge. Be sure to explain to Angie that I’m on scene and why I’m not with her.”

“Of course.”

The three of them filed into the dining room, and Solomon continued through to the kitchen. Gordon wondered how damning it would be to poke his head in and reassure Angie everything was fine.
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GORDON SURVEYED THE reception room. Eight round tables surrounded a wooden dance floor. A long rectangular table stood on a raised platform where the bride and groom clung to one another, flanked by their four attendants. To Gordon’s eye, the red-and-white color scheme gave the room a pizza parlor feel, although the aromas were anything but.

He recalled sampling the dishes Angie and Megan served at the luncheon. There would’ve been catering people wandering through the room with trays of hors d’oeuvres before the meal, which was mushrooms with ingredients he couldn’t remember rolled into pounded chicken breasts. Roulade, Angie called it. Rolled up chicken worked for him.

The four-tiered wedding cake was half gone, so at least Mrs. Volmer’s death had come after the main festivities. Looked like the guests would be missing dancing time, but not much else.

Vicky pointed him to her half of the room. “I’ve finished with the wedding party, so you can have tables three and four, and I’ll take one and two.”

Gordon spotted the metal stands with bright red numbers and stepped over to table four. Eight pairs of eyes lifted their gazes from cell phones and studied him. He pulled out his notebook and pen. “Good afternoon, everyone. I’m Gordon Hepler with the Mapleton Police Department. We’re sorry to interrupt your celebration. I need your name and a contact address and phone number, whether you’re friends or relatives of the bride or groom, and if you noticed anything about Mrs. Volmer that might help us understand when and how she died.” He handed out business cards. “If you have pictures you think might be helpful, you can email them to me.”

Gordon nodded at the man closest to him. Early thirties, pale skin, neatly trimmed beard. Dark gray suit, white shirt, blue on blue tie. The man introduced himself, said he was a friend of Destiny’s.

Destiny. Gordon recalled Angie mentioning the name. Destiny Cremati. “The bride.”

The man nodded. “Right. We work together. Until today, I’d never heard of Mrs. Volmer, and I don’t recall seeing her other than during the ceremony.”

Gordon took down his contact information and moved on. This table, it appeared, comprised business colleagues of the bride and groom—Noah Volmer, Gordon learned—and had no knowledge of either family. None claimed dealings with Mrs. Volmer prior to the wedding.

“Noah never talked about his mother?” Gordon asked. “Going home for holidays, her coming to visit?”

Eight headshakes.

“Did someone kill her?” a woman, blonde hair falling to her shoulders in wavy cascades, blue eyes behind pink-framed glasses, asked.

“We don’t think so, but we have to follow procedure.” Gordon thanked them, told them the party might continue once all the interviews were completed, and requested they stick around. “Shouldn’t be much longer.”

“Will they open the bar?” another man asked.

“I don’t know, but it’s possible.” Gordon moved to the next table. Whereas the first was made up of thirty-somethings, this was a more ... mature ... group. Mother and father of the bride, Gordon guessed from the woman’s resemblance to Destiny and the red-and-white corsage on her silvery dress. The tuxedo-clad man sitting next to her with the red rose in his lapel, Gordon assumed was the father of the bride. He had two empty beer bottles in front of him, and was working on a third.

Everyone at this table was related to Destiny, it turned out. No mixing of families, then. Gordon wasn’t familiar enough with wedding protocol to know whether this was the norm or a red flag. When he and Angie got married, Angie and her grandmother had handled most of the wedding details, and Gordon had been happy to agree with their decisions.

Everyone expressed surprise at Mrs. Volmer’s death. None—not even Destiny’s mother—admitted knowing her prior to the wedding.

“You never discussed wedding plans?” Gordon asked Mrs. Cremati, recalling what Vicky had said about the argument between Mrs. Volmer and Megan.

“We exchanged a few emails about the rehearsal dinner,” Mrs. Cremati said. “She lives in Lincoln, Nebraska, and we live in Wichita, Kansas.”

Nobody was aware of any health conditions, but they all qualified their statements by saying they didn’t know the victim at all. None offered a reason someone would have wanted her dead. Father of the bride merely shrugged and picked at the label of his now-empty beer bottle.

