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      “Human nature will not change. In any future great national trial, compared with the men of this, we shall have as weak and as strong, as silly and as wise, as bad and as good. Let us therefore study the incidence of this, as philosophy to learn wisdom from.”

      

      
        	Abraham Lincoln
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      Olivia Spencer reclined in her office chair, listening to the creaks and groans of the timeworn floorboards echo throughout the aisles of her mother’s antique bookshop. It was ten minutes past five, and she’d just switched the sign in the store’s window from open to closed. She slid off her heels, kicked her feet up on top of the desk, and blinked at the row of engagement photos pinned to the corkboard on the wall in front of her. Five prospects remained, all of them similar to the untrained eye, but not to Olivia. She could spot the subtle differences. In the first photo, one of her fiancé’s eyes was open more than the other. In the third, one of the sleeves on his button-up shirt was askew. In another still, he looked fatigued.

      Olivia leaned forward and removed the fourth photo from the left. She smoothed a hand over its matte finish and smiled, reminiscing about the day she and Casper had first met. Preoccupied by a text message she’d received on her phone, she’d smacked right into him on the way out of the coffee shop. The plastic lid on her latte popped off and splashed all over his white T-shirt. Embarrassed, she’d grabbed a handful of napkins off a nearby table and made an unsuccessful attempt to blot the coffee stains off his shirt. He reached down, took her hands in his, and as she met his gaze, she felt something she never had before—love, real love.

      A whirlwind romance ensued, one neither of them had expected. Three months into the relationship, they backpacked through Morocco. Two months later, he proposed, and much to the chagrin of her parents, she didn’t hesitate before saying yes.

      “You have a scholarship to Berkeley,” her father had said. “You’re going to throw it all away to backpack the globe with a guy who has no set plans for his future?”

      “You’re nineteen years old, Olivia—much too young to be getting married,” her mother had said. “There’s no need to rush it. Why don’t you wait a while? Take the time to get to know each other first.”

      Her parents may have needed time. Olivia didn’t. Casper was her soul mate. No one had ever treated her the way he did. And though he didn’t know it yet, he’d saved her, rescuing her from a past she was desperate to strip away and leave behind.

      The buzz from Olivia’s cell phone snapped her out of the memories and back to the present moment. She grabbed it off the desk and read the text message her fiancé had just sent.

      
        
        Casper: Hey babe, wanna go out to dinner tonight?

        Olivia: Sure. What time?

        Casper: Seven o’clock? I’m thinking Chinese or Korean? I’ll swing by and pick you up and we can decide.

        Olivia: Perfect.

        Casper: See you then. Love you. xx

        Olivia: Love you more. :)

      

      

      Olivia placed the engagement photo she liked most inside of her wedding planner, gathered her things, and headed for the front door, stopping when she remembered one last task she hadn’t completed. She exhaled a heavy sigh, pivoted, and headed to the back room to retrieve a pile of Diane Capri’s newest thriller novels to display in the store’s front window. She grabbed the books off the shelf and was about to head toward the front of the store when she detected a flicker of movement along the wall on the opposite side of the room.

      She poked her head around the shelf, blinked at the wall, and froze in place.

      One minute passed … nothing.

      Then two.

      Silence.

      Get a grip, Olivia.

      I’m sure it’s just an insect of some kind.

      Had it been a bug or an insect, though?

      For her own sanity, she needed to be sure.

      Olivia slid the books back onto the shelf and tiptoed to the other side of the room, relieved when she found nothing to validate her overactive imagination. The moment she turned back, a moth appeared out of nowhere and fluttered past. Olivia gasped, slapped a hand against her lips, and tried not to scream. She backed against the wall, bent down, and allowed the accelerated rhythm of her heart to return to normal before she went back for the books she’d abandoned. She had half a mind to leave the front display until morning, but then rejected the notion. She’d promised her mother it would be changed before day’s end, and even though it meant she wouldn’t have time to freshen up before her date, it didn’t matter. She always kept her promises.

      The bells on the shop’s front door jingled.

