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Chapter 1
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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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Chapter 3
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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.

“Titch said to report here,” Gaubatz said.

Gordon explained how the unlocked RV had expanded the scope of their potential suspects. “There are still people inside some of the units. I need all of Seesaw Village secured. Nobody comes in, and the people already inside the units will have to be questioned before we release them. Solomon is the lead.”

“Yes, sir.” Gaubatz looked at Jost, then pointed to his left. “I’ll start at that end. Meet you in the middle.”

Titch’s voice came over the radio. “Sir, Mayor McKenna says he needs to talk to you. Now.”

Of course he would.

“Tell him I’ll be out in a few minutes.”

“Sir, I don’t think he’s going to like that.” Titch’s voice dropped. “He’s kind of steamed.”

“I know he’s not going to like it. Tell him I’m conducting a crucial interview, and I’ll be with him as soon as I’m finished. Be charming. But firm. Under no circumstances is anyone—mayor or not—other than medical or law enforcement personnel to come back here until we know what’s what. Feed him the line about how I’m making sure Mapleton is represented as a city that respects everyone’s rights, that we’re not going to do anything that would show us in a bad light, that we know how to investigate a crime properly—whatever it takes to unruffle his feathers. And let’s switch all related radio traffic to channel five.”

“Yes, sir.” Titch didn’t sound happy. He liked things clear cut, and playing the diplomat, especially with a politician, didn’t come close to hitting his top ten favorite things to do.

An ambulance pulling into the lot announced the arrival of the medics, and Gordon was glad to see Gilman and Reynolds hop out of the vehicle.

“What have we got?” Gilman said.

“Body in the wardrobe RV.” Gordon walked them in that direction. “We’ve notified the coroner’s office, but you can call the death faster than anyone can get here.”

Gordon knew Gilman and Reynolds would disturb as little of the scene as possible, so he left them to their work and went to finish with Mai.

“Thanks for your patience,” he said.

Mai gave a weak smile. “Actually, if I don’t think about it being Marianna—and I hardly know her—it’s kind of interesting, watching the way real cops work. Not like the time I was in a police show for television.”

“They do tend to make things seem easy,” Gordon said. “Now, a couple more questions. You and Yolanda Orozco were in the RV at about six-fifteen. How long were you there?”

“Like I said, I’m not wearing a watch, and left my cell at the hotel, so I can’t be exact, but not very long,” Mai said. “Yolanda handed me these clothes, and I put them on. Then I went to makeup, which didn’t take long, either. No close-ups, so just the basics.”

Gordon studied her more closely. Aside from a heavier layer of foundation than most women wore, she projected a natural look. “Was anyone else in the makeup RV with you? Ian Patrick?”

She shook her head. “Not while I was there, and I didn’t ask. He’d need even less work than I got, so he could have come and gone, or more likely, planned to pop in closer to last minute. He hates wearing the stuff. Calls it face gunk.”

“You’ve been a big help, Mai. Thank you.” He took down her contact information and told her she could join everyone else.

When she’d gone, he helped Solomon string the yellow crime scene tape across the entrances to the Village and the pedestrian walkway. “I’ll get the RV as soon as the medics are done,” Solomon said. “I’ve already photographed everything.”

“Jost and Gaubatz are knocking on doors through the Village. Once you have statements, send them out to Daily Bread or Finnegan’s, wherever Titch and McDermott have stashed the movie group. Meanwhile, I have a summons from the mayor to deal with.”

Solomon’s sympathetic smile didn’t help. Neither did seeing the mayor pacing behind the barricade across the entrance to the walkway.

Telling himself an audience with Mayor Hunter McKenna was nothing like one with former Mayor Martin Alexander, Gordon set off.
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GORDON’S HEAD WHIRLED as he covered the distance between himself and the mayor. He kept his stride purposeful, but not quick. Every second of thinking time helped. Not that it would matter a whole lot. He had a feeling the mayor would be doing most of the talking, and all Gordon would have to say would be variations on too soon to tell or we’re working on it.

But best to keep things positive. He spoke before the mayor could. “Mayor. So sorry to keep you waiting. I was interviewing a critical witness, and she’s been able to help us with the investigation.”

“What in the world happened?” the mayor asked. “All your officers would tell me was there was a problem in one of the trailers, and until it was worked out everything had to be put on hold. I’m assuming from all the hoopla, that it was more than a flat tire or petty vandalism.”

No point in sugarcoating anything. “You’re right. Marianna Spellman was found dead in one of the trailers, and until we find evidence to the contrary, we have to investigate it as a homicide. Standard procedure for any unattended death.”

The mayor’s eyes widened and his skin grew pale. “You think someone ... killed her?”

“No idea. The medics are with her now, and the coroner’s been called. We’re also coordinating with CSR.”

At the mayor’s blank expression, Gordon added, “That’s the County’s Crime Scene Response unit. You know, kind of like CSI on television, but for real.”

The mayor shook his head as if to clear it. “Yes, I know what it is. I’m shocked that this happened to us.”

Us? What us? It happened to Marianna.

“I assure you, we’re staying on top of things. My officers are already taking statements. Have they talked to you yet?”

McKenna’s eyebrows rocketed upward. “Me? Why would they talk to me?”

“Because you were here. You might have seen something.”

“No, of course I didn’t see anything. I was standing with you the whole time.”

“And you’d just arrived, straight from your office, right?”

“Yes, as I told you. We were going to discuss the press conference.” He paled further. His jaw dropped. “Oh my God. The press conference. There’s no time to cancel it. No, we can’t cancel it. Word of this will have spread by then. We’ll have to use the opportunity to explain we’re doing everything that can be done.” He peered at Gordon. “You don’t think you’ll have this solved by then, do you?”

“I strongly doubt that, sir. But I’m sure you’ll do an excellent job. You have a way with the press.”

Gordon would rather face whoever had killed Marianna—assuming it was a homicide—in a dark alley, unarmed, than speak to the press. He still got the jitters when he had to address his troops at a briefing.

“As long as you’re here, Mayor, did Marianna ever mention any issues, any problems with the production? Anyone who might have wanted her out of the way?”

“No, of course not. She had some rough edges, but being a woman in a position of power often means having to be more aggressive than a man would in the same job. Sad, but equality is—well, it isn’t. Not where it should be by now, at any rate.” McKenna paused, as if realizing he’d strayed from the main point of their discussion. “In our meetings, she never indicated any strife between herself and the rest of the production people.”

“No complaints from any of the citizens?” Gordon asked. “Nobody grumbling about how having a movie crew here was going to mess up their routines?”

“Not to me,” the mayor said. “I would think complaints would be channeled through your office.”

Laurie, Gordon’s admin, hadn’t reported anything negative. The questions she’d fielded had been from people wanting to see more of the filming, not less.

Gordon’s radio interrupted. Gordon lifted his hand. “Sorry, Mayor. I need to deal with the police side of things.” He turned his back on the man. “Hepler.”

“Sir,” Titch said, “the director is about ready to explode. I think you should get in here.”

“Where are you?” Gordon asked.

“Daily Bread, sir. Locals are at Finnegan’s.”

“On my way.” Gordon turned to the mayor. “I’m going to talk to the crew now. Bottom line, until we’ve cleared the scene and questioned everyone, filming is stopped. I’ll keep you posted, but you’re the expert at dealing with the media. I’m sure you’ll know what to tell them.”

He strode past the mayor, toward Daily Bread, before the man had a chance to respond. The clumping of the mayor’s boots followed, but Gordon kept his pace brisk, and the man went off in his own direction.

Gordon opened the rear door to the diner. A small corridor branched off, the dining room to the right, the kitchen to the left. He poked his head into the kitchen. The wait staff was busily arranging cinnamon rolls, muffins, and cookies onto large platters. The aroma of brewing coffee taunted him. Angie was sprinkling filling onto a rolled-out sheet of dough. She gazed up, her eyebrows raised in question. He shook his head, then moved into the dining room.

Lionel Dawson, a short, stocky man with a trim goatee and booming voice, intercepted him as soon as Gordon crossed the threshold. The man wore black denims and black Converse sneakers with neon-green laces, and a plaid flannel shirt over a black turtleneck. “When can we resume shooting?”

No introductions, no pleasantries. Then again, if Gordon’s staff here had been as effective in keeping things quiet as they had over at Finnegan’s, maybe Dawson wasn’t aware of why they’d closed down the shoot. And, since Gordon was in uniform, it was obvious to anyone who could read he was the Chief of Police. “Wait here one moment, please,” Gordon said. He ducked into the kitchen and motioned to Angie.

“What the heck happened?” she asked, wiping her hands on a towel tucked into the waistband of her jeans.

“Problem on the set,” he said. “Can I take Mr. Dawson upstairs to your place and fill him in? I need a little privacy.”

“Sure. You have your key?”

At least she was locking the door now. He nodded. Then pecked her cheek. “Thanks.”

“You are going to tell me what this is all about, aren’t you.”

“When I can.” Gordon went back to the dining room where over two dozen people sat. Most were from the production company, but the locals who had been hired to be in this morning’s shoot were included in this group. Those people gave him stares demanding answers. The rest seemed to be accustomed enough to waiting that they didn’t push. Some were chowing down on the pastries, some nibbling. Most had steaming mugs in front of them. Some were reading newspapers, some paperbacks. Surprised at the lack of cell phone activity, Gordon remembered Mai Phan telling him no cell phones were allowed on the set.