Such was in keeping with the death by natural causes hypothesis, but Gordon’s cop radar pinged at the way everyone seemed too eager with their statements. Most of the remarks carried the subtext that everyone thought Mrs. Volmer’s dying had ruined Destiny’s big day, and it was all the elderly woman’s fault. If that were the case, nobody had a motive to kill her.

Solomon ambled up, his cop smile on his face. The smile that said there’s nothing to smile about.
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“CHIEF. CAN I SPEAK to you for a minute?” Solomon said.

Gordon excused himself and followed Solomon out of the dining room. “What do you have?”

“First, I delivered your message to Angie, and she understands. I can’t say she was happy about it, but she’s dealing.”

Gordon foresaw a lengthy ... discussion ... when they got home. “What else? Has anyone questioned Megan yet?”

“Vicky took a brief statement before she tucked Megan away. All she told me was Megan found Mrs. Volmer in the catering director’s office. Since the wedding was handled by Megan and Angie’s company, nobody was using it. Dispatch had the building manager lock it, then unlock it when the medics got here. Vicky can fill in the details. I wanted to bring you up to speed on the kitchen crew.”

Gordon nodded for him to continue. Until Asel said otherwise, this was a crime scene, and Solomon loved his puzzles.

Solomon consulted his notebook. “The food’s been served and the kitchen crew is in cleanup mode. Packing leftovers, washing dishes. Because of the location of the kitchen—the door is right next to the restroom corridor—guests had been in and out of the kitchen by mistake. Nobody on staff could say who. They got used to pointing out the errors and directing people to the right door and didn’t pay attention to who was coming in.”

“Nobody other than the catering staff had access to the food prep area?” Gordon asked.

“No. The restroom-seeking guests came in, realized they were in the wrong place within a couple steps if they even came into the kitchen at all. The food wasn’t near enough for them to tamper with. According to Angie, the only guest who wasn’t in the kitchen by mistake was Mrs. Volmer, and she’d come in to complain at least three times.”

“Complain about what?”

“Mrs. Volmer claimed the bar was supposed to be full service, not just beer and wine. She was pretty vocal, and everyone agreed she’d had plenty of wine already. The man tending the bar confirmed she’d demanded two more bottles for her table, although it appeared there wasn’t a lot of sharing going on.”

“That’s one,” Gordon said. “What were the other two?”

“Food. They ran out of hors d’oeuvres, not enough variety. She insisted she’d requested a vegetarian meal, and didn’t get it. The other complaint was the music. The DJ wasn’t playing her requests.”

“A first-class whiner,” Gordon said. “That’s what Angie calls them. Says there’s one at every gig.”

Solomon snorted. “Hear you on that. Reminds me of police work.”

“Still, I can’t see that Megan—or anyone else—would want to shut up a whiner by killing her.”

“Definitely not Megan,” Solomon said. “It’s the mother of the bride, not the groom, who’s in charge. The woman had no business complaining about the menu. Megan—and everyone agreed—was very tactful. Had Angie fix a vegetarian plate. Explained that during the meal, it was the bride’s choice of background music, that the first dance was for the bride and groom, but she promised to speak to the DJ once the floor was open to the guests.”

“Angie’s good with people, but she’s in charge of the food. Dealing with clients is Megan’s territory. Angie’s always saying Megan has a closetful of tact hats.”

“At any rate,” Solomon went on, “I don’t see evidence that Megan would have a motive to kill someone.”

“Especially since Mrs. Volmer wasn’t a client, merely a whiner. I’ve finished my information gathering. Unless Vicky or Rafe have come up with a motive for anyone they’ve interviewed to kill Mrs. Volmer, I think we can let everyone get on with their party.”

“Should give the bride and groom something special to remember, if nothing else,” Solomon muttered.

Cop humor.

The two men returned to the dining room. After verifying with McDermott that they had contact information for everyone on the chance they’d need it, Solomon strode to the head table, Gordon right behind him.

Solomon’s expression was one of sympathetic concern. “We’re very sorry for your loss, Mr. Volmer, Mrs. Volmer.”

