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	Chapter One

	 

	“WHAT DO YOU think the holdup is?” my grandmother asked, twisting in her seat to look down the length of the white aisle runner as I had just done. And just like me, I knew she had only seen a pacing wedding planner—the same smiling woman who had stepped in front of us to nervously announce that there was going to be a slight delay.

	That had been at least twenty not-so-slight minutes ago. And she no longer appeared to be smiling.

	“I have no idea, Gram.” I pulled at the sleeve of my fiancé’s suit jacket to reveal his trusty Timex.

	Steve patted my thigh. “It’s five minutes later than the last time you checked.”

	I squeezed his hand. “Something has to be very wrong.”

	“You don’t know that,” he said. “But if we don’t see the bride pretty darned soon, there’s gonna be two hundred people thinking the same thing.”

	Hopefully, whatever had caused the delay wasn’t anything more serious than Renee Ireland needing more hairspray to guard against the cool breeze that was whipping the escapees from my French twist into my face.

	But since Judge Navarro had stepped away from the gazebo covered with garlands of hydrangeas and peach and white roses to take a stroll around the Rainshadow Ridge koi pond, I knew someone must have informed the officiant that he wouldn’t be needed anytime soon.

	“If you ask me, someone has cold feet,” my mother gloated with enough volume for the friends of the groom sitting across the aisle from us to hear.

	If my actress mother ever wanted to play the part of a pissy wedding guest, it seemed that Marietta was using every resentment she held against Renee to perfect her performance. Specifically, Renee Ireland was a gorgeous former model, was six years younger, and was the ex-girlfriend of my mother’s current husband.

	But today, first and foremost on Marietta’s acrimony list was that everything about Renee’s wedding trumped the ceremony that had taken place in this exact garden spot almost two years ago to the day—the blustery June evening that my mother and Barry Ferris exchanged their vows.

	With half of the Port Merritt’s merchants in attendance for their favorite newspaperwoman’s wedding, there were twice as many guests. There were also showier flowers with more ornate sprays of roses, hydrangeas, and calla lilies tied to the back of each chair lining the white aisle runner. But most of all, instead of the gray murk that had threatened rain two years ago, it was a perfectly lovely, blue-sky day.

	At least it looked perfect. 

	Since the wedding party was nowhere in sight for a ceremony that should have started at five, I wondered if my mother could be right. Either Renee or Adam, the obstetrician she had met on a ski slope last winter, could be having second thoughts about tying the knot.

	Gram and Barry quickly shushed the prickly actress sitting between them. But seconds after she huffed another breath of displeasure, the distinguished-looking man in a tailored suit sitting across from Steve rose to face us.

	“There was a medical emergency that Adam had to deal with,” he said in a low baritone as he fixed his gaze on Marietta.

	Yep, he’d heard her loud and clear.

	“But I’m sure he’ll be back soon,” the man added with such calm assurance that I suspected that he worked with the groom in some professional capacity.

	After he moved on to deliver his assurances to some of the guests behind us, Gram elbowed me. “Remember when you drove me to that medical building in Port Townsend last year to check out that funny mole I had on my back?”

	I nodded. “Uh-huh.”

	She glanced back in his direction. “That’s the dermatologist I saw. I think he works in the same building as Renee’s beau.”

	“Okay.” That meant that my impression of the guy had been right. It also made me wonder about the “medical emergency” he might have been privy to.

	But I didn’t think about that for long because I could see Judge Navarro heading back toward the gazebo with a taller version of George Clooney in a tuxedo by his side.

	The crowd that had been fidgeting in their seats began to buzz with anticipation that the two men would soon take their places in front of the gazebo.

	“About dang time,” my great-uncle Duke groused from his aisle seat behind Steve.

	“Hush!” Alice, his wife of fifty-five years, muttered. “I swear, you haven’t stopped bellyaching about coming here since we left the house.”

	Duke’s irritation rumbled deep in his throat like the growl of Fozzie, my chow mix. “You wanted to come to this wingding, not me.”

	I could only hope Duke would be more enthusiastic about attending my wedding, especially since he was the one I’d asked to walk me down the aisle in three weeks.

	“Renee’s a friend,” Alice snapped.

	Steve turned to me with a knowing look.

	No doubt because we had heard the same thing from my mother when she insisted that we all RSVP.

	Only he and I knew better than to believe her.