      Olivia moved a hand to her hip and sighed, irritated she hadn’t locked the door when she’d flipped the sign from open to closed.

      Now what?

      She cupped a hand to the side of her mouth and shouted, “I’m sorry, we’re closed. We open again at nine o’clock tomorrow.”

      There was no response, and when the bells didn’t ring out a second time to indicate the customer had left, Olivia stepped back into the bookshop and glanced around. She saw no one, and aside from the rhythmic hum of the air conditioning, all was silent.

      “Hello?” Olivia said. “Is anyone there? Did you hear me? We’re closed.”

      Still nothing.

      A quick look through the store convinced her the after-hours patron was no longer there. She grabbed the keys to the shop off the desk, locked the front door, and dimmed the lights to avoid any further distraction. A few aisles away, she heard a loud bang. It sounded like a book had fallen off a shelf. Olivia followed the sound to the collectible-books aisle and discovered a rare copy of Charlotte Bronte’s Jane Eyre had slipped off the shelf.

      The aisle was empty.

      But something told her she wasn’t alone.

      Someone was there with her … close by.

      She could hear the whir of his staggered breath.

      Her voice cracked as she whispered a weak, “Hello? Who’s there?”

      Silence.

      Olivia eyeballed the tote bag she’d left on top of a stack of bargain books near the shop’s entrance. It was twenty feet away, maybe less. Inside the bag was her cell phone. She had to get to it—now.

      Olivia broke into a sprint. Fifteen feet … then ten … then five more to go.

      Almost there!

      A dark figure stepped in front of her. Based on the size and shape, she assumed it was a man, but was it? One of his hands was raised above his head, fisted around a long, slender pipe. His arm swooped down, and the pipe cracked against the side of her head. Thrust to her knees, a warm, sticky wetness dripped down the side of her face. She swiped her fingers through it and lowered her hand in front of her.

      Blood.

      Lots of blood.

      Stand up, Olivia!

      Get up!

      Now!

      Olivia gripped the metal bookshelf beside her with both hands and pulled up, but her body wouldn’t cooperate and behaved like it had been pinned to the ground. A thick, leather boot hammered into Olivia’s chest—so painful, like the boot was made of stone. Olivia reeled back. Eyes blurred with tears, she got her first good look at her attacker. He was dressed all in black with the hood from his zipped-up sweater pulled over his head. Leather gloves adorned his hands, and a ski mask covered his face.

      “Why are you doing this to me?” she screamed. “What do you want?”

      The masked man tipped his head to the side and bent over her.

      “Say something!” she said. “Talk to me!”

      Tears showered down her face, and she prayed for a miracle she feared would never come.

      “I don’t understand,” she said. “If it’s money you’re after, I’ll give you what’s in the register. If you want it, it’s yours.”

      The masked man shook his head.

      If it wasn’t money he was after, what did he want?

      Her?

      “Do I … know you?” she asked.

      The masked man lifted the pipe once more and then hesitated as if questioning what he was about to do. Olivia thrust her hands to the floor and scuffled back.

      “No, no, no, no, no … please,” she said. “I haven’t seen you. I don’t know who you are. I’ll do anything, whatever you want. I’m begging you! Please don’t kill me.”

      He paused just long enough for Olivia to believe her words had meant something, and then the pipe smacked into her head again.

      The man tossed the pipe to the ground, and as the life flowed from her body, he bent over her and lifted the mask just enough to prompt the final words she’d ever say in this life.

      “I can’t believe it’s … you.”
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      Ten minutes later

      

      Laura Germaine parked in front of Spencer Books and reached into her handbag for the keys to the shop. She dug in once, then twice, then three times, and came up empty-handed. Tonight, and all other nights, she lacked the patience required to clear the handbag of its clutter, so she did the next best thing. She tipped the bag upside down and dumped its contents onto the passenger seat of her car.

      The keys to the bookshop spilled out, landing on top of a crumpled-up flyer, a few loose tissues, a brush, a bunch of loose change, and a tube of her favorite red lipstick. Laura grabbed the keys and was about to exit the car when she noticed something odd. The lamp her friend Barb left on each night in the shop’s window was off. And what’s more, for the first time in a long time, the window was devoid of its usual book display.