“Cremati-Volmer.” Destiny wiped her eyes. “Thank you. Are we free to go? Noah and I have honeymoon plans.”

“We have funeral arrangements to deal with, too, Honey Bunny,” Noah said.

“Won’t your Aunt Frieda be taking care of them?” Destiny asked. “She’s your mother’s sister, and they both live in the same town. I’m sure she’d understand we can’t make it to Nebraska right now. We can’t reschedule everything for our honeymoon last-minute. Maybe you can have a celebration of life memorial after we get back.” She turned her gaze to Gordon. “Besides, Noah’s already had to identify the body. Hasn’t he been through enough?”

Gordon watched the wheels turning in Noah’s head. His late mother or his new wife? According to what he’d heard, there hadn’t been a lot of love lost between the two families. How close was Noah to his mother? Destiny was probably right that the aunt would be better equipped to handle arrangements. Noah could sign the preliminary paperwork, turn the rest over to his aunt.

“Since your mother was alone when she died,” Solomon said to the groom, “the coroner will have to confirm it was a natural death before he can release the body.”

“What are you talking about?” Destiny’s eyes flew wide open. “They’re not going to cut her up, are they?” She turned to Noah. “You’re not going to let them do that to your mother, are you, Noah?”

Noah stared at the empty cake plate in front of him. “I don’t know what to say.” He raised his gaze to Solomon. “Do they have to cut her open?”

“That’s up to the coroner,” Solomon said, using his polite yet noncommittal tone. “He’ll talk to your mother’s doctor, see what he says about any underlying conditions that might have contributed to her death.”

“Do you know who her doctor is?” Gordon asked.

“No idea,” Noah said. “I left home after high school, and Mom never mentioned going to doctors to me.”

“She should have emergency contact information either in her phone or wallet,” Solomon said. “Is there someone here who might know?”

“Aunt Frieda.” Noah motioned to another table with one abandoned place setting.

McDermott or Perez would have done those interviews. Gordon motioned to McDermott, who hurried over. “Tell the DJ to start the music,” Gordon said. “The guests can dance while we clear up a few things with the bride and groom.” He shifted his attention to Destiny. “If that’s acceptable.”

“Of course it’s acceptable,” she said. “They might as well have some fun. Most of them didn’t know Noah’s mother. It’s paid for, after all.” She switched her focus to her attendants. “Why don’t you guys get the dancing started.”

It wasn’t a question. Or a suggestion. The two pairs left for the DJ’s station.

Solomon told McDermott to let Megan join her staff, then post Perez at the door to the lodge to keep track of anyone who decided to leave the building. Give him time to regroup.

“Give the aunt the information about claiming the body,” Gordon added.

“What about the manager?” Vicky said. “She’s been in her office.”

“Tell her not to leave the building, that we might have more questions,” Solomon said.

After Vicky had gone, Solomon took one of the chairs vacated by the wedding party. “Mr. and Mrs. Volmer—”

Destiny looked as if she were going to correct him, then thought better of it.

“Where are you going on your honeymoon?” Solomon asked. “When do you leave?”

“Jamaica,” Destiny said. “For two weeks. Our flight leaves tomorrow morning. We have hotel reservations for tonight near the airport. A suite at a Holiday Inn.”

“I can give you all the details,” Noah said, pulling out his phone.

“That’s great.” Solomon wrote down the information Noah dictated. “I’m sure there will be no need to interrupt your honeymoon. It’s all routine.”

“That’s good, isn’t it, Noh-Baby?” Destiny clasped her husband’s hands.

“Would it be all right if we left?” Noah asked. “It’s been a stressful day.”

“We can ask the DJ to play our departure song,” Destiny said. “You know, so everyone can blow the bubbles. The photographer can get the picture of us leaving.”

“We’ll leave you to the rest of your day,” Gordon said. “And congratulations.”

Which seemed a stupid thing to say to a man whose mother had just died, so he added, “I’m sorry for your loss.”

Both felt equally empty.
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AS THE DJ PLAYED REGGAE music, Destiny’s mother hurried to her daughter’s side and gathered her into an embrace, apparently offering words of comfort. Solomon rounded up McDermott and Perez, and they convened in a seating area of the lobby.