	Renee Ireland and Marietta had developed a good working relationship over the last couple of years. Since Renee was a reporter for the Port Merritt Gazette, that was something that had helped to publicize my mother’s local appearances.

	Marietta also probably saw this wedding as another opportunity to get her name in the paper.

	Whatever. 

	I knew why I had come today. 

	Because next month we would be standing in front of that white gazebo with the same lacey wraparound garlands, and if Steve thought that would look too much like something out of a Disney princess movie, I needed him to tell me. Before it was too late.

	“She’s been a good customer, too,” Alice added as if Duke needed to be reminded of their working relationship with Renee. “Asking me to make her wedding cake, which I worked on late into the night, and now I want to enjoy myself. So, behave!”

	“Yeah!” Lucille, Alice’s pal and Duke’s longest-tenured waitress, chimed in behind me. “And shush, it’s starting. Ooh, nice dress.” She tapped my grandmother on the shoulder. “You could wear something like that to Char’s wedding. That shade of blue would look great on you.”

	“It certainly looks lovely on her,” Gram said of the plump lady being escorted down the aisle by a tall, lanky senior to the front row on the groom’s side, where two twenty-somethings were sitting. “And I like that jacket, but it looks expensive.”

	I smiled at her. “I bet it’s not that expensive, and she’s right. Something like that would look really nice on you.”

	Gram dismissively flicked her wrist. “I already have a dress—the one I wore to your mother’s wedding.”

	“Yes, but you’ve already had pictures taken in that one,” Marietta said, leaning in our direction. “I’ve been telling you this for weeks. We need to go shopping to get you a different dress for Charmaine’s wedding pictures.”

	Mrs. Dewsbury, who owned the antique store on the same block as Duke’s Cafe, looked back over her shoulder to give my grandmother a look as if to ask, “Can’t you control your children?”

	Marietta heaved an indignant sigh. “Oh, please. We’re not being that loud.”

	Gram clamped her hand around her daughter’s wrist, giving her the silent message that I used to receive in church every time I was fidgeting. “And this is nothing we need to discuss now,” she said, turning to look back at the next approaching member of the wedding party.

	“Fine,” my mother whispered through gritted teeth.

	She wasn’t the only one whispering as a slender, silver-streaked blonde with a million-dollar smile started walking down the aisle on the arm of a younger and more wiry version of the groom. A brother, I assumed.

	I immediately recognized the blonde as the longtime Seattle television news anchor I had watched as I was growing up. “Holy smokes,” I muttered, adding to the growing buzz of the crowd. “That’s Joan Germain.”

	Alice shot me a quizzical look. “You didn’t know? She’s Renee’s mother. She’s been to lunch at the cafe a couple of times with Renee.”

	Not when I had waitressed there for a couple of months after my divorce finalized. Nor had I heard anyone mention Renee’s connection to her famous mother.

	“I had no idea,” I said, studying the graceful woman in the cinnamon beaded sheath gliding toward us.

	I glanced past Gram to catch my mother staring wide-eyed at the other local celebrity in attendance. Clearly, Renee hadn’t done any name-dropping during the hours-long interview Marietta had given her for the Gazette over a year ago.

	And why would she? Renee had wanted her interview with the wife of her ex to go smoothly. She had been professional and deferential, doing and saying all the right things to shine the spotlight solely on my mother and her attempt to make a comeback in a new movie.

	Today, that D-list celebrity wasn’t in the spotlight and had to accept the fact that Renee’s wedding was going to be quite the shiny affair.

	Aside from starting a half hour late.

	Joan Germain gave Steve a nod of recognition as she passed our row.

	I leaned into him. “You know her?”

	“I’ve met her,” he said. “Back when I was with Seattle PD. I worked security on a couple of benefits she hosted. Nice lady.”

	What the police detective to my right wasn’t telling me was that his ex-girlfriend, a rising TV star now working in the Los Angeles market, had probably introduced them.

	Just as well. I wanted to enjoy this day with the man I loved, not chat about our exes.

	“I’m sure she is,” I whispered, watching Joan take her seat in the front row.

	Next, three bridesmaids in off-the-shoulder coral chiffon and lace made their way to the front. They all looked to be in their mid- to late forties. The one leading the procession was tall and had Renee’s coloring. With the way Joan was beaming at her, I assumed this was a younger daughter.

