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Murder’s not normally something you expect to run into when you’re out for the evening having fun, is it? At least it’s not something I expect. I think that’s why it was so upsetting. If I had known about those bodies ahead of time, I would have skipped the party. And I would have encouraged Angus to skip it too, because that one event started a chain of unpredictable events that was downright dangerous. It all started with a brief phone call from him.

“Are you free on Thursday night? I received a cocktail party invite. It’s a business thing at the Godfrey Hotel. Lots of swanky people, cocktails, and tasty food.”

“That sounds like fun. Text me the details.”

That was it. No drama or intrigue in that phone call. Ordinary invite. And yet, what should have been a pleasant evening on the town turned into an ordeal that taxed our imaginations and threatened our lives.

Worst of all, there were outside influences at work at the same time, so keeping one mystery straight from another was a huge challenge. How did we know who the bad guys were? Were they working together or separately? How could we identify all the villains with so much going on?

But if I’m honest, I’m forced to say I was looking forward to that party. It was a chance to meet new people, eat some great food (I’m a member of the Golden Fork Club), and spend time with Angus McDonald. How could there be danger in that?

I was busy over the next few days working on my latest murder mystery, A Catered Killing. My fictional chef, Auguste Fournier, was about to discover the victim in the walk-in refrigerator of his ever-so-elegant French café, Aujourd’hui. I was stymied by the question of how to kill Celeste Martin. Did she freeze to death, eat something that made her sick, or just get clobbered over the head?

“Motive determines the means,” I reminded myself. “Maybe this time it looks like someone accidentally locked the refrigerator at the end of the night, to prevent any food thefts.”

I thought about that as I dressed for Angus’s ritzy cocktail party. As mystery writer, I prided myself on coming up with novel ways to kill (pun intended, dear reader). I had nearly forty mysteries to my name and had long ago forgotten many of the plotlines I used. Was I beginning to repeat myself?

“Tomorrow I shall go through each of them and list the victim, the murderer, and the method, as well as the motivation. The last thing I want to do is get stale.”

Cinnamon came to my bedroom and gave me a soft woof when she heard a knock at the door.

“Thank you, dear girl. It’s Angus and your friend, Truffles. Let’s let them in.”

Once the dogs had greeted one another with their usual show of exuberance, I picked up my clutch purse, draped myself in my velvet stole, and left my granny flat with my handsome companion.

“I’m so glad you’ll be with me, Annie. This is a rather big to-do with many of the mucky mucks in the business world that I’m trying to impress. But I won’t be the only one looking for the opportunity to land some deals. Some of my competitors are coming tonight.”

“And what exactly would you like me to do for you?” I wondered, as he opened the door of his SUV and stepped aside as I slipped into the passenger seat.

“Be your charming self. It’s something you do well.”

“Ah-ha, now I know you’re buttering me up,” I smiled. “What’s the big surprise?”

“No, I assure you. There’s no surprise. I want you to enjoy yourself,” he replied. “Mingle and meet folks. You can give me your take on them on the way home.”

“You want me to profile them?” Now I was amused.

“Profile may be a bit strong,” he smiled, casting a sly glance my way. “I just want your opinion of the people you meet tonight.

“It sounds like we’ll be spending our time with some stiffs.”

Little did I know that we would indeed be spending the night with some stiffs. I just never expected one or two would be the dead kind.

The night started out fine. We got to the hotel and took the elevator up to the top floor.

“Remind me to ask you to dance later,” Angus said as we crossed the elegant ballroom and went outside to greet the host and hostess on the terrace. “Joe Minion is the president of Navarin Aerospace in London. His wife, Theda, is a champion equestrian. She competed in Olympics events as one of the members of the British team.”

“Interesting,” I admitted. “Are you looking to do business overseas?”

“No, it’s just the opposite of that. Joe wants to expand his company and he’s just bought a small American aerospace design firm. Let me introduce you to folks.”

We spent the next half hour making the rounds to chat with people, nibbling on an array of elegant appetizers as we quaffed chilled cocktails. Angus was right about the food. I helped myself to everything, feasting on classic Oysters Rockefeller, crab rangoons, and fig and blue cheese bruschetta.

It came as no surprise to me that Angus was enthralled with one in particular.