“Piece of work, that bride,” Solomon muttered. “I’ll cut her some slack. Wedding days are huge in the life of a woman, and I can see her thinking her mother-in-law had the nerve to ruin it by dying. Not saying I agree, but I can see it.”

“You think she’s responsible? The bride? Why would she ruin her own wedding?” Perez avoided eye contact with Gordon.

Still embarrassed about his reaction to a dead body? Gordon made a mental note to have McDermott talk to the rookie later.

Vicky huffed. “She’s the bride, Rookie. It’s a given she’s the center of attention. Why would she want to be responsible for someone dying?”

“Craves sympathy?” Rafe smirked. “Wanted the wedding nobody would ever forget?”

Cop humor was a way of relieving stress, but Rafe needed to be made aware of when and where it was appropriate. Gordon added the subject to his instructions for Vicky.

Solomon raised his palms. “We have nothing that says anyone is responsible for the death of Mrs. Volmer. We’re following procedure, Rookie, covering our collective asses, not making assumptions. In either direction. Stop acting like the FNG.”

Rafe ducked his head, pinched the back of his neck. “Sorry, Sir.”

“Any word from the coroner’s office?” Gordon asked, changing the subject before Solomon and McDermott got caught up in baiting the fucking new guy. “Would be nice to tie this up with a pretty red ribbon.”

“To match the décor?” Rafe said.

Vicky’s lips twitched. She relayed what she’d learned when she’d interviewed Megan. Everything matched what Solomon had reported.

“Did you talk to the site manager?” Solomon asked. “The catering director’s office is right next to hers. Did she see or hear anything?”

Vicky flipped pages in her notebook. “She said she was catching up on paperwork, and except for a trip to the kitchen for coffee, and another to the restroom, she was in her office the entire time. She made a few phone calls from the office line, exchanged a few emails, did other computer work. She said everything is time-stamped, and she’d be willing to give us access.”

Solomon cocked his head. “Did she offer this before or after you asked her whereabouts. People who volunteer alibis before they’re asked send up red flags for me. Besides, phone and computer records don’t prove who used them, only that someone did.”

“Agreed,” Gordon said. “Being overeager often means they have something to hide.”

“I asked her if anyone could corroborate her being in her office, and that’s when she gave me the information,” McDermott said.

“Get a sense she wasn’t being honest?” Solomon asked.

“No. She was still pretty shook up.”

“Before we leave, I want to see where Megan found Mrs. Volmer,” Gordon said.

“I’ve got pictures.” Vicky extended her phone to Gordon. “Of everything. Where they found Mrs. Volmer, the kitchen, dining room, the works.”

Gordon took the phone, scrolled through a few of the images. He reminded himself that his officers knew their jobs, and repeating steps they’d already taken might be interpreted as mistrust. He stood. “This is enough. Make sure they’re uploaded to the case report. I’d still like to talk to Megan, though.”

“One more thing,” Solomon said. “Vicky, get the manager to let you into Mrs. Volmer’s room. Check for any insights into her death. If anything sends up a red flag, call the crime scene techs back. After that, you and Rafe can return to your normal duties. The chief and I rode together, so I’ll wait for him.”

“Does that mean I’m no longer on door duty, Sir?” Perez asked.

“It’s no longer necessary. We know how to reach everyone,” Solomon said.

Gordon went to the kitchen in search of Megan. He found her perched on a stool, sipping from a mug, Angie hovering nearby. He’d bet the mug contained one of Angie’s herbal teas. Megan lifted her gaze—her hazel eyes were red-rimmed—but any tears she had shed were gone. He paused, then stepped to her side.

“What can you tell us?” Angie asked.

Solomon joined the group in the kitchen. “The coroner has taken Mrs. Volmer’s body to the morgue where he’ll try to determine the cause of death. According to the medics, it didn’t look like food poisoning, which should absolve your company of any blame.”

“Doesn’t mean people won’t talk and make assumptions,” Megan said.

“We’ll deal with that when and if it happens.” Angie rested a hand on Megan’s shoulder.