	Once the three women took their places opposite Adam and his brother, the familiar chords of the wedding march began piping through the speakers located throughout the garden. Everyone then turned to watch the bride, perfectly gorgeous in blush organza and lace, make her entrance on the arm of an athletic-looking man in his seventies, who towered over six-foot-tall Renee.

	“Wow,” I whispered in Steve’s ear. “He must be at least six-seven.”

	“Six-eight,” Steve said over his shoulder, keeping his voice low. “Played basketball for the Huskies back in the day. Could have gone pro if it wasn’t for a bum knee. Became an investment banker instead. You’ve heard of Mercer and Morton?”

	Only because I had once ferried over to Seattle to deliver a subpoena to a witness working in their steel and glass high-rise.

	Without waiting for a reply, Steve nodded at Renee’s father as they passed. “That’s Richard Mercer.”

	“Mercer? As in Mercer Street?” Named after one of Seattle’s founding fathers.

	He shrugged. “Not sure about that. All I know is that he grew up in Seattle and then went to the UW.”

	“Wow,” I repeated. “A Mercer.”

	That earned me another glare from Mrs. Dewsbury.

	I didn’t care. I was too fascinated with what I was learning about Renee Mercer Ireland, a possible descendant of Seattle royalty.

	Glancing over at Marietta, I could see that I wasn’t the only one who was viewing Renee in a new light.

	Around twenty minutes later, while the wedding party posed by the gazebo for pictures, my mother grabbed me by the wrist and pulled me away from the banquet table where Steve and I had just sat down with my best friend Roxanne and her husband Eddie.

	“You’ll have to excuse Charmaine for a few minutes,” Marietta abruptly announced.

	“Hey,” I protested, almost tripping in my strappy slingbacks as I tried to keep up with her racewalker pace. “Slow down, or one of us is going to do a face-plant in this grass.” And I had a feeling it was going to be me because I didn’t live in heels like she did.

	Holding me tight to her side, she led me away from the reception area that had been set up in the rose garden behind the koi pond. “Just keep moving.”

	“What is going on?”

	“Funny you should ask that,” Marietta said as if it were anything but.

	She glanced back over her shoulder, toward the sound of the laughter coming from the rose garden. “Am I the only one who didn’t know?”

	“Know what?” I didn’t need to ask. I could tell by her tone that my mother’s hackles were up.

	I was also losing feeling in my right hand.

	“It’s bad enough that my own husband didn’t tell me. As if I can’t handle the truth. I don’t need you to hold out on me, too.” Releasing me, Marietta pointed to a wrought iron bench on the grass between the pond and a boxwood hedge. “Sit.”

	I took a seat on the rock-hard bench and rubbed my wrist while she loomed over me like an interrogator in five-inch stilettos.

	“Before you jump to any conclusions,” I said, checking our surroundings to make sure we wouldn’t be overheard, “I didn’t know any more about Renee’s background than you did.”

	“Joan Germain?” Marietta balled her hands into fists as if she wanted to punch someone. “Seriously, Charmaine. Joan flippin’ Germain’s her mother?! And her father is probably worth millions!”

	“Probably, but—”

	“And now Renee’s married to a doctor. Did you take a good look at him? He’s a total hunk!”

	“Yes, but—”

	My mother groaned. “Why didn’t Barry tell me any of this? I would’ve been—”

	“Nicer to her?” I interjected with a sweet as sugar smile that I hoped would lighten the mood.

	She narrowed her kohl-lined green eyes at me. “I was dealing with a local reporter who could’ve painted me in a most unflattering light considering the circumstances. But I always did my best to be…well…civil. Even accommodating!”

	“Uh-huh. But not especially nice.” 

	“I didn’t know,” she whined, throwing her hands in the air. “No one ever clued me in about her connections.”

	As if that should make a difference. “And now you do.”

	Marietta sighed. “Do you think this wedding was Renee’s way of getting back at me for maybe being a teensy bit ungracious at times?”

	A teensy bit? “No. If you’ll recall,” I said, lowering my voice as the bridesmaid who had been second in the procession rushed by with a cell phone pressed to her ear, “Renee wasn’t invited to your wedding, so any similarities between the two are probably because you used the same venue.”

	“Maybe. It just seems so—”

	“What?” a woman cried out. “Oh, honey, no!”

	Marietta stood on her tiptoes to peek over the hedge. “It’s that bridesmaid,” she whispered to me. “Whoever she’s talking to just gave her some bad news.”

	My mother and I stared at one another as the woman started sobbing. Clearly, it was seriously bad news.