“Did you try the steak and prosciutto skewers yet, Annie?” he wanted to know when we passed each other by the fountain.

“I haven’t,” I told him.

“When you see the waiter who’s serving those, grab one. Make sure you get that basil and tarragon sauce on it.”

While I was on the hunt for those, I stumbled upon the mushroom palmiers and grabbed one. The filling was wonderful, with herbs, garlic, and goat cheese that wrapped around gently sautéed mushrooms inside a flaky puff pastry.

“Mm...so good,” I told the waiter, tucking the pastry flakes that landed on my lips into my mouth with my finger.

The view from the rooftop garden was spectacular. The lights of the city sparkled like jewels in the indigo sky. I peered over the railing at Bushnell Park twelve floors below and took in the splendor. Soldiers and Sailors Memorial Arch and the Corning Fountain were illuminated by an ethereal glow that was dazzling. It was all good.

And I was having an absolutely delightful time, socializing with the other guests until an unfortunate thing happened. A passing waiter got kicked by an excited young woman, who was in the middle of a demonstration of the latest TikTok dance craze. When her leg knocked against his drinks tray, everything went flying. And yes, I was the one in the path of those cocktails.

“Oh!” the apologetic young woman cried. “I am so sorry.”

“So am I. And jealous too. I don’t think I ever got my leg in the air like that,” I replied, patting her arm. “Don’t worry about it. It will all come out in the wash.”

Angus, gentleman that he is, flagged another waiter for a towel. I mopped up as best as I could and then excused myself to go to the ladies room.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” said a voice behind me. I stopped and turned to find Theda Minion, one of the hosts.

“I’m fine. No harm, no foul,” I promised her. “And it’s a great party.”

“You’re just being polite,” she sighed. “How can I make it up to you? Let me pay for the dry cleaning.”

“There’s no need, I assure you. I was enjoying the young woman’s performance.”

“Ah, the young woman who should have known better. That’s my daughter, Persephone.”

“You’re kidding.”

“I am,” she smiled. “Penelope is her given name. Her father said she was like the Grecian goddess because everywhere she goes, she leaves destruction in her wake. She has been like that since she was a toddler.”

“Never a dull moment, I take it.”

“Only when she sleeps.”

“Well, she has a charming smile and a gracious nature, so you two must have done something right.”

“Yes, during those moments when she settles down and concentrates on her university work, I do believe she can accomplish great things.”

“What’s she studying?” I was curious.

“Veterinary medicine.”

“I’ll bet she’ll make a wonderful vet.”

“She will,” said the proud mother. “She grew up on a farm, so she’s always cared for horses, sheep, and goats, in addition to all of our cats and dogs. Joe says she was born to wear Wellies.”

“Angus told me you’re an experienced equestrian. Did your daughter follow in your footsteps?”

Theda tossed back her head and laughed, greatly amused. “Not only did she follow in them, but she’s also bested my youthful exploits. She was recently selected to be a member of the British senior equestrian team. Joe and I hired one of the best trainers to work with her.”

“Surely that’s impressive.”

“It is. At least she loves horses enough to put all that wild energy of hers to good use. Oh, here I am bending your ear when you want to tidy up. I shan’t keep you. Perhaps we could chat some more later on.”

“I’d like that, Theda.”

I cleaned up my dress at the sink in the ladies room a moment later and then used the hand dryer. By the time I was done, there was no discernible stain.

But as I was about to leave, I heard a rather mournful sound. Was someone sobbing?

I bent over and saw a pair of dressy black shoes under the stall door. Should say something? It’s never an easy call to pry into someone else’s business, is it? As I hemmed and hawed, the door suddenly swung open and a middle-aged woman stumbled out, banging into me unexpectedly. I put my hand out to steady her, but she shook me off. When I gazed into her eyes, I recognized that look. This was a woman in trouble.

“Hi,” I smiled awkwardly, feeling a bit like a Nosy Parker. “Are you okay?”

Too overwhelmed to speak, she dabbed at her eyes with both hands, sniffed, and nodded.

She walked over to the sink and slapped her black velvet purse down hard on the counter. I spied a little bit of black lace sticking out from inside it. She dampened a paper towel and pressed it to her eyes, sniffed, and dabbed again. And then she pulled out her purple makeup bag from her purse and began to repair the damage to her face. I wondered if it would be enough to get her through the rest of the night.