“We’d like Megan to tell us how she found the body,” Solomon said.

“I already went over it with Officer McDermott,” Megan said. “Do I have to do it again?”

“Just a few questions.” Solomon led Megan to a quiet spot away from where the staff was working. “When you went into the room, did you notice anything unusual?”

“Other than a dead body?” Megan forced a laugh. “No. Why? You think I had something to do with it?”

“No, it’s all routine,” Solomon said. “Just a couple more questions.”

Megan heaved a deep sigh. “All right. But then can I—all of us—go home?”

“Don’t see why not,” Gordon said.

“How long did you stay with the body?” Solomon asked.

“Maybe thirty seconds,” Megan said. “If that long. I saw her on the loveseat. She was on her back, one arm and one leg hanging off the edge. Her eyes were open, but she wasn’t moving or blinking. I went in, checked for a pulse, called her name, but I was sure she was dead. I didn’t have my phone, so I went to the office and told the manager to call 911, then went to the kitchen.”

“Did McDermott report what the manager said?” Gordon asked Solomon.

“Dispatch had told her to check for vitals. When there weren’t any, she told her to lock the door to preserve the scene. Nobody else was in there until the medics arrived.”

“I wouldn’t know if that’s true,” Megan said. “I didn’t leave the kitchen until Officer McDermott told me to stay in the hospitality room.”

“Which is where?” Solomon asked.

“Off the lobby. It’s like the sitting room part of a suite. Couch, table and chairs, television set, and a powder room.”

“How heated did the arguments get between you and Mrs. Volmer?” Solomon asked.

Megan huffed. “All the heat was on her side. She was a major whiner, but it’s not like she threatened me.”

Everything else Megan relayed matched what McDermott had reported.

“One more question, and that should be it,” Solomon said. “Why did you go into the catering office?”
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MEGAN BRUSHED A STRAY curl off her forehead. “I needed my planner, and the manager said we could stash our personal belongings in the catering office since there wasn’t room in the kitchen. When I got there, I saw Mrs. Volmer.”

Solomon made a note, then rose. “Thanks for your cooperation. We’re done with our questions, Megan. You’re free to take care of the rest of the event. We’ll be in touch if we need more information.”

Megan joined her crew, accepting a hug from Angie.

Solomon rubbed the back of his neck. “I’m going to find the manager—what was her name?”

“Willow Damcot,” Gordon said.

Solomon jotted it in his notebook. “Willow?”

Gordon lifted his palms. “Hey, I didn’t name her. Maybe her folks had a thing for trees.”

“Or the movie,” Solomon added.

The two of them made their way to the manager’s office. The door was open, and Solomon halted in the doorway. “Ms. Damcot?”

A woman—late twenties, Gordon surmised—with brown hair shorn military-short on the sides, topped with a mass of tight red-and-blue curls—looked up from her computer. Gordon’s first reaction was if she lived in Mapleton, he’d remember her.

“That’s me,” Willow said. “How can I help you?”

Both men introduced themselves.

Willow frowned, then fussed with her mouse. “I already talked to that other officer. McDonald, McDougal?”

“McDermott,” Solomon said. “We’re following up, clarifying a few points. It’s all routine, I assure you. May we come in?”

Willow didn’t lift her gaze as she flapped a hand toward the visitor chairs. “I don’t have anything else I haven’t already told your colleague, but I’ll run through it again for you. Beats putting out fires, which seems to be all I ever do around here. First death, though, I’ll say that.”

“Can you run us through your day again, please. Starting with the arrival of the wedding party,” Solomon said.

Willow fussed with her curls, but still didn’t offer so much as a glance. “The guests? That would have been around eleven. The kitchen people were already here. They’d arrived around eight, eight-thirty, I think. I showed them where to stow their stuff, where the kitchen was, and left them to it.”

“Is it normal for your own staff not to be involved in on-site events?” Gordon asked.

Willow set aside her mouse and tapped a pen to her chin. She lifted her gaze and made eye contact for all of two seconds before studying her computer screen. “Not normal, no, but it happens, and if the client insists, we go along with it as long as we don’t have anything else running at the same time. Someone wants an event here, they pay for the rental of the property, plus using the kitchen, plus the caterers. Is it cheaper or more expensive to use theirs rather than ours? I can’t tell you.”