	I pushed off the bench to see if she needed some help.

	“Do her parents know?” she asked, standing statue still on the walkway that led to the changing rooms we had used two years earlier for Marietta’s wedding. “Okay, your father and I will be there soon.” Her breath hitched as tears streamed down her cheeks. “I’m so…so…sorry.”

	With her phone held to her heart, the woman seemed oblivious to my presence as I came to her side.

	“Forgive me, I couldn’t help but overhear,” I said. “Are you okay?”

	She shook her head, her voice so thick with emotion that it was almost unintelligible. “No, my daughter-in-law… I need…”

	“To find her?” I asked, trying to fill in the blanks. “Is she here?”

	“No!” the woman sobbed. “She’s dead!”


 

	Chapter Two

	 

	EARLY THE NEXT AFTERNOON, Roxanne and I arrived with takeout at the house of our pal and new mom, Donna Dearborn.

	Just like when we met for lunch last Sunday, we didn’t ring the doorbell for fear of waking baby Emily. Instead, I used my spare key and eased the front door open.

	“Knock, knock,” I whispered.

	Wearing baggy, blue cotton pajamas and a cloth diaper draped over her shoulder, Donna stood in the middle of her living room and cradled the wailing three-week-old in her arms. “Don’t bother trying to be quiet, she’s been refusing to go down for a nap all day.”

	“Poor baby,” Rox said, carrying a cardboard tray with three large to-go cups of coffee as we all looked down at the red-faced baby screaming her tiny lungs out. “You’ve got to be so tired.”

	Donna yawned. “She is.”

	Rox leveled a smirk at Donna before heading back toward the kitchen. “I was referring to you.”

	“Hey, I’m just fine,” Donna said. “In fact, I’m learning to be quite the cat-napper. It’s amazing how refreshed you can feel after a twenty-minute nap.”

	I didn’t need to be an expert at reading body language to know she was lying. “Uh-huh. You look dead on your feet. Are you sure you’re up for this visit? We could just leave you the food—”

	“No, no. Don’t let these bleary eyes fool you. I’m very up for it,” she said, shifting whimpering Emily to her shoulder. “And speaking of the dead, is it true what they’re saying? Someone died at Renee’s wedding?”

	As per usual, Port Merritt’s rumor mill had wasted no time spreading yesterday’s big news. Also, as per usual, someone didn’t have all their facts straight.

	“Not at the wedding,” I said on my way to the kitchen. “She got sick before the ceremony was supposed to start and then got rushed to the hospital.”

	“Oh, but they weren’t able to…” Donna said, following me.

	“No.” I placed the sacks containing our lunch on the knotty pine table sitting in a corner nook that offered a view of the fenced backyard. “Unfortunately.”

	“How sad, for everyone involved.” Patting Emily’s back like an automaton, Donna yawned again.

	Her husband Ian may have taken his ten-year-old daughter and their golden retriever out for a couple of hours so that we could have some uninterrupted girl time, but Donna obviously needed sleep more than conversation.

	Especially this particular conversation, since the events of yesterday had kept me up most of the night.

	Donna rested her head against Emily’s as her cries transitioned to hiccups. “What do you think happened?”

	“Are you sure you want to get into this now?” I smiled sympathetically. “There’s no rush. We brought deli salads and sandwiches that will keep just fine if—”

	“In fact, why don’t you let me take her so that you can have one of those refreshing naps,” suggested Rox, the only experienced mom of the three of us.

	“Really, I’m okay. Or I will be once this little girl decides that it’s okay to sleep for a couple of hours at a time. Besides,” Donna added, gently rubbing her baby’s back. “I want to hear all about this wedding I didn’t get to go to. So start at the beginning and tell me everything.”

	By the time I finished my turkey on whole wheat, Rox had regaled Donna with a description of what everyone had worn, which of our mutual friends had been in attendance, and the crowd reaction to Joan Germain.

	Then Rox looked at me, effectively passing me the baton to finish with the not-so-happy part of the story.

	Skipping over the pissy reason why Marietta had dragged me away from the reception, I told Donna that we were at the right place and right time to overhear that phone call.

	“We could tell something was wrong, but we didn’t learn until later that it was the girl’s husband calling his mom with the bad news,” I said.

	“Which was what, exactly?” Donna softly asked, glancing down at the baby who had finally quieted on her lap. “That despite all their efforts at the hospital, she died?”