“Thank you for waiting,” Gordon said to Dawson. “If you’ll come with me, we can talk in private.”

He led the man through the diner, to the alcove between the restrooms, and unlocked the door that said Staff Only, which opened onto a flight of stairs to Angie’s apartment door. He unlocked that one as well, glad Angie had taken his advice and boosted her security.

“You live here?” Dawson asked.

“No, it belongs to one of the owners of Daily Bread. She’s letting us use it. Let’s sit down.” Gordon led the man to Angie’s couch and moved one of her easy chairs so he sat directly across from him. He pulled out his notepad and pen.

Dawson crossed an ankle over a knee. “I assume that there’s something seriously wrong, then.”

“I’m afraid so,” Gordon said. “Do you object to me recording this conversation? Saves relying on my memory when I can’t read my own writing.” He held up his notepad and gave a quick smile.

“Sure. Go ahead.”

Gordon hadn’t brought a pocket recorder, so he used a comparable app on his phone. After noting the date, time, place, and that the two of them were present, Gordon watched the man’s face as he asked his first question. “When did you last see Marianna Spellman?”

~~~
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“MARIANNA?” LIONEL DAWSON uncrossed his legs and scooted forward.

Gordon detected no reaction other than a brief moment to consider the question before Dawson said, “After dinner last night. We met at that bar, Finnegan’s. Discussed the production schedule, went over any fires she’d need to put out. Why?”

“Fires? Can you specify? Was she having problems with anyone in particular regarding these fires? Or anything else?” Gordon asked.

Dawson shook his head. “It’s all part of the game. I’ve worked with her a couple of times on other productions, and she knows how to get the job done. She’s not in it to make friends, and doesn’t do the warm fuzzy bit, but I can’t say anyone would hold a grudge. If you’re in the business, you have to understand the business.”

“Did she have any health issues?”

“She didn’t eat enough, if you ask me, and was fussy about what she did eat, but no, nothing I was aware of. Not that she’d confide in me. Our relationship is strictly professional, and other than when our paths cross for a job, I have no contact with her.”

Slowly, the man’s expression grew wary, as if he’d caught on to where this might be going. “Something happened to her, didn’t it?”

“I’m sorry to tell you, we found her dead in the wardrobe RV. The entire area has to be considered a crime scene until we know exactly what happened.”

The man blanched and gripped the arm of the sofa. “My God. You’re sure?”

Although Gordon hadn’t been present when Gilman and Reynolds did their official exam, he knew if, by some remote chance, they’d found Marianna alive, he’d know about it. “Afraid so.”

“That’s ... horrible. Tragic. How did she die? Who did it?”

“That’s what we’re investigating.” Gordon leaned in closer. “I’d appreciate your cooperation.”

“Of course. Anything you want.”

“First, it’s what I don’t want. I don’t want any of this leaked to the press. I’m sure that’s impossible, but please impress upon your people the need for silence. Your no cell phone policy has helped, but I’m sure there will be those who will find a way around it.”

“I will demand full cooperation when it comes to social media interactions,” Dawson said. “The production doesn’t need any negative publicity.”

How far could he trust this guy? After all, they say there’s no such thing as bad publicity.

For half a second, Gordon wondered if Mayor McKenna felt the same way.

“I’ll need a list of everyone who is working on the picture, their position, and their assignments.”

Dawson opened his mouth as if to speak, then clamped it shut. He sighed. “I almost said that was Marianna’s department and to ask her for the names. I still can’t believe this happened. There should be a list in Marianna’s on-site office.”

“What about your security guards?” Gordon asked. “Would they check people off?” And what were they doing while Marianna was dying?

“They should. I can’t believe my brain functions have dissolved. I’ll get that list for you. It’ll only have the names, though. No scheduling. Marianna is—was—the keeper of the details.”

Gordon figured Solomon, Gaubatz, and Jost should be done clearing trailers by now. “I’ll verify with my officers that it’s all right to go in there. One of them will accompany you.”

“Understood.” Dawson rose, then flopped back onto the couch. He licked his lips, twisted his neck, and glanced around the room. “Could I trouble you for a glass of water? I’m afraid I’m still more upset than I thought.”

Gordon went to the kitchen and filled a glass. After Dawson drank and set the glass down, Gordon said, “I’d like to start by interviewing your wardrobe manager. I’ll also have my officers interviewing your people, to speed things along.”

“I assure you, you’ll have everyone’s full cooperation. Do you think we can resume shooting tomorrow?”

You’ve got to be kidding.

“I can’t promise anything.” Gordon headed for the door. “You understand we can’t cut corners. But I will keep you apprised as we continue the investigation. If you’ll wait downstairs, I’ll see if we can get into Marianna’s office.”

Gordon opened the door for Dawson and once the man had left, he carefully emptied the rest of the water from the glass, and put the glass in a paper lunch bag from the kitchen. Not that the man wouldn’t have voluntarily given his fingerprints, but why waste time? He took the back stairs out and went to his vehicle where he put the glass in an official evidence bag.

Dawson was low on his list of suspects, but at this point, Gordon wasn’t about to rule anyone out, no matter how genuine they came across. The man worked with actors. Maybe he’d been one himself. He’d learned the hard way there were people who slid under his radar.

He called Solomon on his cell rather than put anything over channels that might be overheard. Yes, they’d cleared all the trailers. Yes, everyone who’d been inside one of the vehicles was now ensconced at Daily Bread. No, nothing had seemed out of place. Yes, the medics had officially proclaimed Marianna dead. No, nobody from the Coroner’s Office had arrived—and Gordon had mixed feelings when it turned out Pierce Asel was the investigator on duty.

After working an interesting case involving skeletal remains, Gordon no longer thought of him as Asel the Asshole, which was how most cops referred to him, but Asel still had a reputation for taking his sweet time showing up at scenes. Granted, the county was large, but his reputation of tending to his own needs first, especially when those needs included a meal, had some basis in fact. Maybe he’d finished his breakfast before he got the call. Or maybe the mayor pulled a few strings and lit the fuse that would get Asel moving. Or maybe he’d like to rub elbows with movie people.

“Anything promising?” Gordon asked.

“If you’re asking if I found anything that looked like a murder weapon, or someone sitting around wearing a sign saying I killed Marianna Spellman, then no. But Lily Beckett is one hot babe, Chief. I’ll volunteer for overtime bodyguard duty if she needs it.”

“What would your wife say to that?”

Solomon snickered. “She’d expect to meet her, but she’d be okay with it. We have a look but don’t touch agreement.”

Gordon reflected on how Angie had gone total fan girl over Cassidy, but that night, when it was him and Angie alone, nothing had been different. A little hotter than usual, actually. Fantasies? Well, he’d heard they were healthy.

“Lionel Dawson is getting me a list of all approved personnel from their security guys. What I need now is for you to escort him to Marianna Spellman’s RV. There should be a schedule of everyone who’s working on the production, both the crew and talent.”

“Talent?” Solomon said. “You picking up the jargon, Chief?”

Gordon ignored him. “I want to know who was where, when, and if anyone wasn’t where they were supposed to be. Let’s regroup at the station. I’ll get Laurie to start things in motion for setting up a war room in the briefing room. I want to interview Yolanda Orozco, the wardrobe manager. See if we can narrow the timeline.”

“On it, Chief.”

Gordon went back inside Daily Bread, where he became the focus of about twenty pairs of eyes, one of which belonged to Mayor McKenna. Technically, the man should be at Finnegan’s, but since McKenna was the mayor, Gordon let it slide. Probably more interesting to be here with the Seesaw people instead of mere citizens.

Gordon held up a hand in a wait a minute gesture and went over to the director, who handed him a clipboard.

“This is from our security guard on check-in duty,” Dawson said. “It’s a list of everyone working this location shoot.”

Gordon thanked him and glanced at the names. Some had blue Xs beside them, some black checkmarks. Many were blank. “What’s the difference here?”

“One set’ll be the people who got on the bus at the hotel. The others are anyone who comes in on their own.”

“Does he sign people out as well?”

“No, it’s not like a movie studio. If they miss their transportation, it’s up to them to find a way to their lodgings. That’s why we provide drivers for our principals. Gets them where they need to be when they need to be there.”

“I’d like to speak with Yolanda Orozco. Can you point her out to me?”

The man scanned the room. “I don’t see her.”

“Did you see her earlier?” Gordon asked.

“I wasn’t paying attention to who was or wasn’t here.”

Gordon sent Titch to check the restrooms. Seconds later his officer returned. “Both empty.”
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Chapter 6
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SOLOMON’S ARRIVAL BROUGHT restless murmurings from the diner’s occupants. Gordon sent Lionel Dawson off with Solomon to Marianna’s RV. Gordon’s head spun as he tried to make sure he was covering all the bases.

One thing at a time. Keep the natives from getting too restless. He shifted into briefing mode, lifted his hands. Another ripple of murmurs, then silence.

“Thank you for your patience, everyone. I know you all have questions, and I wish I had more answers. For now, all I can say is Marianna Spellman was found dead in one of the RVs a short while ago. The entire Village area is off-limits until the county’s investigative unit gets here.”

“Was she murdered?” a man called out.

“We don’t have a cause of death at this time. It’s standard police procedure to investigate all unattended deaths as suspicious until proven otherwise. That way, we don’t miss anything. My officers are going to be talking to each of you, and until they do, I appreciate your understanding that you’ll have to wait here. And, while you’re waiting, the staff at Daily Bread will be happy to make sure you don’t go hungry. The city of Mapleton will be picking up the tab.” He cast a pointed glance in the mayor’s direction. McKenna’s eyes widened slightly before he covered with a smile and a nod.