Angus was talking to a couple of men when I returned to the terrace. He shook hands with them and came over to me.

“You clean up well,” he smiled. “I’d never know that you had that run-in with the high-stepping Rockette by looking at you.”

“The Rockette happens to be Joe and Theda’s daughter. She’s studying to be a veterinarian and she, like her mama, is an agile equestrian.”

“This is exactly why I brought you to this party, Annie. You’re a fount of information.” He leaned over and kissed my cheek. “Shall we dance?”

“We shall.”
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Just after ten, we said our farewells to our hosts and headed down the hallway to the elevators on our way to the parking garage. Some of the other guests joined us for the wait.

We stood, expecting that an elevator car would arrive quickly. After two minutes, people became impatient.

“Good heavens,” said the tall man with glasses. “There must be another function going on. That one car hasn’t moved in all the time we’ve been here.”

He pointed to the light above the doors. He was right. It was still down on the tenth floor.

“Maybe it’s out of order,” Angus suggested as the crowd grew larger.

“Do we want to walk down?” I leaned over to ask him.

“Twelve flights?”

“We’d be half way down there by now if we had,” I pointed out.

“Oh, it’s time to get in shape for hiking season, is it?”

“I have to start somewhere, don’t I? It’s been a long winter.”

“I’m game if you’re game,” he agreed.

We left the others and took the stairs. Luckily, my heels weren’t stilettos. Still, they echoed in that stairway as I navigated each step.

“As long as we’re on our way down, let’s just stop on the tenth floor and see if the elevator’s stuck, Annie.”

“Good idea.” 

He opened the door for me, and I went through it. And then I suddenly stopped short. Two sets of legs lay on the hallway carpet, squeezed between the elevator doors.

“Angus!”

The poor man bumped into me and nearly sent me flying. “Annie, step aside. We have to get these doors open.”

But as he did his best to pry them apart, I saw something disturbing. “Is that blood?”

He looked inside the car. “Yes. Annie, I think this is a crime scene. We should call the police.”

That’s when I heard a soft sound. It sounded like a groan.

“Wait. Is she alive?” I knelt down and felt the back of the woman’s ankle for a pulse. It was weak. “Get an ambulance first.”

He retreated a few steps and then he took out his phone. I stared at the two tangled sets of legs. One set obviously belonged to a man. The soles of his black shoes were lightly scuffed. His socks were black, to match his suit. But the other feet were shod in high heels. Black patent leather pumps with black rhinestone clips. Those legs were clad in beige stockings. There was something familiar about them. I wasn’t sure, so I took a few steps closer and took another look.

“Oh dear. It’s her.”

Angus pocketed his phone and came closer. “It’s who?”

“The woman who was crying in the ladies room just a little while ago.”

“You met her?”

“Not met exactly. I heard her sobbing and when the door opened, I asked her if she was okay. She never said a word. She just dried her eyes, refreshed her makeup, and left.”

“Did you see her at the party after that? Was she still crying?”

I tried to recall if I had caught sight of her after our meeting in the ladies room. “I don’t think I did.”

“The police will probably want to know about your encounter, Annie.”

“I knew something was wrong. She was so upset. What if I could have stopped this from happening?”

“Well, we don’t officially know that this is a crime scene yet. Maybe there’s another explanation for this.”

“If there is, I can’t imagine what it is.”

“Maybe the elevator doors malfunctioned and caused injuries.”

“No,” I shook my head. “Someone did this to them. I just know it.”

Once the paramedics arrived on the scene, accompanied by several police officers and a security guard or two, they quickly pried the elevator doors open and got to work. They loaded the woman onto a stretcher and rushed her down to the waiting ambulance in the other elevator. There was no rush for the dead man.

“Do either of you know the couple?” an officer asked us.

“They were guests at a party in the ballroom on the top floor,” said Angus, giving him all of the details about Joe and Theda Minion’s party.

But I stood there, still mesmerized by the sight of the dead man’s body. He looked to be about forty-five or so. Tall. Thin. You might pass him in a hallway and notice that he was male, but not much more than that. Nothing about him stood out.

I spied a pair of spectacles on the floor at the back of the elevator car and decided they must be his. They lay beside a rather large blood stain. I didn’t notice a weapon.