	I didn’t feel right about providing any specifics, so I nodded and fast-forwarded to the moment when I came back to the reception and Rox asked me where I had been.

	“That’s when I found out what had happened,” she said between bites of her club sandwich. “Word seemed to spread pretty quickly once all the family had been informed. For a while there, it was the only thing people wanted to talk about.”

	“Oh, this is so sad.” Donna shook her head, her long, blond ponytail sweeping over her shoulder. “Do they know what it was that made her so sick? Was it food poisoning or something?”

	“She had some sort of condition. I really don’t know the details,” I said, minimizing what little I had heard from various family members yesterday.

	“But it sounds like it came on pretty quickly,” Rox added. “She went from acting perfectly healthy to having trouble breathing a few minutes after she finished doing Renee’s makeup.”

	I cocked my head to give my chatty best friend the visual clue that we shouldn’t volunteer too many specifics to one of the biggest gossips in Port Merritt.

	Rox’s brown eyes widened with confusion. “What? Isn’t that what Renee’s cousin told us? Or was she a sister-in-law? Half the time I didn’t know who the heck I was talking to at the reception.”

	After my mother and I escorted Nora Mercer to the bridal party’s changing room to give her a quiet place to grieve the loss of her daughter-in-law, and I went back to the reception to retrieve her husband, I felt much the same way. I wasn’t always sure who was who.

	Except for poor Natalie Mercer.

	I had overheard enough to learn that Natalie was the twenty-four-year-old who died. So had Rox and my mother, along with Lucille and Alice. No wonder word had spread.

	“That was Renee’s cousin who sat down with us. I’m pretty sure she said her name was Amanda.” She had been the one who pointed out Nora’s husband to me. She was also the one who accompanied us back to the changing room and then, after hearing the sad news, returned to the reception to begin the process of informing the family.

	“Amanda,” Rox repeated, reaching for her coffee. “That’s right. She’d said she’d been with Natalie Mercer for hours, her doing the bridal party’s hair while Natalie did their makeup.”

	Donna, the owner of Donatello’s, the most popular cut and curl in Port Merritt, looked up from the sub sandwich she had started to unwrap. “The girl’s last name is Mercer? As in Mercer Street?”

	“No relation,” Rox said. “I asked Amanda because I had thought the same thing.”

	Oh. So much for the Seattle founding father connection. Still, there was a money and a Joan Germain connection. That had been more than enough to impress my mother.

	“And you say that Amanda’s a hairdresser?” Donna asked. “Where? Maybe I know her.”

	Rox shrugged. “I don’t know. Seattle somewhere.”

	I nodded. “Yeah, she works at some downtown salon. I didn’t catch the name.”

	“And Natalie, the girl who died, worked with her at that salon?” Donna asked.

	“No, Amanda said she was a schoolteacher. Taught first grade, I think,” I said, trying to remember our brief conversation. “She was just skilled with makeup, so when Nora heard that Renee was looking for someone to do the makeup for the wedding party, she hired Natalie to do the job. I got the impression that she thought it would be fun. Keeping it all in the family.”

	“Some fun,” Donna said. “The girl ended up dead.”

	“Yeah.” I didn’t know what to say beyond that, so I took a sip of coffee and hoped that Donna would turn her focus to eating instead of talking.

	“So now what happens?” Donna asked, spooning pasta salad onto the stoneware plate in front of her. “Will there be an investigation?”

	Since I was the only one at the table with a deputy coroner badge, I knew that question had been for me. “Not necessary since she died under medical supervision.”

	“Really?” Donna glanced down at the sleeping baby on her lap. “Twenty years from now, if this little one went from feeling okay one minute to not being able to breathe the next, I’d want some answers.”

	“I get that.” And I did. “But when somebody dies at the hospital, unless the doctor contacts the coroner to request an investigation, that’s the end of it.”

	At least normally.


 

	Chapter Three

	 

	WHEN I MADE it up to the third floor of the courthouse the next morning and walked into the offices of the Chimacam County Prosecutor/Coroner, I greeted the receptionist, just like I always did.

	Then, I rounded the corner to check in with Patsy Faraday, my boss’s legal assistant and my unofficial manager. “Good morning,” I said with the expectation that Patsy would immediately glance at the domed anniversary clock on her desk, just like she always did.

	This was her version of having me punch a timeclock.