“I do have one question for everyone,” Gordon said. “I’m looking for Yolanda Orozco. How many of you saw her this morning?”

Mai’s hand was the only one raised. And she’d said the other actor on this morning’s schedule had been to wardrobe before she had. He searched his memory for the man’s name. “Is Ian Patrick here?”

Silence.

Gordon excused himself and stepped out the rear door. He called Solomon on the radio. “I need confirmation that everyone who was in the Village was sent to Daily Bread. Confirm with Jost and Gaubatz and get back to me.”

“Got it, Chief.”

While Gordon waited, he needed to keep everything else moving. He returned to the dining room and addressed the group. “If anyone else who was part of this morning’s schedule comes in, please have them report to Officer Titchener, and tell them they’ll have to wait here until we can release the Village.”

Murmurs and nods rippled across the room.

“Thanks. I’m going to leave you in the capable hands of Officer Titchener.”

Titch strode to the counter. Gordon joined him. “We’re going to draw up some questions. I’ll have an officer deliver them. You’re on point here.”

Titch straightened to full attention. “Yes, sir.”

Gordon assigned Gaubatz to keep the scene secure, then headed for Finnegan’s to deliver the same message to the locals. As soon as he opened the door, the aroma of coffee hit him, a switch from the usual beer and grease. Then again, Finnegan's wasn't usually open at this hour. Mick Finnegan, a disgruntled expression on his face, stood behind the polished wood bar, washing coffee mugs instead of beer glasses. Beads of sweat glistened amidst the remaining black strands of hair combed across the top of his head. The lighting was also cranked up, both from the overhead fixtures and the curtains at the window, open now instead of covering the glass. The big screen television was set on the morning news show, but nobody seemed to be watching.

Here, the people weren’t as understanding. Many of them had shown up at the film site to see what was going on, but had other appointments, jobs, and responsibilities. And, not being part of the movie production, they had cell phones.

Gordon’s first order of business was to request they not use them to say anything about what was going on. “It’s important for the investigation that we keep things contained until we have more information.” He could only hope they’d comply.

There were grumbles of protest, but most of the group put their phones away.

Gordon held up a hand. “People, we’re going to move as fast as we can, and we’ll try to take those of you who have to be somewhere else first. Anyone who’s willing to hang around a little longer, we appreciate it. Give me about half an hour to meet with my officers, and we’ll get the interviews rolling.”

He told McDermott to keep everyone where they were, then called Dispatch. “Connie, round up everyone assigned to the shoot, and anyone else on duty you can spare. Briefing in ten minutes. And alert the civilian patrol their services will be needed to maintain a visible presence in town while our officers are tied up with this investigation.”

“Roger that,” Connie said. “Coroner is rolling, ETA twenty minutes. CSR in thirty.”

When Gordon got to the station, Solomon was already drawing a timeline on the whiteboard set up at the front of the briefing room. Gordon joined him as other officers trickled in and took seats.

“What did Gaubatz and Jost say?” Gordon asked.

“They told everyone where to report,” Solomon said, “but didn’t escort them, so it’s possible some didn’t show.”

“Do they have the names of those they found?”

“I’m not sure. Damn. I guess I dropped the ball on this one. Sorry, Chief. I didn’t spell everything out. I should know better than to make assumptions, even with experienced officers.” Hands in his back pockets, Solomon stepped away from the board and gave it a long, hard stare. “A whole lot of nothing.”

“On the plus side, we have a fairly narrow window for time of death,” Gordon said. “Marianna wasn’t there when Mai was getting her wardrobe, and we found her less than two hours later.”

Solomon held up a hand. “Unless she was killed somewhere else and dumped.”

“Right now, we have nothing for motive, nothing for means, and probably dozens of people with opportunity, so let’s stick with the positives.”

“Gotcha. Narrow window for TOD. Good Thing. Check.” Solomon set down the marker. “I got the schedule from Marianna’s RV. I’ll put those names on the back of the board, but I’m going to grab some coffee before we start. Want a cup?”

What harm would one extra cup of real coffee do? He was dutifully taking his blood pressure meds. And this had the makings of a very long day. “Thanks.”

“Oh, and if we get a minute of downtime, I’ve got another lead on the Deadbeat Dad Killer,” Solomon said.

“Let's solve this case first.” Gordon tried to make sure he didn’t sound dismissive. Solomon’s love for putting puzzle pieces together had him convinced there was someone out killing deadbeat dads, and that it was connected to a travel blog, Paula’s Places. Gordon had met Paula while he was vacationing last winter, and there had been a shooting in the area. Since then, Solomon had been trying to tie the blogger to killings across the country. Gordon indulged him, because he didn’t want Solomon to move to a bigger force with a homicide division. And, he confessed, it was fun to watch the way the man’s mind worked.

While Solomon was getting the coffee, Gordon called Laurie in. “We’re going to come up with a list of questions so we can get as many officers doing interviews as possible. I want you to get them transcribed and copied so everyone’s working from the same list.”

“You got it.” She poised her fingers over the laptop she’d brought. “Ready when you are.”

“Did I ever tell you—”

“Not often enough,” she said before he could finish what had become a ritual between them. He reminded himself to praise her efficiency more often.

By the time Solomon returned with station breakroom coffee—which was already scorched—everyone was seated. Gordon took his place at the front of the room.

“We’ve got a situation that needs a speedy, but by-the-book, conclusion. Given the high-profile nature of the movie people in Mapleton, the press will be over this like hot fudge on a sundae, and I want to have answers before they get here.

“All of you have had experience taking statements. We’ve got a boatload of people to question, and the longer we keep them waiting, the more disgruntled they’ll be, so I’m recruiting everyone here to pitch in and interview a few of them. People involved in the movie are at Daily Bread. The onlookers are at Finnegan’s. I want us to come up with a list of questions so we’re all covering the same pertinent information. Laurie will get copies to everyone. But in addition to the answers, I want you to be watching for body language, any behavior that would indicate the interviewee is either lying or holding something back.”

Nods of understanding from his officers punctuated Gordon’s remarks. He went on.

“We have the body of Marianna Spellman discovered in the wardrobe RV at oh seven-fifty-two. The last persons we’re aware of in the RV are the wardrobe manager, Yolanda Orozco, and Mai Phan, one of the actors. Mai claims another actor, Ian Patrick, had been in there prior to her arrival, which was at approximately oh six-thirty.” Gordon picked up the list of names from production security and confirmed the man had arrived, but there were no times. He had a black check, not a blue X, so he hadn’t arrived on the bus.

“We need to know what time everyone arrived, where they went, who they spoke to, whether or not they saw Marianna Spellman, and what they thought of her. In addition, Yolanda Orozco, the wardrobe manager, wasn’t with the group at Daily Bread or Finnegan’s, and neither was Ian Patrick. See if you can garner any information as to their whereabouts.” He peered over the list he was holding, then made eye contact with each officer in the room. “And nobody, absolutely nobody, breathes a word to the media. Not the Mapleton Weekly, not the Denver Post, not even the high school paper. Anyone caught speaking to a reporter, be it print, electronic, or television will answer to me. Is that clear?”

A resounding “Yes, Sir,” came from the group.

After taking suggestions from the floor, he sent Laurie to print copies of the questions and asked to see Jost. The officer followed him to the rear of the room.

“When you and Gaubatz cleared the trailers and RVs, did you note who was there?”

“Yes, sir. At least I did.” Jost pulled out his notepad. “I can write this up right now if you’d like.”

Gordon radioed Gaubatz, who was still keeping the scene secure, asked him the same question, and got another affirmative.

“Excellent. Did either of you run across Yolanda Orozco or Ian Patrick?”

Jost consulted his notes. “Not me.”

Gaubatz’s voice came from the radio. “That’s a negative here, too.”

Great. Had they lost two suspects, or gained two more victims?

Gordon thought herding cats would be easier than keeping track of all the Seesaw people. “Get your lists written up and give them to Solomon.”

“Yes, sir,” Jost said. Gaubatz’s Ten-Four came over the radio.

Connie poked her head into the room. “Coroner’s Investigator is here.”

Solomon stood. Gordon signaled him to wait. “Everyone, Solomon is lead on this case. Report to him. In detail. And often.” He motioned Ed over. “I need you to coordinate the interrogations. Use your judgment when it comes to releasing people. Start with the locals who have places to be. The movie folks were supposed to be here all morning anyway.”

“Yes sir, but—”

“Don’t worry. I’ll let you know when the CSR team gets here.”

With a nod and a faint smile, Solomon stepped to the front of the room. “Listen up, people.”

As Solomon handed out assignments, Gordon drove to the movie set. He parked behind the Coroner’s van and checked in with Gaubatz, who was outside the RV.

“All quiet, sir.”

Which meant no media. Yet. “If you need a pit stop, or coffee, you can take ten,” Gordon said. Gaubatz strode off toward Daily Bread, and Gordon ducked under the tape Solomon had strung across the top of the landing. Asel’s three-hundred pound bulk filled most of the remaining empty space around the body. Although the weather was cool, the closed RV had absorbed enough heat to be uncomfortable. Having a dead body in the middle didn’t help. Asel wiped his forehead with a red bandana and shoved it into his pocket. Gordon propped the door open a couple of inches to allow some fresh air inside.

“Good morning,” Gordon said. Keeping things pleasant was always a smart move with Asel.

“Got me a whole body this time,” Asel said, referring to the last time they’d worked together when a dog had discovered a human bone.