One of the police officers noticed my interest. “Ma’am, maybe you should go back upstairs to the party and wait there.”

“I’d rather go home,” I told him.

“Well, we need to talk to you about what you saw.”

“Fine,” I shrugged. “In that case I’ll stay here.”

“That wouldn’t be a good idea,” he told me. “We’re investigating a murder.”

“Yes, that’s what I thought.” My gaze went back to the corpse lying there. Where was the wound? Had he been stabbed?

“Ma’am?” This time he stepped in front of me. “I really do think you should go upstairs and wait.”

“Why?”

“You seem to be too interested....”

“This isn’t my first murder case,” I told him. “I’ve seen dead bodies before.”

“Is that right?”

Angus finished his conversation with a plainclothes detective and approached us. “There’s no need to be concerned, officer. Ms. Colston is a murder mystery author of some renown. She does a lot of research.”

“A writer? You’re not planning to....”

I shook my head. “No, of course not. I never write about real murders. It’s too ghoulish. But I pay attention to what motivates killers, methodology, and victim profiles.”

“Why are you so interested in this dead man?” said a plainclothes detective as he joined us.

“Because I saw the woman that was in the elevator with him in the ladies room during the party. She was quite upset.”

“Did you talk to her?” Now the detective was interested in what I had to say.

“I asked her if she was okay,” I told him.

“And did she give you an answer?”

“No, she was much too distraught. She dried her tears and fixed her face. That was the last time I saw her before we discovered the bodies.”

“She didn’t return to the party?”

“If she did, I didn’t see her. But I was concerned that there was something very wrong for her.”

“How long ago would you say that was?”

I looked over at Angus. “It was just before all of the speeches, wasn’t it?”

“Yes, maybe about ninety minutes ago, Detective Chavez.

“Okay, thanks,” he said, turning away. “Oh, wait. One more question. Did you see this man at the party?”

“May I take a closer look?” I inquired.

“By all means. Just don’t get too close to his corpse.”

I took a couple of steps forward to study his face. It was so unmemorable that I couldn’t be sure. I stepped back and said as much.

“Angus?” I turned to him. “Did you see him?”

“I think he spoke to Joe for a couple of minutes while we were mingling. And he might have been with Terry Donnelly and his group for a short time.”

“Who is Terry Donnelly?” the detective wanted to know.

“He’s the purchasing agent for Python Electronics.”

“Can I ask you something, detective?” I glanced his way and saw him nod. “Do you have identification for the two victims yet?”

“As a matter of fact, Ms. Colston, we do not. There was no purse in the elevator and our dead man has no wallet on him. We’re also missing the murder weapon.”

“A robbery?” That didn’t sound right to me.

“Any chance you can describe the woman’s purse?”

“It was a black velvet bag, bigger than mine,” I said. I held up my own clutch. “It had a gold clasp. And the makeup bag was purple.”

“You said she touched up her makeup. Did you notice anything else about her that would be helpful?”

“There was a bit of black lace hanging out of the purse. It could have been a scarf or a stole.” I stared at the wall for a moment, trying to pull up that brief encounter in my mind. “She had small diamond studs in her ear lobes and a thin diamond eternity band on her left hand.”

“In other words, she looked like any of the other women at the party.”

“Not really. Most of the women at the party wore expensive jewelry. Some of it might have been paste, but if it was, it sparkled. The jewelry she wore was probably only worth two or three thousand dollars at best.”

“The couple wasn’t part of the money crowd.”

“They didn’t appear to be. They seemed so very ordinary,” I shrugged. “I think that’s why I was so concerned for her. Whatever happened genuinely upset her.”

“Okay. I think that’s all the questions we have at the moment. We’ll be in touch if we need you.”

“Sure.”

This time, Angus and I took the elevator, not the stairs. Detective Chavez summoned it for us.

The hotel had put a security guard on board to prevent any nosy guests from trying to have a look at the murder scene on the tenth floor. We met a couple of them on the ride down to the lobby. They actually begged the uniformed man to take them up to the tenth floor for a quick peek.

“Sorry, folks. It’s off-limits. This car is only going down.”

“You could say your finger slipped on the button,” said the boisterous man, giving the guard a wink. He waved a folded-up bill in his hand, trying to entice the man to cooperate. He had no luck.