      What in heaven’s name is going on?

      In need of answers, Laura reached for her cell phone and made a call. It was answered on the second ring, and Barb said, “Are you at the shop? Did you find the book I left out for you all right?”

      “I’m here,” Laura said. “I haven’t gone in yet. I thought I would call you first. The lamp hasn’t been switched on, and there are no books on display in the front window.”

      Barb exhaled a long sigh. “I can’t believe it. Olivia promised she’d put the new display up before she left. I swear, ever since my daughter’s become engaged, the wedding is all she can think about.”

      Laura laughed. “Can you blame her?”

      After a pause, Barb said, “I suppose not. I’m sure I was the same way before I got married.”

      Unlike Barb, Laura couldn’t relate. She’d never married, a choice she’d made at the age of twenty-three after Samuel, her high school sweetheart, died in a water-skiing accident at Stillwater Lake. She couldn’t imagine life with anyone other than him. He had been her everything, and even though she’d engaged in several short-term relationships over the years, no one had ever ignited a spark in her the way Samuel had.

      “Listen, Barb, I’ll head into the shop and switch the lamp on,” Laura said. “Is there anything else I can do for you while I’m here? I can put something in the window if you like.”

      “Oh, no. Don’t worry about it. I’ll come in early, before anyone is out and about, and put it up myself. In the meantime, I better get in touch with Olivia and find out what happened. She still hasn’t made it home yet, and I expected her a half hour ago. We’re still on for lunch tomorrow, right?”

      “We are. I’ll see you at Lucy’s Café at noon.”

      Laura ended the call, scooped the passenger seat’s contents back into her handbag, and walked to the shop. She stuck the key into the slot on the doorknob, but before she got the chance to turn it, the door opened on its own.

      How strange.

      It’s not even locked.

      First the light, then the window display, and now an unlocked door?

      Barb was right. For such a responsible girl, Olivia was forgetting even the simplest of things.

      Laura stepped inside and flipped on the lights. “Hello? Olivia? It’s Laura. Are you here?”

      There was no response.

      Laura walked to Barb’s desk to retrieve the book she’d ordered on how to make money last after retirement. She found it just where Barb had said it would be and slipped it inside her bag. She walked toward the lamp, pausing when she noticed a trail of red liquid on the wood floor. Curious, she followed it to the next aisle over.

      There, sprawled out on the ground, was Olivia—face up, eyes closed, surrounded in a pool of blood. A long, metal pipe rested beside her feet. Shocked, Laura slapped a hand over her mouth and then bent down and stuck two fingers on the side of Olivia’s neck.

      Although faint, a pulse was there.

      She was alive!

      Laura jerked her cell phone out of her pocket and dialed 9-1-1. She gave them the address to the bookshop, a few key details about the scene, and begged them to arrive as soon as they could. The operator made a request for Laura to remain on the line until help arrived. She declined. There was another call to make, and she needed to make it now.
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      I was walking Luka, my Samoyed, around the RV park on a warm summer night when my cell phone rang.

      “Hey, Aunt Laura,” I said. “How’s it going?”

      “Georgiana, I’m at Barb’s bookshop. You better get over here right away.”

      “Why? What’s happened?”

      “It’s my friend Barb’s daughter, Olivia. I’ll explain everything when you arrive.”

      Her voice was frantic. It worried me. “Are you all right?”

      “No, kiddo. I’m not. Please hurry.”

      Before I had the chance to probe her any further, the line went dead. I glanced down at Luka and said, “Looks like your walk is getting cut short tonight, bud. Sorry.”

      I got Luka settled on the bed in my Airstream and then called Harvey Kennison, San Luis Obispo’s chief of police and my stepfather. I told him about the strange call I’d received from Laura and how panicked she’d seemed. He said dispatch had just informed him about a woman who appeared to have been bludgeoned with a pipe in one of the shops downtown. He was just about to call me when I called him.