	I knew she used it to reinforce the pecking order. And she knew I knew. Not that this mattered one iota.

	It was our morning ritual.

	Except for today. 

	Instead of glancing at the clock, Patsy’s head swiveled toward the sound of raised voices in the office of the woman serving her third term as prosecutor/coroner.

	Frankie Rickard’s office door was no more than fifteen feet away from where I was standing. When it was closed, as it was this morning, it was a rare occurrence to hear any trace of conversation. Because sixty-three-year-old Frankie was the epitome of even-tempered professionalism, it was even more rare to hear someone yelling at her.

	“Is everything okay in there?” I asked, trying to get a good look at the couple occupying Frankie’s visitor chairs. It sure didn’t sound okay, but as long as no one made any sudden moves, I didn’t think I’d need to fetch the sheriff’s deputy, who was sitting out in the hall like the third-floor bouncer.

	“I’m sure it’s nothing to be overly concerned about,” Patsy said.

	Maybe. But something at least somewhat concerning was definitely up.

	She picked up the short stack of files that had been sitting on the cabinet behind her and handed them to me. “Happy Monday.”

	In other words, go away and make yourself useful.

	Fine. Don’t tell me what’s going on.

	After I stopped in the breakroom to make a fresh pot of coffee, I headed down the hall and proceeded to do the usual Monday morning chitchat with the legal assistants and secretaries who looked up from their computer monitors as I passed.

	Not one of them gave me any indication that today was especially different from any other Monday, so when I made my way to my desk at the end of the hall, I assumed that Frankie’s visitors were connected to some case we would all eventually hear about.

	Then, my desk phone started ringing. Since Frankie’s name was displayed as the caller, I wondered if I might hear about that case sooner than I had thought.

	“Charmaine,” she said when I answered. “Would you please come to my office.”

	Frankie sounded like her usual self, so I concluded that the couple I had seen in there with her had left.

	Two minutes later, after Frankie asked me to take a seat in one of the Georgian high-backed chairs that was still warm from the previous occupant, I learned that I couldn’t have been more wrong.

	Her visitors had been moved to a conference room.

	“There are some unanswered questions as to why their twenty-four-year-old daughter died so suddenly over the weekend,” Frankie went on to say before reaching across her desk to hand me a blue file folder.

	Blue was the color used in the office to distinguish coroner’s cases from criminal cases. Since I was the death investigator’s assistant who typically did the initial legwork, I immediately understood why I had been called in. And since we were talking about a death that occurred on Renee’s wedding day, I wasn’t a bit surprised to see Natalie Mercer’s name on the folder tab.

	“I spoke with Dr. Cardinale, who treated her in the ER,” Frankie said when I opened the folder to the yellow sheet of paper with her neat handwriting. “He said that she presented with the classic symptoms of a heart attack.”

	I knew Kyle Cardinale—a gorgeous hunk of manflesh I had briefly crushed on three years ago. But I also knew him to be a very experienced ER doctor. Someone who probably saw dozens of heart attack victims each year, so if he said Natalie Mercer died as a result of some sort of coronary issue, I would have no reason to doubt his judgment.

	“But Mr. and Mrs. Riley insist that their daughter had been the picture of health ever since she got a pacemaker as a teenager, so it’s an unusual case,” Frankie continued, tucking back a strand that had escaped from the cinnamon roll at the nape of her neck. “It’s even more unusual that she became unresponsive so quickly.”

	“Wait. She had a heart attack despite having a pacemaker?” I asked.

	Frankie nodded. “That’s not uncommon. What’s concerning, though, is the fact that she had no history of heart attack, confirmed by Dr. Cardinale when he consulted with Natalie’s cardiologist. The pacemaker was working just fine at her last six-month checkup. But he agreed with the parents. With the pacemaker to regulate her heartbeat, Natalie had been living a normal, healthy life.”

	“Until Saturday,” I said.

	Frankie leaned back in her desk chair. “Until she collapsed a couple of hours before a wedding on Saturday. I’m going to have a talk with the cardiologist—see what other information he can offer about her condition. I’m also sending her fluids to the crime lab to see if anything shows up on tox. Once the results come back, I’ll make a determination about an investigation. Right now, though, I’d like you to take Mr. and Mrs. Riley’s statement, then talk to the husband, and everyone who was with Natalie Saturday afternoon.”

	That didn’t include me, but it was time to confess to my boss that I had already talked to some of these people. “Just so you know, I was at that wedding and heard about how Natalie had to be rushed to the hospital.”