When the elevator finally stopped in the lobby, the local reporters were in the midst of interviewing people. I recognized some of the party guests.

“First floor, folks,” the security guard announced.

“We’re in the parking garage,” Angus told him.

“Right.”

I was relieved when the doors shut again. “Is it just me or are people weird?”

“Weird in what way?” Angus wondered.

“It’s never fun to come upon a dead body,” I said, shaking my head. “Someone died tonight. It’s a tragedy.”

“People don’t care about that,” the security guard told us. “They forget the poor guy’s got a family, people who love him. They just want to brag to their friends that they saw the stiff. It makes them feel important.”

“I suppose it does. But if the shoe were on the other foot, I’m sure it would feel different to them.”

“No doubt. Good night, folks.”

Angus was quiet on the ride home. I didn’t notice right away because I was so busy trying to remember every moment of the evening. What if I missed something important?

“Angus, do you remember when Joe made his speech?”

“Yes, why?”

“Didn’t he mention someone’s name and he waited for the man to stand up?”

“But the guy was a no-show,” he nodded. “You’re right, Annie.”

“Did you recognize the name when you heard it?”

“I didn’t.”

“If the couple left the ballroom and got onto the elevator, could someone else have joined them?”

“And only rode it down to the tenth floor?” he wondered. “I’ve been asking myself that question. What if they were robbed?”

“But they didn’t seem wealthy like a lot of the other guests, Angus.”

“I know, Annie, I know. I’m struggling with this for sure. Something feels off-kilter about the killing.”
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He turned onto Trumbull Street. The city was quiet at this time of night.

“Off kilter in what way?” I asked him, now curious.

“You said the woman was upset.”

“I did. Why is that important?”

“You probably never attended these kinds of business events with a boyfriend, did you?”

“No, not really. Why?”

“As a businessman, I regularly make the rounds. Back when I was married it was a bone of contention between us. Sometimes Patricia joined me, but more often than not, she skipped these kinds of events. She said they were a big bore.”

“Tell me more.”

“These days, things are slowly changing, but historically in a male-dominated environment, it was common for wives to be treated like appendages, not people.”

“Arm candy?” I suggested. He nodded.

“A lot of men marry to boost their careers. They select gorgeous wives who can enhance that image of success or ambitious wives with party skills, the kind that can garner attention by entertaining.”

“Yes, well,” I smiled. “You do realize I’m not that kind of woman, don’t you?”

“Oh, it’s what I appreciate most about you. You had a decent conversation with Theda, and she enjoyed talking to you. That’s far more important to a man than having a scheming wife.”

“Did you expect Patricia to do that kind of thing?”

“On the contrary,” he grimaced. “She thought her job was to put all of her energy into making me look important. I had to stop her from doing it. It took a few years before she finally got her own career up and running. And then she ran that into the ground because she was so heavy-handed and demanding of people.”

“You’re telling me that a lot of the wives were schemers?”

“And still are. It’s what often happens when women when marry powerful men. You become part of a power couple. You have to see and be seen by the A list as being worthy.”

He turned onto the ramp of I-84 and accelerated onto the interstate highway.

“What happens to men who marry women that don’t play the game well?” I wondered.

“Very often, they get lost in the shuffle. If a guy’s career stalls, he sometimes blames his wife for not putting on the war paint and wowing the boss’s wife, especially if she doesn’t have a career of her own.”

“But you’re an unmarried businessman. How does that affect you?”

“Well, I own the company, so I’m exempt from that kind of back-door deal-making and networking. I actually prefer to negotiate in the office. I keep my social events to a minimum in order to avoid the wives that want to fix me up with their predatory girlfriends.”

“Wise move on your part,” I remarked.

“It has been. I can’t tell you the number of times there’s been monkey business at a business exhibition. The minute I leave to go back to my hotel, suddenly there’s a bimbo trying to wrap herself around me. Half the time, it’s because some idiot has hired a hooker to show me a good time, and the rest of the time, it’s because some guy’s wife has encouraged her bachelorette girlfriend to seduce me.”

“Either way, you’ll eventually pay for the pleasure?”

“You have no idea what it’s like to try to shake off a woman who has set her sights on you because she sees dollar signs.”