      I arrived at the bookshop about twenty minutes later and spotted Aunt Laura standing in the corner of the room, tears streaming down her face as she watched the emergency medical technicians assess Olivia. The young woman was beautiful, with long, blond hair and a milky-white complexion, she looked far more mature than a woman of nineteen.

      I tapped a finger on Aunt Laura’s shoulder to let her know I was there. She turned and threw her arms around me.

      “It’s too late,” she said. “They tried to save her, but they couldn’t. Olivia’s dead.”

      “Wait here while I clear the place. I’ll be back.”

      I searched the bookstore, aisle by aisle, room by room, finding nothing. I returned to the front of the store, and Aunt Laura and I walked over to the café area and sat down. She combed a hand through her dark, straight bob, staring at the table as if in a daze.

      A young man a few tables away was sitting with his head buried in his hands, sobbing.

      “Who’s he?” I asked.

      “Casper something. Sorry, I don’t recall his last name. He’s Olivia’s fiancé. He showed up here about ten minutes ago.”

      “Before you got here, or after?”

      “After. Said he was supposed to pick Olivia up for dinner. When he arrived at Barb’s house, she wasn’t there so he came here looking for her. I tried to stop him from touching her since it’s a crime scene, but he threw his arms around her anyway.”

      It explained the blood on the front of his shirt.

      His grief seemed genuine, but was it?

      Laura yanked a few napkins out of a dispenser on the table and blotted her tears. “She was my goddaughter, Georgiana,” she said.

      “I know. You’ve talked about her a lot over the years.”

      “I came in tonight to grab a book Barb ordered for me. I found Olivia where she is now. Someone attacked her. Can you believe it?”

      “Was she alive when you got here?” I asked.

      “For the first few minutes after I found her, and then she just … she just stopped breathing. Whoever attacked her was long gone by then.” Aunt Laura blew her nose and stared out the window into the darkness. “What am I going to tell Barb? How do you tell your best friend their daughter’s been murdered?”

      “You don’t have to tell her,” I said. “I can.”

      She shook her head. “I appreciate the offer, honey. I do. I think it’s best if she hears it from me.”

      “I understand. If you change your mind, let me know, okay?”

      “Why did this happen? Who would do such a thing? Who would harm such a sweet, kind girl?”

      The bells hanging from the bookshop door rang out, and Silas Crowe, the county coroner, walked in. He acknowledged me with a head nod and walked over.

      “Hey, Gigi,” he said. “What happened? What do you know so far?”

      “Not much. I just got here.” I turned toward Aunt Laura. “I need to talk to Silas. Are you okay to sit here for a minute?”

      She nodded. “Yeah, Barb’s due anytime. I’ll wait here so I can catch her before she comes in.”

      “What about Olivia’s father? Where’s he?”

      “Chad is in Boston on business. I’ve just called and left him a message, asking him to return my call as soon as he can. Once he hears the news, I’m sure he’ll be on the first flight out.”

      Silas and I walked around the corner. He approached Olivia, squatted down, and assessed the wounds on the side of her head. “What kind of animal does this to someone?”

      “I don’t know. This case is personal, Silas. The victim, Olivia Spencer, she was my aunt’s goddaughter. She’s the one who found Olivia and called it in.”

      “Understood. Who’s the kid bawling his eyes out in the café?”

      “Olivia’s fiancé. He arrived after my Aunt Laura and told her he was supposed to take her to dinner tonight.”

      Silas blinked at me. It was obvious he was thinking the same thing I’d thought about Casper moments ago.

      Silas slid a rubber band off his wrist and twisted his long, blond hair into a bun. “Has the kid been anywhere near the body?” he asked.

      “My aunt said he hugged Olivia. And I’m guessing Casper is in his twenties. He’s not a kid anymore.”

      “When you get to be my age, anyone younger than I am looks like a kid to me.”

      “Aren’t you thirty-four?”

      “Yeah. So?”

      “You’re ten years younger than I am. If he’s a kid, I must seem ancient to you.”

      He put a hand on my shoulder and laughed.