“But your own catering people would have had the day off?” Solomon said.

“That’s right. They’re paid by the hour on the days they work. Working here might be one of many jobs they have.” Willow rolled her eyes. “Why? Does it matter?”

Solomon leaned closer. “Probably not. We try to collect as much information as possible. We never know what will turn out to be important. Did you encounter Mrs. Volmer prior to Ms. Wyatt coming in to tell you to call 911?”

Willow seemed resigned to answering questions, albeit reluctantly. She huffed. “The biddy who died? Volmer? I never knew her name. None of my business. Never saw her before until—you know. The person on the 911 call made me go in, check for a pulse. The woman was cold. She’d peed herself. At least, that was the worst of it, but we’re still going to have to replace that loveseat. Anyway, I confirmed she was dead, and the 911 person told me to lock the door and wait for the medics. I did. I keep my door ajar when we have an event, enough to hear, but not enough to see.”

“And when the medics got here?”

“I unlocked the door. Told them to do their thing, left them to it.”

“Did she have a purse?” Solomon asked. “Most women her age prefer to keep it with them.”

Willow scrunched her face. “Yeah, I might have seen a purse. Yeah, I did. It was stuck behind her, poking up between her and the back of the loveseat. No way was I going to move her to get it. What I saw, it was beaded.” She closed her eyes as if calling up a picture. “A clutch. Silver, gold, green, red. Maybe a pattern, but I wasn’t touching it. Ick.”

Since there hadn’t been a purse in the room when they’d gone in with Megan, Gordon assumed either the medics or Asel had taken it for both ID and safekeeping. But he’d check.

“You never heard anyone arguing outside your door, in the hall, or when you took your breaks?” Solomon asked.

Willow’s headshake sent her curls bobbing. “Nope. The door to the dining room was closed, and it’s gotten so I can block out party noises. I do my thing, everyone else does theirs.”

“Is Mrs. Volmer staying here?” Solomon asked.

A few computer clicks, and Willow nodded. “Yes. Room Eight.”

Solomon jotted in his notebook. “Officer McDermott will need to see the room.”

A shrug, which Gordon interpreted as a yes. He excused himself and stepped outside the office. He called the morgue, and while he waited to be put through to Asel, he wondered how someone with Willow’s attitude had managed to keep her job here.

Not his problem.

When Asel came on the line, Gordon posed his question. After a moment, the man responded.

“Yes, her purse was among her effects, as was her phone. Her wallet contained emergency contact information, which included the name of her doctor. A family practitioner in Lincoln, Nebraska. We have a call in to her to determine whether Mrs. Volmer had any underlying conditions or was seeing other specialists. If the victim had a medical history to explain her dropping dead the way she did, her physician might be willing to sign a death certificate. Right now, an external exam hasn’t revealed anything suspicious. No bruises, needle marks, petechiae. I’ve ordered a standard tox screen, put a rush on it, but when we get results depends on how busy the lab is. I’m not scheduling the autopsy until I hear from her doctor.”

“Thanks.” Gordon flipped through his notebook, found his notes from what Destiny had said. “Was there a Frieda—sorry, no last name at this point, but we can get it—anywhere in her contact information? Her sister.”

“I’d have to go look. Can I get back to you?”

“Sure. Just wanted you to know she does have a sister named Frieda, who will want to arrange to take the body home.”

“Got it.”

Solomon joined Gordon, rapping his notebook against a palm. “This seems to be our day for pieces of work. First Bridezilla, and then Willow. At least there’s an explanation for the latter.”

Gordon cocked a brow. “Which is?”

“Nepotism. Willow’s not the manager, she just plays one when her father can’t be around. She knows the drill, but would rather be somewhere—anywhere—else.”

“You sense anything hinky about her answers?” Gordon asked.

Solomon shrugged. “She wasn’t happy about being here or what she had to do regarding the body, but she has no reason to lie. I can do a quick background check, but I’d say the odds of her having any connection to Mrs. Volmer are slim to none. Right now, the person I feel sorriest for is Noah Volmer, and not because he just lost his mother. He’s going to be saddled with Destiny Cremati-Volmer for the rest of his life.”