	Frankie’s gaze sharpened. “You knew her?”

	“No, but I met some of her in-laws. You know, the way you do when you’re mingling at a reception.”

	“Mingling,” she said, a flicker of a smile at her peony-painted lips. “Knowing you, that means putting yourself into position to hear all sorts of interesting bits of conversation.”

	There was no denying it. “That happened a couple of times. I wouldn’t say I heard anything terribly useful, but I know at least one person that I’d like to follow up with.” Amanda, Renee’s cousin, who had told me that she’d been with Natalie most of the day.

	“Good. See if they can meet with you today or tomorrow. First, though, talk to the Rileys. They’re in the small conference room.”

	I had my marching orders, so I gathered up the file folder. “Got it. Do you want to see them after I’ve taken their statement?”

	“I do not. I’ve been yelled at enough for one day.” Frankie looked at me over her computer monitor. “And I’ve already told them how we are going to proceed on this. Same as I told you, so we should all be on the same page.”

	“Okay.” That helped to give me a sense of what to expect once I sat down with the Rileys.

	“Just don’t be surprised if it gets loud,” Frankie added. “They just lost their daughter, and emotionally they’re as raw as can be.”

	“Got it,” I repeated with an even greater sense of what was waiting for me in that conference room. And it wasn’t something I looked forward to experiencing.

	“Is there anything else?” she asked a few seconds later, probably because I had yet to move.

	“No.” I swallowed the lump in my throat and pasted a smile on my face. “I’m good.”

	I wasn’t, but I knew exactly what to do.

	I’d taken dozens of statements. Grieving parents, husbands, wives, siblings. I simply had to compartmentalize my emotions and let them tell me their stories.

	“I wish I could tell you it gets easier,” Frankie said as I reached her door. “But you’d know I was lying.”

	I nodded. “Yes, I would.” Not because she referred to me as her “human lie detector.” Experience had already taught me that hard truth.


 

	Chapter Four

	 

	“MR. AND MRS. RILEY,” I said as I opened the conference room door. “I’m sorry to keep you waiting.”

	The couple I saw in Frankie’s office turned to face me, their faces ashen as if the events of Saturday had drained every ounce of life from them.

	“I’m Charmaine Digby.” I didn’t wait for them to introduce themselves. Frankie had made a note of their names and contact information in their daughter’s file. Instead, I grabbed a legal pad and pen from the side table near the door. “I understand that you’ve already met with Ms. Rickard. I’m one of her deputies and would like to ask you some follow-up questions, if that would be okay.”

	They each gave me a solemn nod.

	Kayla Riley, sitting closest to the door, looked to be in her late forties. On a normal day, she was probably quite striking. Slender, thick wavy hair the color of molasses, full unpainted lips, perfectly arched brows. If I hadn’t already known that she had just lost her daughter, one glance at her puffy eyelids would have informed me that this was not a normal day.

	Paul Riley, a large, steely-haired fifty-something in a charcoal long-sleeved T-shirt, hadn’t shaved, the silvery stubble adding to his pallor. He regarded me from behind black rectangular frames, a crease dividing his thick eyebrows, and then looked away, clearly unimpressed.

	Yeah, I didn’t look the part of a deputy coroner. I had my hair up in a ponytail and I was wearing a jeans jacket from Valu-Mart instead of a wool suit like Frankie. I had also eaten a muffin in my car a half hour earlier and did a quick wipe of my chin just in case.

	With that I was as ready as I was going to get, and I shifted my focus to the task at hand.

	They each had a bottle of water on the table in front of them so I assumed I could dispense with the hostess duties. What I didn’t see on the table was a box of tissues, and I grabbed one from the side table.

	Tears often flowed during meetings here with family members—something I had learned to anticipate. And since Saturday had already provided me a preview of the story I was about to hear, I knew it was going to be a sad one.

	I took a chair opposite them and placed the tissue box at the center of the eight-person oval table. “First of all, my condolences for your loss.”

	Mr. Riley folded his arms across his chest and huffed a breath. I took that as a sign that he didn’t want to hear any other niceties from me.

	I didn’t blame him. There was nothing I could say to ease their pain, so I picked up my pen to signal that I was ready to begin the interview. “I know you’ve already provided some preliminary information to Ms. Rickard, but I wonder if we could start from the beginning.”