Gordon chuckled. “Yeah, thought we’d make it easier for you.”

“Not as much of a puzzle, though,” Asel said.

“Any ideas as to cause of death?” Gordon asked.

Asel held a penlight to Marianna’s lifeless eyes. “No petechiae.”

“So, not strangulation.”

“Not likely.” Asel continued his examination, manipulating her limbs. “Very early stages of rigor. Give me a hand rolling her.”

Her clothing was intact, no blood pool under the body. “I think I can safely rule out gunshots or knife wounds,” Asel said. “Won’t know much else until I get her to the morgue.”

“Can you check her pockets?” Gordon asked. “Maybe there’s a note. Or a cell phone.”

Asel patted the body with his pudgy hands. “Nothing.”

“Would you say this is where she died?” Gordon said.

“Probably.” Asel tugged the woman’s shirt up. Gordon could see the darkening on her back, where the blood had settled. Asel ran his hands along the back of her head. “No signs of blunt force trauma.”

“A witness said she wasn’t here at six-fifteen this morning. We found her at seven-fifty-two. Does that work as a window for TOD?”

Asel read the thermometer he’d used for a liver temperature. He pursed his lips in and out a few times, then stared at Gordon as if lecturing a schoolchild. “Given there were no open windows, no heat, no air conditioning, her temperature is commensurate with a time of death between five and eight this morning. So, yes, that fits your time frame.”

“Nice to know I won’t have to ask everyone for alibis for the last three days. But with this group, it’s going to be enough of a challenge to pin down their whereabouts for two hours.”

Asel put his thermometer away and snapped his case shut. “I’d say I’ve seen enough here. Can I have the body?”

Although Solomon had already documented the scene with the body, Gordon was reluctant to comply. “Techs should be here any minute. Mind waiting so they can evaluate the scene with the body? The media will be all over this one, and I don’t want any undotted “i”s or uncrossed “t”s.”

Asel grumbled, but he agreed.

“I can fetch you a cinnamon roll from Daily Bread. And coffee.”

“I won’t object.” Asel finished packing his gear.

Gordon stepped outside. Gaubatz was sitting on the bottom step of the RV, sipping coffee. When Gordon told him what he wanted, Gaubatz didn’t complain about playing gopher. He probably knew Asel’s reputation. When Asel came out of the RV carrying his case, Gaubatz jumped up and jogged across the parking lot.

“I'll be in my van.” Asel lumbered to his vehicle, put his case in the back, then hoisted himself into the driver's seat.

Gordon breathed in the clean air, glad to be out of the confines of the RV. Once the CSR guys arrived, they might get some answers. Meanwhile, Solomon was doing something proactive, not standing around.

At last, the crime scene van pulled up. Now, things could start moving.

All the jobs were compartmentalized—paramedics were called, then the Coroner’s Office, and their investigator “owned” the body, and heaven help anyone who touched it before he got there. Crime scene techs collected evidence and did all their magic in the lab. Then, the cops took all the information from the coroner and the techs and tried to put the pieces together and solve the crime. Wouldn’t be so bad if there wasn’t so much waiting.

Gordon called Solomon. “You ready to start playing detective?”

“Be there in five.”

Just as Gordon disconnected, one of the techs, a thirty-something, broad-shouldered redhead, one Gordon hadn’t met before, jumped out of the van, and held out his hand. “Alexander Lewis. Call me Xander. What do you have for us?”

“Woman found dead on the floor. No obvious cause of death. Nothing looks disturbed, and given the nature of the beast, my guess is there will be prints from everyone who’s used this RV in the last decade.”

“Most of which will be useless,” Xander said. “Let’s take a peek.”

Solomon jogged across the Village, but refrained from bolting up the stairs to the RV, stopping to check in with Gordon.

“Anything coming out of the interviews?” Gordon asked.

“Primarily eliminations,” Solomon said.

“Which is a good thing. Dealing with a handful of witnesses and suspects is a lot better than dozens.”

Step one was to photograph everything. Xander snapped away. Gordon didn’t bother telling him Solomon had done the same. Again, compartmentalization. The techs would have the official, stand-up-in-court photographs. Solomon would have his to work the case from his point of view.

Once Xander was satisfied with his establishing shots, he turned to Gordon. “Anything you need with respect to the body?”

Gordon knew the tech would have covered every inch of the body from every angle. “Nope. Let’s get her to the morgue.”

Outside, Gaubatz had arrived with a Daily Bread bag for Asel, who opened it, stuck his face inside and inhaled. “I need to get over here more often.”

“Social visits only, I hope,” Gordon said. “Body’s all yours.”

Asel put the bag into his van. “I’ll let you know of my findings.”

Gordon wasn’t fond of autopsies, not that he’d had to stand in on many, but he added, “If you’re going to cut, let me know. Either I or Solomon want to be there. And given this is a high-profile case, at least for Mapleton, any expediting would be appreciated.”

“I’ll see what I can do about moving her up the line, putting a rush on labs. Shall we get her into the van?”

Another not-fun part of his job, but Gordon, Solomon, and Asel got Marianna onto the gurney and into a body bag, then loaded her into the van. “I’ll be in touch,” Asel said.

Gordon watched the coroner’s van drive away before heading back into the RV with Solomon right behind him.

“Damn,” Gordon said. “Her family. Someone has to do the death notification before they see it on the news. You and the techs work on deciding what needs to be processed in here. I’ll go talk to Dawson and make those arrangements.”

“On the bright side, you won’t be the one to do the face-to-face with her family, and they might provide a clue or a motive.”

Gaubatz knocked on the door. “Chief? The movie people are getting restless, especially the director. They’re threatening to leave. What should I tell them?”

“Tell them to be patient a little longer. That I’ll check in with them soon. Keep the time frame vague. Then come back and keep this RV secure.”

“Understood, Chief.”

Why did Gordon feel as if the cats he was herding were morphing into angry lions?
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Chapter 7
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GORDON WENT TO HIS SUV and retrieved the evidence bag with the glass Dawson had handled. He brought it into the RV where Xander and his partner were setting out markers and taking more pictures.

“Nothing screams crime scene at me,” the partner, a slender African American man, said. “The kind of place where we’d either collect everything or next to nothing.”

Gordon handed him the bag. “This is from the director, Lionel Dawson. He’s not on my list—well, that’s not true. Right now, everyone is on my list. I saw the opportunity to take his prints and went for it, in case he shows up in one of the databases.”

“Spoken like a true crime scene guy,” Xander said. “If we had any idea how she died, we might be able to zero in on where to focus. We could print this entire unit, but, as you said, any prints in here are probably from people who can explain them.”

The other tech was sliding clothing along the racks, studying each piece, shaking his head, then moving on. Outfits were hooked together, and tagged with names.

Gordon stepped over. “You think maybe she hid something in the clothes?”

He shrugged. “I have no idea what belongs here and what doesn’t. You want us to bag everything?”

Gordon exchanged a glance with Solomon. “I think we’ll keep this place off-limits. Once we have a glimmer of a lead, if we need something we can come back and get it.”

“I can do a quick check,” Solomon said. “Go through pockets, do some shaking, see if anything falls out.”

The tech left the clothes to Solomon, then went to a wastebasket under the sewing table. “Bag it,” Gordon said. “I’ll find out when it was last emptied.”

“What about outside?” Solomon asked. “The killer—still assuming the death was foul play—had to get here from somewhere.”

“According to the studio security guards, nobody who didn’t belong was back here. But they also admitted they weren’t covering points of entrance and exit other than the two main ones. Someone might have snuck in via a back door from one of the stores. Everyone’s dressed in regular clothes, whether they’re Seesaw people or lookie-lous, so they wouldn’t be conspicuous. Plus, with a busload arriving at the same time, it wouldn’t be hard to blend in since the guards didn’t cross reference the people who got on the bus at the hotel with the people who got off here.”

Solomon winged his eyebrows. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking about the quality of the production’s security force?”

“Not going to go there.” Gordon dragged a hand through his hair. “I wish we could stop adding people to our list. I trust you to coordinate with the techs, Ed. I’m going to get the death notification process started.”

Rubbing the back of his neck against the beginnings of what was destined to become a monstrous headache, Gordon trotted down the stairs and paused to speak to Gaubatz. “You have the list of everyone in Seesaw Village from this morning?” Gordon glanced at his watch. It was still this morning. Definitely going to be a long day.

“I gave them to Titch when I went for coffee,” he said. “Titch said he’d get them to Solomon.”

Gordon thanked him and went in search of Lionel Dawson. He paused inside the doorway, pleased to see Titch and two other officers conducting interviews in three of the booths. Gordon found the director sitting at a table in the corner of the dining room, his cell phone in one hand, a pen which he was using to scribble notes in the other. Words like “cancellation,” “rescheduling,” and “moving” peppered the conversation, along with “budget.”

Gordon approached, let the man know he was waiting. Dawson stopped writing. “Call you back,” he said into the phone, then gazed at Gordon like a dog waiting for a biscuit.

“I don’t have anything yet,” Gordon said. Dawson’s expression shifted from hopeful to disgruntled. Gordon ignored it and went on. “We need to notify Marianna Spellman’s next of kin before the media beats us to it. Do you know who that would be, and where they are?” He’d get a local law enforcement agency to handle that task—his least favorite in all of police work.

“Everyone has paperwork with emergency contact information. That’s another thing Marianna would have in her records. Check her RV. Security has keys to all the units. They can let you in.”

“Will do. Did Yolanda or Ian show up?” Gordon asked.

“Not here,” Dawson said. “If you’ve got nothing to tell me about when we can get back to work, there are major decisions the higher-ups have to make.”