“Okay. If I suggested that some of the wives at tonight’s party might fit that profile, would I be correct?”

“You would. And yes, some of the men there tonight would gladly hire a hooker in order to rope me into their deals.”

“Do you think something like that happened tonight, Angus?”

“I don’t know, Annie. There were a lot of people tonight working the room, trying to line up business deals. And we’re not talking about chump change. We’re talking hundreds of thousands of dollars, if not more. If you’re the sales manager of a big company and you bring in that much money, you’re golden.”

“I’ll bet some people prefer a bribe rather than a bimbo to get them to come to the negotiating table.”

“Very good,” he nodded. “That’s often what happens. You end up with a kickback scheme.”

“That sounds rather lucrative.”

“For some people it is.”

“Is it worth killing for?” I wondered as he turned into the entrance to Nayaug Grange. A few moments later, he pulled up to the curb outside my door.

“I guess if you’re ethically challenged, it just might be.”

“It’s been an interesting evening.”

“I don’t suppose you’d be willing to come to any more of these functions in the future,” he said, watching me closely.

“Are you kidding? It’s the human equivalent of watching the fishies swim at the Aquarium. There’s everything from tiny, harmless remoras to big, bad sharks. I wouldn’t want to miss the opportunity to observe the action.”

“Great, because I have another couple of these coming up next month,” he confided, climbing out of his SUV. “Time to collect Truffles.”

Cinnamon and I walked the pair of them back to the parking lot. Angus opened the back door and Truffles hopped in.

“Good night, Angus.”

“Good night, Annie.”

As he got back into his vehicle and drove away, I thought about his comments on the women he met in business settings. I didn’t doubt that some were manipulative. But I was surprised to learn that the wife who left him for another man had been so much like them.

Angus was his own man, headstrong and stubborn at times. But after what he told me tonight, I wondered if he had any other relationships that crossed the line. Was it presumed to be a part of the business world, the price you had to pay to earn a living?

“Okay, little girl, it’s time for us to call it a night,” I said to my Maltipoo. “I’ve got a busy day tomorrow.”

Other than a brief mention of the hotel murder in the local press, there was no real news about the case until Detective Chavez called me two days later.

“Margot Schwegler died of her injuries this morning,” he announced.

“How sad,” I said. “Did she tell you what happened before she passed away?”

“Unfortunately, she did not.”

“Please tell me you’re not giving up on the case,” I implored him. “I’m convinced that something terrible happened to that poor woman.”

“We don’t give up on people, Ms. Colston. Rest assured that we will continue to hunt for the person or persons responsible for the murders of Victor and Margot Schwegler.”

“Good. I’m glad. Were you able to find out if they had family?”

“They were married for nearly thirty years, but they never had kids. Both sets of parents are still alive. They live in Florida. And I spoke with his sister out in Oregon and her brother in Wisconsin. Nobody seemed to know much about the lives they led in Connecticut.”

“Did you find out what they did for a living?”

“He was the district sales manager for Oberndorfer Optics in Farmington. Margot was a dental hygienist in Avon.”

“Ordinary people,” I remarked.

“You sound like that’s a bad thing, Ms. Colston.”

“Not at all, Detective. I rather think it’s what made them victims.”

“In what way?”

“Well, some of the people at the party were...how can I put this politely? More sophisticated about the ways of the world.”

“Meaning?”

“More than a few of them live in a world where money is no object and most of the rest of the crowd seemed to be comprised of folks looking to scramble up that ladder of success. I don’t think Mr. and Mrs. Schwegler were high rollers or used to hobnobbing with the upper crust.”

“Then what were they doing at the party?”

“I have no idea,” I admitted. “Maybe Mr. Schwegler was filling in for someone at his company. But if robbery wasn’t the motive, then you’re stuck asking yourself why someone would want to kill two very ordinary people. Short of finding out someone’s dirty little secret, how could they pose a threat to someone with better resources and greater power?”

“That’s what we’ll have to find out. I’ll be in touch if I have any more questions.”

Angus called me on Friday afternoon. “Are you up for a hike tomorrow? The weather’s supposed to be nice.”

“I’m in. Where should we go?”

“What about down by the river? We can do the two Scoville Loops in Middletown.”

“That sounds good to me.”

“If you want to have a picnic, Annie, I know a great
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