“My money says it won’t be anywhere near that long,” Gordon said.

Solomon elbowed Gordon in the ribs. “Not taking that bet. I didn’t get the impression he was overly upset his mother had died. I know grief hits everyone differently, and he might have been putting on the brave front. If it turns out to be homicide, he’s high on my list.”

“What about Destiny?” Gordon asked. “Brides and mothers-in-law have a long-standing tradition of not getting along.”

“An oversimplified generalization,” Solomon said. “I happen to like Mary Ellen’s mother.”

“Who lives halfway across the country.”

Solomon grinned. “There is that.”

“What next?” Gordon asked. “Nothing much we can do here. Asel’s waiting to hear from Mrs. Volmer’s doctor. Without manner of death, we’re spinning our wheels.”

“Or revving the engines for a running start if it’s murder.”

Gordon startled as Angie stormed over. How much had she heard?

“Murder?” she said. “Someone killed Mrs. Volmer?”

Too much.

“Nobody said she was murdered.” Solomon lifted a palm. “We’re obligated to collect information, just in case. It would be impossible to round up everyone if the coroner says Mrs. Volmer’s death was at the hand of another person. By then, the scene will have been compromised multiple times. There’s no reason to keep the lodge closed.”

“We’re almost finished,” she said. “We have to load up, and I have dinner service at Daily Bread.”

Gordon was sure the word would spread throughout the diner Angie co-owned and managed. For all he knew, rumors had already begun. “We’d appreciate it if you’d downplay what happened here. Mrs. Volmer isn’t a Mapleton resident, so it’s unlikely any of your regulars would know her. You know how quickly misinformation spreads.”

Her eyes blazed. “Are you accusing me of spreading rumors?”

Whoa. What had her hackles up? Was she upset someone had died at an event she was catering? He understood her being stressed. Was there something she hadn’t told him?
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“ACCUSING YOU? OF COURSE not.” Gordon raised his hands in submission. “Your customers love to share news, and sometimes it can get ... distorted.”

Angie fisted her hands at her hips. “You know if someone’s got his mind made up there was a murder at the wedding reception, nothing anyone says will change it.”

Was she afraid for her business? Both her event catering and Daily Bread? This wasn’t the time to get into a supportive discussion—which meant she’d talk, he’d listen. Gordon shot Solomon a bail me out look.

“Hey, Angie, I can see where you’re coming from,” Solomon said. “Right now, Gordon and I have to get to the station.”

Thank you.

“We can talk tonight,” Gordon said. “I found a couple houses I want to discuss with you.”

Angie scrubbed her hands through her hair. “Sounds good.”

Her tone said it was far from good, but she wasn’t going to get into a squabble in front of Solomon. Gordon stepped closer and brushed a kiss across her cheek. “See you at home.”

She trudged away. Not angry, then. Gordon had to remember he was used to dealing with crime and its aftermath, minor as most Mapleton offenses tended to be. Angie always professed an interest in his work, often brought a new perspective when they discussed a case—within the confines of on-versus-off-the-record—but she didn’t live it. The closest they’d come was when they’d worked on the periphery of a case on their Caribbean cruise. Almost a year ago, now. Where had the time gone?

Maybe he’d order from Black Bear Chalet. Share a bottle of wine they’d received as a wedding gift and had set aside for special occasions. Yes. Put today behind them, look toward their future.

As he and Solomon drove to the station, Gordon turned his focus to the job. “Where’s your money, Ed? Murder or natural death?”

“Too soon to tell. While we wait on the coroner’s report, I’ll poke around, see what I can find out about Mrs. Volmer. Financials, beneficiaries. See who stands to gain. Try to get a preliminary motive so we’re not playing catch up if her death wasn’t natural.”

“What about the sister?” Gordon asked.

“According to McDermott, Frieda was genuinely grief-stricken at the news. She was aware that Catherine, her sister, drank a bit too much.”

“Putting it politely, or a chronic habit?” Gordon asked.
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