      “With your shaggy, violet-colored pixie cut and sassy, vintage style? I don’t think so. You’re more hip than women twenty years younger than you.” He removed a pair of plastic gloves from his forensics kit and slid them on. “Suppose I better get to work.”

      I left him to examine Olivia and rejoined my aunt, who was chatting with Harvey when I returned to the table. A car squealed to a stop beneath the streetlamp outside, and Aunt Laura shot out of her seat, said, “Barb’s here,” and took off toward the front door.

      Barb jerked the car door open and stepped out. Aunt Laura rushed over, hugged her, and bent down, speaking into her ear. Barb listened for a moment, then pulled back, and screamed, “Noooooooo!” before backing against her car, sagging into Aunt Laura’s arms.

      I was all too familiar with the myriad of emotions she was experiencing.

      Three years earlier, I’d lost my daughter too.

      I stood there, trying to remain stoic, trying not to let the woman’s loss affect me, even though it did. There were parts of my job I liked. This wasn’t one of them.
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      I woke the next morning thinking about Olivia and wondering who had murdered her and why. There were no signs of forced entry at the bookshop, and no signs a robbery had occurred. It appeared nothing had been taken—no books, no money …

      not a single thing.

      There was no forced entry.

      Had Olivia known her attacker?

      After canvassing the scene the night before, I’d hung around for a few hours, hoping to speak to Casper after he calmed down. My attempt to have a conversation with him failed. All I managed to get out of him was gibberish—fragments of sentences that made no sense. Instead of pressing him, I decided to back off, giving him the night to process his feelings, and then I’d try again.

      I sliced a generous piece of quiche and popped it into the microwave while I got dressed. The case had me in a melancholy mood, so I went with a pair of simple, black, high-waisted, wide-leg pants and a matching split-sleeve top. Nothing too flashy. A sleek, subtle 1930s vibe.

      I served Luka breakfast and then sat at the table and had mine. My thoughts turned to Giovanni Luciana, a man I’d known in college and with whom I’d reconnected with a year ago. We’d been dating for a while now, and he’d been splitting his time between New York City, where his family lived, and Cambria, California, where I lived. A week ago, we’d taken a drive along the coast to a massive house with sweeping views of the ocean. It was equipped with a helicopter landing pad and reminded me of a miniature version of Hearst Castle, a historical landmark in California built by publishing tycoon William Randolph Hearst in the early 1900s.

      Giovanni showed me through the house, and then, in a surprise twist I hadn’t seen coming, he confessed he’d just bought it. Even more unexpected was his suggestion that we move in together, something I’d considered happening one day, but didn’t expect to happen so soon. After his suggestion, I stood there, not knowing what to say, or how I felt, or if moving in was what I wanted right now. Sensing my discomfort, Giovanni eased the pressure by suggesting I take the time to think about it.

      I had thought about it.

      And so far, it hadn’t made a difference.

      For the last three years, I’d been living in an Airstream. Sure, it was small, but I liked it. It was low maintenance and could be tidied up in no time.

      What more could a woman want?

      A panoramic view of the ocean from the balcony of my bedroom.

      That’s what.

      I dropped Luka off with my brother Paul for a playdate with an adorable Siberian husky he’d just rescued, and then pulled over to talk to his girlfriend Simone, who was driving in as I was driving out. Simone was a bold, black, beautiful forensic anthropologist I’d worked with on my last case. In recent months, she’d started dating my brother, and we’d become good friends.

      Simone put her window down and said, “How’s it going? I heard about the Spencer woman.”

      “It’s going all right,” I said. “I’m just getting started on her case. Headed over to interview the fiancé now.”

      “You wanna grab dinner later? There’s a new Italian restaurant on Main Street. I checked out their menu last night. Looks fantastic.”

      “Giovanni is flying back in from New York today, and we’re supposed to have dinner tonight. How about we try it out tomorrow?”

      “Sure, let me know what time works for you, and I’ll be there.”