Gordon noticed three security guards having coffee and pastry at a rear table. Should he recruit them to help, or call the county? County, he decided. A few deputies, officers who Gordon knew were trained in police work, not in checking names off lists, would be better choices and make sure the Village was secure.

He called Laurie, told her to make the arrangements. “Three per shift should be plenty. Until we know we can release the scene.”

“On it,” Laurie said. “And Detective Colfax called. Said to let him know as soon as you had a confirmed homicide.”

Before he headed to Marianna’s RV, Gordon checked in with Vicky McDermott at Finnegan’s. The crowd was significantly diminished. He assumed that meant people had been released, not that they’d staged a mass escape. The setup was similar to what he’d seen at Daily Bread.

Vicky excused herself when she saw him, and crossed the room. “We’re almost done here, Chief. Nobody knew anything other than there’s going to be a movie shot. Most of them weren’t happy to find out Cassidy Clarke and Lily Beckett weren’t going to show up, but apparently, they were hoping either they’d make an appearance after all, or they’d see other stars. Those three—” she tilted her chin toward three tables. A man sat at one, a woman at each of the two others. “They had connections to extras, and had managed to wander the Village for a few minutes.”

“Didn’t the security guards stop them?”

McDermott shrugged. “Apparently not.”

Gordon cursed under his breath. He definitely needed deputies to help. “Go on.”

“The blonde said she’d been invited by her friend, who’s an extra. The friend told her she’d try to get her into the picture. All three said they didn’t see anything suspicious, but I figured we should put them through round two. They may have seen something and didn’t realize it was important.”

“Did they approach, or go into any of the trailers?”

“Just the blonde. Her friend took her into one of the lounge trailers for coffee. But there wasn’t anyone important enough—” McDermott made finger quotes around the words— “so she went to the street side where she could watch the filming.”

The blonde was unfamiliar to Gordon. “Her name?”

Vicky leafed through the sheets of paper she carried. “Reagan Kinzer. She’s from Centennial. Came in last night with aspirations of being discovered.”

“Did she know Marianna Spellman?” Gordon asked.

“Negative. Nobody we’ve interviewed claims to have a clue who she is.”

“Okay. As long as you have contact information for everyone, they can go. But find out if Reagan Kinzer is planning to go home to Centennial. You might politely encourage her to stick around, at least until we know whether we’ll need more information from her.” He glanced at the time. After eleven. “Mick Finnegan will want his place back for the lunch crowd.”

“I’m sure business will be booming,” she said. “You want these sheets, or should I drop them off at the station?”

“Drop them off. I’m going to check Marianna’s RV, then start cross-referencing everything.”

He stopped at Daily Bread to get keys from a security guard. Angie was winding her way through the dining room, pouring coffee refills. Her smile in his direction when she noticed him relieved some of the tension at his neck. But she didn’t approach. Since their relationship had progressed, she knew he’d tell her what he could when he could. And right now, there was nothing. He tipped his head in her direction, then made a quick pit stop before taking the keys and striding across the lot to Marianna’s RV. Given how much of his normal routine kept him behind a desk, he was glad for the exercise, even if the reason for it was less than desirable.

He headed toward the blue-and-white RV at the end of the second row of vehicles. Nothing huge, but at least two or three times bigger than his office at the station. On the way, he scanned the grounds for anything that might be evidence, but the breeze had scattered stray candy wrappers, coffee cups, and plastic grocery bags across the area to the point that there would be no way to prove where they’d come from even if one held a clue. And what the hell constituted a clue at this point, anyway?

As he approached Marianna’s RV, he fumbled through the ring of keys seeking the one labeled 23, the one the guard said was hers. He’d singled it out when he noticed the jimmied door. What the—?

You wanted a clue, Hepler. I’d say you found one.
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GORDON DARTED THROUGH the Village to the wardrobe RV. Solomon and Xander were standing at the base of the stairs.

“Good timing, Chief,” Solomon said. “We’re finishing up.”

“Grab your gear and come with me. Now.” He turned and jogged back the way he’d come, Solomon at his heels. The techs, who did this all the time, followed at a more sedate pace.

Gordon paused about five feet from Marianna Spellman’s RV. “It wasn’t like this when you and Dawson came by for Marianna’s schedule, was it?” Stupid question, but Gordon’s brain was spinning in neutral. “Don’t answer that.”

Xander started snapping pictures. Long shots of the trailer, then moving in closer until they were photographing close-ups of the jimmied door. “No finesse,” he said. “I’m guessing a pry bar.”

“On a positive note, we now have something to look for,” Gordon said.

Solomon was crouched down, peering under the RV. “And we’ve found it.” He put on a fresh pair of gloves and waited—drumming his fingers against his thighs—for Xander to finish taking pictures of the object in situ.

“Go for it,” the tech said, and Solomon pulled out the pry bar.

“What do you bet it’s wiped clean? Or the guy wore gloves,” Solomon said. “I mean, nobody’s stupid enough to leave that kind of evidence lying around. At least nobody who owns a television.”

“Wait a minute,” Gordon said. “Marianna had this huge black purse when I met with her. Did you find it in the wardrobe RV?”

“Nope,” Xander said.

“I saw it. Looked like it weighed a ton,” Solomon said. “Maybe she didn’t like schlepping it while she was wandering around the set.”

Gordon agreed, although he had a little trouble imagining Marianna not being able to put her hands on anything she might possibly need. Then again, maybe she spent most of her day in her office, venturing out only when personal contact was required. She might have had an errand that took her to wardrobe and didn’t bother with her purse.

Solomon snapped his fingers. “Wait. No keys with the body.”

Gordon couldn’t imagine the always-in-control woman not locking her RV when she left. Wardrobe was nearer the other end of the lot, so it wasn’t like popping next door, even for a short time.

He tried to process the scenario. “The RV was locked when you and Dawson got here to find her schedule, right?”

Another stupid question. He had to stop engaging his mouth before his brain kicked in. If it had been unlocked, then why jimmy the door? “Don’t answer that, either.”

Xander’s partner was examining the lock. “This has to be locked from the outside,” he said. “No way to lock yourself out, so if she locked the door, her keys should have been with her.”

“So we have a missing purse, which may or may not have had her keys in it,” Gordon said.

“And a cell phone,” Solomon said. “We didn’t find one in the wardrobe RV, either.”

Gordon shook his head. “Mai said no cell phones on the set, so Marianna might have left it in her office.”

Solomon rubbed his chin. “If that was the case, then she’d have been planning to go over to the shoot. If she was working on this side of things, she’d have had it with her.”

“Excuse me,” the second tech said. “Shouldn’t we be inside the RV rather than standing out here speculating? The purse might be inside, along with her keys and cell phone.”

Heat rose along the back of Gordon’s neck. “Yeah. Getting ahead of ourselves, aren’t we?”

The tech opened the door. Standing in the doorway, he snapped more pictures. Gordon waited until both men had entered the RV before he joined them.

Now this was a crime scene.

This wasn’t the sort of RV one called a home away from home. No sleeping arrangements. A single room, with a tiny kitchenette. Coffeemaker on the counter, empty. Small microwave. A minimal assortment of plates, bowls, and glasses in a cabinet. A black coffee mug with two big red Vs, the same as the logo Gordon had seen on Marianna’s business card. Flatware in a drawer. And a brownish stain on the floor.

The main area was configured as an office, plain and simple. Desk and chair. A couple of small shelves attached to one wall probably once held the books and binders scattered on the floor. One easy chair with an end table beside it, although the end table was lying on its side. An open door, probably to a closet or storage area, but from his vantage point, the interior wasn’t visible.

Her desk was clear, but the papers strewn all over the floor indicated that wasn’t its normal state. “No computer?” Gordon asked.

“I’d assume she used a laptop, but I don’t see one,” Solomon said.

“Add it to our list,” Gordon pointed to the kitchenette. “Can you identify that stain?”

Xander stepped over, photographing as he moved. He stopped, took another picture, then crouched. “My guess is coffee.” Smarter than his television counterparts, though, he didn’t touch it. Or, heaven forbid, taste it. If whatever the stain was had anything to do with Marianna Spellman’s body lying on the floor, there was no way to be sure it wasn’t toxic enough to kill again. Instead, the tech carefully swabbed up samples and packaged them as evidence. “I’ll print the room, but if there are no prints on the pry bar, he—or she—probably wore gloves in here.”

“With so few leads, it’s better to over collect than under collect, wouldn’t you say?” Gordon said.

“Yeah, that's crime scene 101, but it’s going to be a hell of a job back at the lab. I suggest—strongly—that you do something very nice for Briana, our fingerprint analyst.”

“Nice as in flowers? Chocolate? Daily Bread’s cinnamon rolls?” Gordon said.

“All three would probably be a smart move.”

The second tech appeared from behind the closet door, white teeth gleaming in a smile. He held up a cell phone. “In her coat pocket. An inside coat pocket, so easy to see how our burglar missed it.”

At last. Something they could work with.

“That’s hers,” Gordon said. “There can’t be two people around here with monogrammed red cell phone cases.”

“Let me print it before we poke around.”

Gordon tried not to fidget as the tech completed his task.

“No usable prints.” The tech extended the phone to Gordon. “Given you’re looking for emergency contact information, and it belongs to the victim, there’s no expectation of privacy. You should be good to go. If you need more than what you see, our computer forensics team can dig it out.”

“Does it have an in case of emergency contact number?” Solomon asked. “A lot of people use ICE as the name. And if they’re smart, they add a period in front so it’s at the top of the list.”