	Mr. Riley made no eye contact with me, but his wife nodded as if she’d be their chief spokesperson.

	“Why don’t you tell me about Natalie?” I gently asked to give her an opportunity to find her voice before diving into the events of Saturday.

	“She was sweet,” Mrs. Riley said, reaching for a tissue as tears spilled over her dark lashes. “Wonderful with children. I wasn’t a bit surprised when she decided to go into teaching. It was a perfect fit for her.”

	I smiled across the table at her. “It sounds it.”

	“Everybody loved her. The kids in her class, her family and friends. And Lucas…” She slowly shook her head. “He was crazy about her.”

	“Lucas?” This was the first time I’d heard the name mentioned since Saturday. “He was Natalie’s husband?”

	Kayla Riley’s lips stretched into a sad smile. “She told me she knew from the first time they kissed that he was the one.”

	Her husband hung his head. “And now she’s dead, so can we get on with this, please?”

	“Of course,” I said. “Is there anything else that you feel we should know about Natalie?”

	“Yeah, she shouldn’t be dead!” he barked.

	I had probably walked into that one, but at least he was no longer stewing in silence.

	“I understand,” I said. “Let’s talk about more recent events. When was the last time you talked with your daughter?”

	“A week ago Sunday.” Mrs. Riley dabbed her eyes. “Natalie and Lucas came for dinner.”

	“And how did she seem?” I asked.

	“Fine!” Mr. Riley exclaimed, dialing up his volume.

	I met his wife’s gaze. “How did she seem to you?”

	“She was her usual happy self,” Mrs. Riley said. “Almost giddy when she told me that they were trying to have a baby.”

	I made a note of the last time they saw Natalie. “She didn’t mention any health issues or concerns?”

	Mrs. Riley shook her head. “No, everything was fine. Completely normal. And it wasn’t like she didn’t tell us what was going on. She knew we wanted to hear about every visit she had with Dr. Kessler. That’s her cardiologist, the one who did her pacemaker surgery. You knew she had a pacemaker, right?”

	“Yes, Ms. Rickard told me,” I said, scribbling the doctor’s name. 

	“You should also know that her surgery wasn’t because she’d had a heart attack,” Kayla Riley added. “In high school, Natalie often had dizzy spells and trouble breathing after vigorous exercise. That’s when it was discovered that she had an irregular heartbeat. But once she got that pacemaker, those problems went away.”

	I had never heard of anyone this young getting a pacemaker. “How old was Natalie when she had this surgery?”

	“Seventeen,” Kayla said. 

	I did the math. Seven years ago. “And when was the last doctor’s visit that she told you about?”

	She turned to her husband. “It was last month, right?”

	He nodded.

	“It was a routine checkup,” she said to me. “You know, to check the battery and make sure the unit is working like it should.”

	I made a note of this May checkup, probably the same one that Kyle Cardinale had told Frankie about. “And what did Natalie say about it?”

	“That everything was perfectly fine!” Mrs. Riley was now the one raising her voice, fresh tears spilling down her pale cheeks. “Just like I’ve been telling you!”

	“I understand,” I said, wanting to assure Natalie’s mother that I didn’t doubt her, especially since the results of this checkup had already been confirmed by Kyle.

	“I don’t think you do.” She grabbed another tissue and swiped at the cascading tears. “My daughter was not a fragile flower. She was an energetic twenty-four-year-old. Heck, she even ran in the Seattle half-marathon last November and kept in shape by running five miles almost every day. Does that sound like someone who’d collapse at a wedding?”

	I didn’t want to be the one to tell her that it wasn’t unheard of for athletes to collapse from a hidden medical issue. “No, but—”

	“There’s something else going on,” Kayla Riley said. “I’m sure of it.”

	Was she seriously suggesting that her daughter had been murdered? “What do you mean by ‘something else’?”

	“I don’t know!” she exclaimed, choking back a sob. “Something!”

	Mr. Riley squinted across the table at me. “Something happened that afternoon,” he said, picking up where his wife left off. “Lucas said that someone called to tell him that Nat was having trouble breathing. All of a sudden like.”

	I had heard the same thing from Amanda at the reception Saturday. “And you’re not aware of anything like that happening before?”

	“Not in the last seven years. Back then it was just physical exertion that made my daughter feel like she couldn’t catch her breath. Tell me.” His dark eyes narrowed to slits. “What was she doing Saturday that would make her feel that way?”
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