“Let’s find out if it’s password protected first,” Gordon said. He pressed the start button and was relieved to find that, for whatever reason, the anal Marianna Spellman hadn’t locked her phone. Probably assumed she’d never leave it lying around. Or she got tired of entering her code all the time. Didn’t matter. Bottom line—they were in.

He scrolled through her contacts, but there was nothing as obvious as “Mom” or “Dad” or another Spellman. The mayor had introduced her as “Miss” so Gordon assumed she was single. They could cross reference the numbers on her list via the phone company, though, and see who she’d been calling. According to her call log, she’d had seventeen exchanges with the same three people over the last two days. Gordon wrote those numbers in his notepad.

“Paper shredder is empty,” Solomon said.

“Check with whoever’s in charge of cleaning these trailers. Find out when they clean. Could be she hadn’t used it.”

Solomon wrote in his notepad. “Got it.”

“Have you found the papers with everyone’s information yet?” Gordon asked. “Dawson said everyone had to sign releases, so they’d be hard copies, not electronic files.”

Solomon stared at the piles of paper on the floor. With gloved hands, he started going through them. “Mind if I take pictures?”

“Be my guest,” the tech said. “If all you need is what’s written on them, taking pictures is fine, and it will help cut down on us having to print all of them.”

After a few minutes, Solomon shouted, “Eureka.” He held up a sheet of paper. “Marianna Spellman’s emergency contact information lists an Avis Fontenot as the person to notify.”

“Thank goodness for that. Any address?”

“Nope. Just a phone number. Area code is in Los Angeles.”

Gordon checked Marianna's phone, hoping for more detailed contact information, but the phone number was the only information listed.

“I’ll get with the officials there.” Gordon's spirits lifted as he now had something to follow up on. They dropped just as quickly as he stared at the scattered papers.

Solomon seemed to be on the same wavelength.”We have no way of knowing if anything’s missing, or if this was malicious mischief. I vote we start sorting through all this.”

“I’ll second that,” Gordon said. “Meet you at the station. I need to check with Dawson first. And make sure you get this RV taped.”

“Roger, Chief.” Solomon gave him a grin and a quick salute.

Leaving the techs and Solomon to finish processing the scene, Gordon headed for Daily Bread. Dawson and a man dressed all in black were conferring, heads together, at a table by the window. Dawson lifted his gaze as Gordon approached.

“You find what you were looking for?”

Gordon snorted. “And more.” He gave a rundown of what they’d found. “Any ideas who might do that? And why your security people didn’t notice?”

Dawson called the men over. “We had a break-in at Marianna Spellman’s RV this morning. You’re paid to prevent things like that, or at least notice. What the hell happened?”

The controlled anger in Dawson’s tone had Gordon on the defensive, and he wasn’t even the offender.

“I was assigned to the set,” one guard said. “I wasn’t in the Village once they started prep for shooting.”

The other two exchanged uneasy glances. “Nobody was on the lot who didn’t have a reason to be there,” another guard said. About five-ten, balding, thick glasses, and carrying enough weight for half another person, Gordon wondered if he could have caught a vandal even if he’d noticed. Absolutely not, if it involved running.

The last guard, about as lean as the other was porky, simply shrugged. “I was on the far perimeter, not close to where her trailer was. After all the extras did their paperwork, there was no reason to be there.”

“And none of you saw Marianna Spellman go to the wardrobe RV?” Gordon asked.

All three shook their heads. “Nope,” the porky guard said. “We already told the cop. We saw her arrive, go to her office, and that was it.”

“You’re dismissed. Probably permanently,” Dawson said. They shuffled away, heads hanging. Dawson turned his attention to Gordon. “Was anything taken? Wouldn’t that give you a clue?”

“We have no way of knowing. The Crime Scene Response techs are processing the scene. Have you ever heard Marianna speak of an Avis Fontenot? All we have is a number.”

“No, I told you we weren’t close.”

“Did either Yolanda or Ian show up?”

Dawson exchanged a quick, questioning glance with his tablemate, who shook his head. “No. If it was only Ian, I’d say he was out killing time until he was needed on the set, but that would have been an hour ago. However, he’s the sort who might take it upon himself to decide there’s no need to hang around, since shooting has been postponed. Yolanda, on the other hand—she’s always where she belongs. Once she had everyone dressed, she’d have come to the set to handle any adjustments, repairs, and the like.”

“I’ll put out a BOLO,” Gordon said. “Can you describe them, or better yet, do you have pictures?”

“Ian is in his late-twenties, black hair, blue eyes, six-one, about one-eighty. Google him and you’ll have plenty of pictures. Yolanda’s mid-fifties, maybe five-three, about a hundred and forty pounds. Latina, wears her hair in a braid most of the time. Oh, and she has a mole on her right cheek, near her ear.”

“Thanks.” Gordon was surprised at the detail, but then, the man was in a visual industry and would notice stuff like that.

Gordon checked in with Titch, then with Vicky McDermott, who told him she’d released Finnegan’s. “Should I resume my patrol route?” she asked.

He approved, then gave her a quick description of Yolanda and Ian. “If you see either of them, bring them in.”

A pause. “Describe Ian again, please.”

He did.

“I think he’s here.”

Gordon dragged a hand through his hair. “You sure?”

“He’s not a Mapleton regular,” McDermott said. “He’s sitting at a table in the back. On his second beer. I don’t think Mick’s run a card for him, though, so I can’t check. Unless you want me to ask him.”

“Why don’t you do that. And if he is Ian Patrick, ask him to accompany you to the station. Nicely. You can be very convincing. But get him there.”

“If he refuses? I don’t have any grounds to arrest him.”

“Then get Lionel Dawson to convince him. He’s the director, and he’s at Daily Bread.”

Gordon disconnected and headed for the station, joined by a full-blown headache.
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GORDON’S FIRST ORDER of business—after popping two ibuprofen—was to get the death notification process started and off his list. Probably the easiest chore he’d have all day. He called the LAPD and with a few bounces through phone trees, gave Avis Fontenot’s name and number to a woman in the appropriate department, who promised to follow through.

“If there’s any way they can ask her about Marianna Spellman’s health, or any problems with people, I’d appreciate it. I know it’s a troubling time, but we’re still coming up empty on how she died,” Gordon said.

The woman said she’d note it, but added, “It might take a second visit, depending on the woman’s state of mind when they give her the news.”

Gordon said he understood and hung up.

Next, he brewed a fresh pot of decaf, and while it hissed and gurgled, he fetched a notepad. He wrote Death Notification and drew a line through it. Nothing like crossing something off a to-do list before you wrote the damn list. While he was thinking of it, he added Marianna’s purse and laptop. Then, he went to find Laurie.

She stopped typing at his approach and rolled her eyes as she reached for a stack of message slips. “I didn’t think you’d want to spend half of forever listening to voicemail messages, so I switched your direct line to my desk. I also called in a couple of the civilian patrol guys to help man the main switchboard.”

“Did I ever tell you—?”

“Not often enough.” She handed him the stack, which was separated into two parts, each clipped together. She tapped the top one. “These are the ones who refused to accept that we can’t tell them anything. The others are people who are sure they know who killed the person at the studio. I’ve starred the ones you might want to call sometime today.”

“What? We haven’t told anyone anything yet. We haven’t even confirmed it was a homicide.”

“You’re right, but when the Coroner’s van pulls up, word gets around. And most of these ... helpful ... citizens are offering leads to suspicious people. They don’t know—or care—who the victim is. They just want to tell you who did it.”

If these people managed to get through to his or Laurie’s desk, Gordon could imagine the stack of slips for the main incoming line. And, he’d better check with Connie in Dispatch, because 911—well, it wasn’t solely for emergencies according to far too many citizens.

“And I called in Tessa to help Connie in Dispatch,” Laurie said.

Gordon foresaw large orders of flowers and chocolate in his immediate future.

“You’re terrific, you know that, don’t you.”

She grinned. “Of course. And if you want to say thanks, an introduction to Cassidy Clarke might make up for all the chaos I’ve been dealing with.”

“I’ll see what I can do.” Gordon took his message slips to Dispatch where Connie and Tessa were fielding calls calmly and professionally, giving people the polite brush-off. He knew what he’d like to be saying, and imagined it was the same for them. Helping people in emergencies was one thing. Dealing with people who thought 911 was a problem-solving hot line—not so much.

At a short break, Gordon asked Connie, “Any actual police business coming through?”

She snorted. “Civilian patrol didn’t report anything. Nobody has time for emergencies. They’re all too busy thinking they can be movie stars.”

Tessa chimed in. “I took one almost legitimate call. Mr. Johnson said there was a prowler in the alley behind his house. Turned out to be a raccoon trying to get at his garbage can. Animal control relocated it.”

“And the citizens of Mapleton are safe once again,” Gordon said. “If the calls level off—”

“Which they should,” Connie interrupted. “I think every person in Mapleton has already bugged us.”

“Make sure everyone who was working interviews has their paperwork turned in. Anyone who thinks they’ve found a lead, or has something viable to add to the investigation, have them report to the briefing room. But—in a nice way—let them know I’ll be paying close attention to what’s actually information, and what’s merely an excuse to ditch their assignments for something they think is more interesting.”

Behind a hand, Tessa snorted back a laugh.

Gordon pretended he hadn’t noticed. “Connie, I’ll leave it to you to use your judgment as to how long Tessa is needed. And thanks, Tessa, for pitching in.”

“Heck, no problem, Chief,” Tessa said. “It was kind of fun—aside from the someone’s dead aspect.”

“And I’m off to see what I can do about that.”

~~~
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GORDON LEAFED THROUGH the message slips as he walked, seeking the ones with stars. None seemed urgent enough to require his immediate attention, so he went into the war room where Gaubatz was rearranging the furniture, dragging chairs out of the way to make room for tables.

“I thought we’d put a couple of tables across here—” Gaubatz pointed to the center of the room— “and more along the walls for all the paperwork.”

“That’ll work.”

“Where should we put the laptops?” Gaubatz asked. He gestured toward two sitting on a front table.

“On the center tables.” Gordon spared a fleeting moment of regret that their in-vehicle computer system hadn’t come through, when they’d have enough laptops for everyone, but they’d manage with the few they had.

Solomon arrived and pulled Gordon aside. “McDermott’s got Ian Patrick in Interrogation. Do you want me to question him or let him cool his heels until we finish? Or do you want to do the honors?”

“He give her any trouble?”

“None I’m aware of.”

So, the man had cooperated. He wasn’t a suspect—yet—and in the spirit of rewarding Patrick for coming in, rather than make him wait, Gordon sent Solomon. “I’d rather do it myself, but you know the job. Do I need to remind you he’s an actor, and his answers might seem truthful but—”

Solomon raised both palms. “Got it. My BS meter is tuned to the highest level of sensitivity. If you want, I bet I could snag a cameraman from the production company and record the interview.”

“Let’s not go that far, Ed. Besides, if there’s a camera, it might trigger the I’m an actor response in Patrick. Voice will be enough.”

“On it. I left all the interview papers on the front table. They’re sorted by which officer conducted the interview.” Solomon strode to the door.

Gordon returned to the front of the room and walked around the whiteboard. Solomon had written the names of everyone on the production schedule, plus the locals who had been hanging around the set. He’d crossed out some, and others had question marks.

Compared to the back, the front of the board was absolutely barren. His officers assembled, a hush replacing the quiet conversations as Gordon stepped to the podium.

“Thanks for your hard work, everyone. We need to construct a timeline. With so many people to account for, it would probably take three of these boards. Since we have only the one, let’s start by deciding who we can dismiss.” Gordon spun the board around. “We’ll go down the list. If you interviewed that person, give us your impressions.” He pointed to Gaubatz, who was sitting in the front row. “To help everyone remember, Gaubatz will give everyone their interview sheets for reference.”

Once that was done, Gordon tapped the board, and said, “Let’s start with the extras,” and called out the first name.

When they’d gotten through the list, Gordon had drawn lines through most of the extras’ names. They’d been sent to Marianna’s RV as soon as they arrived to deal with paperwork. She’d seemed fine, and nobody reported having any problems with her. Next, they’d made brief stops at wardrobe to make sure the clothes they wore were acceptable—t-shirts with logos being the main offenders. A couple had been dressed in clothes inappropriate for the weather in the script, wearing tank tops that revealed more cleavage than the director wanted. They’d been given replacements. They’d dealt with Yolanda, but all were out of wardrobe by six-fifteen. All the extras were in and out of makeup by six-thirty, since they weren’t going to be in any close-ups. After that, they were sent to the lounge.

“Was anyone watching to make sure they stayed where they were supposed to be?” Gordon asked.

“I talked to the security guards,” Titch said. “They said nobody was wandering about, and one of the production wranglers brought everyone from the Village to the holding area to wait for rehearsals.”

Gordon couldn’t help but wonder if the security guards would have noticed, but he had no reason to suspect any of these extras had anything to do with Marianna’s death or the break-in. But he was still damn sure going to have a nice, long chat with them.

Gordon brought up the names of the three hopefuls who’d come in with the extras. “This is out there, but we have to consider it. Any reason to think they’d be mad enough they couldn’t be in the shoot to do away with the woman they perceived as their obstacle?”

“No,” Vicky said. “But if you want, I can run them through the database to see if they have records, any violent tendencies.”

“Let Gaubatz do it,” Gordon said, not that he expected any hits.

Gaubatz shifted to a seat in front of one of the laptops and tapped the keyboard. Vicky moved to the other computer, waiting for direction.

“Moving on,” Gordon said. “What about the production company people? Crew and actors. There were four cast members scheduled. Mai Phan, who found the body, and Ian Patrick, who is here now. There were also two stand-ins, reported to have been in wardrobe, Bart Bergsstrom and Kathy Newberg. Who interviewed these two?”

Papers rustled. Heads turned, shoulders shrugged, glances were exchanged. An uncomfortable silence pervaded the room.

“Nobody?” Gordon said. “Titch, call Lionel Dawson, find out if he saw these two.”

“On it.” Titch pulled his cell phone from his belt and stepped outside the room.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 10

[image: ]




AGAIN, THEY WENT THROUGH the names. Most had been setting up for the shoot and were on the set, not in the Village. A few had used the lounge, but nobody remembered seeing Marianna.

Trying not to let his frustration show, Gordon turned the whiteboard around and picked up the marker. At the top right, he printed the names Bart Bergsstrom, Kathy Newberg, and Yolanda Orozco. Gaubatz was still working at his laptop, so Gordon pointed at Vicky McDermott. “Google those names. Get me pictures. If you can’t find Yolanda, I have a verbal description from Dawson. I want lookout orders on all of them, and then I want all of you on the streets, finding them. At best, we’ve got people playing hooky from work. Worse, we have more suspects. Worst, we’ve got victims.”

“On it.” Vicky chewed her lower lip as she worked. A few moments later she raised her head in triumph. “Got ’em. Even Yolanda.”

“Forward them to Laurie. Get prints made and distributed.” He let his gaze roam the room. “All right, everyone. Take five, then grab those pictures and hit the streets.”

Chairs scraped and the room emptied, except for Gaubatz.

“You finding anything on our extra wannabes?” Gordon asked him.

“One name left in one more database, but no, nothing on the women. One DUI eight years ago on the man, and I’m running him now.”

“Finish up, then return to your duties,” Gordon said.

A few seconds later, Gaubatz said, “Done. Soon as this shuts down, I’m out of here.”

“Thanks for your work.”

Gaubatz bobbed his head and closed the laptop.

Gordon took a deep breath. Maybe Asel would call and say Marianna Spellman died of natural causes. They’d still have the vandalism to deal with, but unless Dawson or someone else asked for police help in locating their missing people, or Marianna’s laptop or purse, it wasn’t a Mapleton PD problem. Let the studio put their Keystone Cops on it. That would keep the mayor happy. And add a checkmark in the plus column for Gordon’s next performance review.

Maybe Solomon had more from his interview with Ian Patrick. He headed for the room the department used for questioning suspects. Four bile-green walls, no windows. No one-way mirror, no hidden camera. Small square table, two straight-back wooden chairs. A wastebasket with a plastic liner in case a suspect puked. Or threw away a water bottle, which was a great way to collect prints and DNA. Not that a single Mapleton case had ever required DNA to catch the bad guys. All in all, an unpleasant place to spend a few hours, which was what it was designed for.

He tapped on the door but didn’t wait for an answer before opening it and stepping inside. The smell of disinfectant threatened to overwhelm him, but he blinked and closed the door behind him. Solomon rose to attention. Saluted. “Chief.”

So, he was playing it in full-blown, by-the-book, cop mode. “As you were, Officer.”

“Mr. Patrick, this is Police Chief Hepler.”

Patrick’s eyebrows rose a fraction before his face resumed a neutral expression. “So, I warrant a call from the chief, do I?”

“Making sure you’re comfortable and have been treated fairly,” Gordon said, noticing the water bottle in front of Patrick. Half-empty.

“No complaints. I was telling Officer Solomon I’m guilty of ditching some of the sit-around-and-wait time this business is known for. A seven o’clock call rarely means you’ll come anywhere near shooting before nine even when they say eight, and I thought I’d explore your little town while I waited. And I’m guilty of doing it wearing studio property. However, as I told this good officer, I saw Yolanda when I got my duds.” He waved his hands in front of his red turtleneck like a fashion model. A lightweight navy-blue windbreaker hung over the back of the chair.

“I don’t know what it is about the studio. The clothes I was wearing this morning weren’t that much different from what I have on now. I think it’s a liability thing for the talent.”

The way he said talent set Gordon’s teeth on edge. The station could use a second interrogation room just for the man’s ego. “And Marianna Spellman wasn’t in the RV when you were there?”

“Nope. Again, we’re covering previously charted territory. Or is this like the movies where they want at least five takes before they decide the first one was all right to begin with?” He pointed to the recorder in the middle of the table. “You can hear it all for yourself.”

“I prefer the live version, if you don’t mind,” Gordon said.

Patrick shrugged. “I saw Yolanda in wardrobe. Went to makeup for my face gunk. Moseyed on out front to see what was going on with the setup. I could tell it would be hours, so I went for a walk. When I came back, there was all sorts of whoop-de-do going on, so I decided to kill time at that bar—Flannagans?”

“Finnegan’s,” Solomon said. “You reported you didn’t see Marianna Spellman this morning.”

“Yes, yes, yes, and yes. I think that’s how many times you asked me.” Patrick took a pull from his water bottle.

“Tell me this,” Gordon said. “Do you know anyone who would like her dead?”

Patrick shook his head. “I think I answered that one at least twice, too.”

“If she was dead, who might benefit?” Solomon asked.

“You mean like who was in her will? How would I know that?”

“No, not in her will. The movie, or the business in general. Who would move up the ladder?” Gordon said.

“Damned if I know,” Patrick said. “I mean, I can’t imagine anyone wanting her job. Details. That’s what she was all about. Details. Sign this piece of paper, be here at this time for that, don’t go there—that’s all she did.” He gazed at the ceiling. “Although, I suppose, if she was making decisions that weren’t in someone’s favor, they might think they could do better if she was out of the way. But everything’s locked in for this picture, so that doesn’t make sense, unless she’s working on another deal.”

He huffed. Rolled his eyes. “You know, this is crazy. I haven’t done much work for Vista. They’re small potatoes, and I only took this gig because I had time before my next job.”

Which meant, Gordon assumed, he was between gigs and would have taken a job playing a talking cabbage if one came up.

“You see Bart Bergsstrom or Kathy Newberg this morning?” Solomon asked. “They were staying at the hotel. Should have been on the bus.”

The puzzled expression on Patrick’s face had Gordon believing the man was being honest when he said no. “That bus left before five a.m. I took advantage of the ride to catch some shut-eye, so because I didn’t see them doesn’t mean they weren’t there.”

So far, other than deciding Ian Patrick was too full of himself for his own good, Gordon couldn’t see what the man had to offer. He glanced at Solomon, who scratched his ear. Which meant he agreed there was no point in keeping this guy.

Gordon handed Patrick one of his cards. “Thank you for your time, Mr. Patrick. If you think of anything else, please let us know. An officer will give you a lift to the production area.”

“What? You’re not going to tell me I can’t leave town?”

Solomon broke his stern cop persona and laughed. “We know where to find you if we need you. And, if you want to know the truth, that line is for the movies. We don’t have the right to keep you here.”

“I wouldn’t mind. Nice place. Quiet. More ... honest ... if you know what I mean.” Patrick picked up his windbreaker and Solomon held the door for him.

Once Patrick had been sent off with Jost, Gordon and Solomon went to the war room where interview sheets and BOLO printouts were spread along the perimeter tables. The whiteboard stood at the far end of the room, as if daring him to fill it with answers to their questions.

“This might be more exciting if the real stars were here,” Solomon said.

Gordon hoped Solomon wasn't becoming star-struck. “They’re shooting—I mean, they were supposed to start shooting their scenes this afternoon.”

Solomon picked up one of the sheets of paper. “This guy—Bergsstrom—is Cassidy Clarke’s stand-in, right?”

“Yep.”

“There’s a resemblance, but I don’t think anyone seeing this guy would mix him up with Clarke. Not anyone who’s seen the real deal, anyway.”

Gordon leaned over Solomon’s shoulder. “I think it’s about height, build, and coloring. Mainly for setting up lighting and camera angles. He’s not a double.”

“So unlikely someone snatched him thinking they had Cassidy Clarke.”

“Doubtful.”

Solomon set the paper aside. “I’ll call the Richardsons’ place. Make sure our stars are there. Or that someone knows where they are.”

“Couldn’t hurt. While you’re at it, there are the two co-stars, Damien Rivers and Julie Ames. See if you can track them down as well.”

“Are they at the Richardsons', too?” Without waiting for an answer, he leafed through the papers on the table, snagged one and headed for the door. “Yes, they are. On it.”

Gordon stared at the names on the whiteboard. Yolanda, Bart, Kathy.

Where the hell are you?

Because even if technically they weren’t his to worry about, because they were in Mapleton, they were. Right about now, he’d rather be listening to more of Solomon’s off-the-wall speculations about the Deadbeat Dad Killer.

When his phone rang and it was the mayor calling, Gordon definitely wanted to work on Solomon’s puzzle.

He kept his tone civil. “What can I do for you, Mayor? Things are kind of busy here.”

“The press conference will go on as scheduled. I expect you to give a report on the progress of this debacle.”

Assuming there’s any progress by then.

“Yes, sir.” Gordon disconnected the call before the mayor could start telling him what to say. This was not a good time to get into any kind of discussion with the mayor, and hanging up, even if it pissed the mayor off, was a safer alternative than trying to deal with all the hoops the mayor would want him to jump through.

He ambled to the war room, added Laptop and Purse to the whiteboard, then went to Laurie’s desk.

~~~
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“THE MAYOR WANTS ME to give an update at this evening’s press conference,” Gordon said. “Can you draft something that sounds important and official without saying anything? If we do have something we can release, I’ll update you.”

“No problem, Chief. I can tap-dance with the best of them.” Laurie grinned. “You going to feel like you owe me enough to get me that face-to-face with Cassidy Clarke?”

“I already do. But first, we have to find him.”

Her eyes popped wide. “He’s not missing, too, is he?”

Gordon shook his head. “No, he isn’t due on the set until this afternoon, so he’s been off our radar.”

He’d better not be missing, or I’m going to be in some deep droppings.

“I’ll get your statement started.” Laurie addressed her keyboard, and clicked away. “I’ll have it on your desk within the hour.”

He most certainly was going to have to get Laurie an audience with Cassidy Clarke.

In the war room, Gordon studied the timeline. A narrow window for Marianna’s death, and a slightly wider one for the break-in. He strode to the board and wrote the times in.

Solomon returned and said, “Cassidy Clarke and the other principals—see, I’m picking up the jargon, too—went off on a sightseeing venture to do some leaf-peeping. Flo Richardson said they’re with the studio driver. She overheard a bit of bickering, but it was about how long they dared to stay away, and the driver said he’d have them at the site in time for their call. They left around oh seven-thirty.”

“So it’s possible they haven’t heard what happened,” Gordon said.

“Not unless someone called them, and cell reception out there sucks, so I’d say they don’t know or they’d have come back.”

“Mayor said I have to make a statement at the press conference, so let’s at least find a bone I can toss the vultures.” Gordon tapped the board. “To summarize. We have two events. A dead body and a break-in. Starting with the first. Marianna Spellman died, whether due to natural causes or a homicide, sometime between oh six-thirty and oh seven fifty-two, when Mai Phan found the body.”

He drew a circle on the board and wrote M.S. RV inside it. “What time did you and Dawson retrieve her paperwork?”

“I didn’t note the exact time, because there was nothing hinky about the RV, but I’d say it was between oh eight-fifteen and oh eight-thirty.”

Gordon wrote that down. “And, I discovered the break-in at oh ten-fifty-three, so it had to have happened between those times. That gives us a way to narrow down opportunity.”

“Are we assuming the same person did both?” Solomon said. “Could be two entirely different motives, two entirely different people. The lack of violence at Wardrobe doesn’t connect with the mess at Marianna’s office.”

“Point taken. Not happy to hear it, but it’s valid.”

“Would help if we had a motive. Or motives.”

“Doesn’t it always,” Gordon muttered.

“Shut down the production?” Solomon offered.

“I’d think there would be more effective ways to do that without resorting to murder,” Gordon said. “And it’s not a guarantee the production would be shut down. They’d bring in a replacement to do whatever it was Marianna did.”

“Granted. Someone had it in for Marianna for personal reasons?”

Gordon rolled his eyes. “No shit, Solomon. That really helps narrow it down. I think you’ve hit on the motive for almost every crime in history.” He paused. “But, seriously, when both Cassidy and Lily showed up, they looked like they could chew Marianna up and spit her out in tiny pieces. That passed quickly, though, and everything seemed copacetic between them.”

Gordon added their names to the front of the board, and Solomon added them to his own notes.

“In the spirit of continued speculation,” Solomon went on, “let’s say the motive is profession-related, since, as far as we know, there’s nobody here who admitted to having a personal relationship with our victim.”

“According to Ian Patrick, nobody would want Marianna’s job, but that’s his narrow perception,” Gordon said.

“But why would an actor want her job? Wouldn’t it be someone on the production side?”

“Okay, so not her job. Her laptop and purse are missing, so what about the she had something I want angle?”

“That one makes more sense to me,” Solomon said. “What I don’t like about it is if they wanted something in addition to her laptop and purse, and they found it and took it, we have no idea what it might have been. Could have been one stupid sheet of paper.”

“Like taking a piece of hay from the haystack.”

“Or, maybe her laptop was password protected, so they tried finding what they needed the old-fashioned way. Hard copy.”

“Her phone was unlocked,” Gordon reminded him. “If we’re going on the hypothesis that she popped over to wardrobe for a quick errand, she might have left her laptop accessible as well.”

“I’m sick of all these ifs and mights,” Solomon said.

“You are not,” Gordon said, laughing for the first time all day. “You love venturing into that world. What about you and your Deadbeat Dads? Nothing but ifs and mights.”

“Which reminds me, there was another killing, still unsolved, in Healdsburg, California, and Paula’s Places had a blog post from there. I’m working on another theory.”

Gordon had been through all that with Solomon before. Unsolved homicides weren’t unusual, and there were a lot of deadbeats out there. Having a travel blog that covered sites all over the country meant the law of averages would have them coinciding from time to time. “You can run it by me when we’ve made more headway here.”
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