      We said our goodbyes, and I drove to Casper’s parents’ house. The night before, I’d learned he’d been living there off and on since meeting Olivia. His mother answered the door with her fist gripped around a bunch of wadded-up tissues. She was dressed in a puffy pink robe and black slippers, and her long hair was tied into a loose bun. Her face was splotchy and red, and she had dark circles under her eyes. It was obvious she’d had a rough night.

      “I’m Detective Georgiana Germaine,” I said. “I’m here to see Casper.”

      “He hasn’t gotten out of bed yet,” she said. “He may still be sleeping. Come inside, and I’ll go and check. I’m Delores, by the way.”

      Delores led me to the living room and asked me to wait there while she checked on Casper. She wandered off, and I scoped out some framed photos of Casper’s family spread over the fireplace mantle. A minute later, the sound of raised voices could be heard coming from the opposite end of the house. It was loud enough for me to overhear Casper express his displeasure about meeting with me.

      He didn’t want to do it.

      He didn’t have a choice.

      Delores returned to the living room and sighed. “He’ll be out in a minute. I hope you won’t push him too hard. He’s not ready to accept what’s happened yet.”

      I agreed to do my best to go easy on him, and she offered to brew me a cup of coffee. I declined, and she shrugged and said she’d whip up a pot anyway. She rounded the corner into the kitchen, and Casper stumbled into the room dressed in gym shorts and a wrinkled T-shirt. He had a baseball cap on backward, a thin chain around his neck, and it looked like he’d slept about as well as his mother had.

      Casper plopped down on the sofa and blinked at me. “Let’s get this over with, okay?”

      I sat across from him in a velvet chair. “How are you doing this morning?”

      He shrugged. “My fiancée died three weeks before our wedding day. How do you think I’m doing?”

      Not good.

      Point taken.

      “My aunt, whom you were introduced to last night, said you first met Olivia in a coffee shop. You dated for a short time, and then you proposed. Seems like the two of you were still getting to know each other when you popped the question. What made you decide to get married so soon?”

      He shook his head. “You sound just like her mother.”

      “And how would that be?”

      “Overprotective and pessimistic.”

      He was right—I was a bit of both at times.

      “Do you get along with her parents?” I asked.

      “Yeah, they seemed all right.”

      “You still haven’t answered my other question,” I said.

      “About what?”

      “Why you and Olivia decided to get married so soon after meeting each other.”

      “I mean … I dunno.”

      Of course he knew.

      He just didn’t want to say it.

      “You proposed, didn’t you?” I asked. “There must have been a reason.”

      “We were in love. It’s what people in love do, right?”

      Delores walked over, handed Casper a cup of coffee, and sat next to him. Casper stared at the coffee for a minute and then spread his legs and hunched over, staring at the ground. I got the feeling he needed a break from questioning, even though we were just getting started.

      I switched gears and directed my next question to Delores. “What did you think of Olivia and Casper getting married so soon after they met?”

      “Oh, I didn’t mind. I loved Olivia from the first day I met her. She was a kindhearted young woman, and it was easy to see how much she cared for Casper. Whenever she visited our home, she insisted on helping out. She helped make dinner, washed dishes, and even gardened with me on occasion. Her parents did an excellent job raising her.”

      “How did your husband feel about the wedding?”

      “Stan thought they ought to hold off at first. Once he got to know Olivia, it wasn’t long before she’d won him over too.”

      I crossed one leg over the other, leaned back, and considered the direction I wanted to go in next. I still felt like I was in the dark about why Casper and Olivia had decided to get married so fast. Being “in love” was an honorable answer. I just couldn’t shake the feeling there was more to it.

      “How did the marriage proposal come about?” I asked.

      Delores jumped right in with an answer. “Casper proposed, of course, but it was Olivia who pushed for the wedding to take place sooner than later.”

      Casper sat up and frowned at his mother. “Mom! Can you stop?”

      “Why?” Delores said. “All I’ve done is tell the truth.”

      Casper grunted in irritation and looked at me. “I get it. It’s your job to ask questions. Talking about Olivia less than twenty-four hours after she died is a lot right now. You understand that, right?”

      “All I’m trying to do is find the person responsible for Olivia’s death.”

      “Then why are you going on and on about the wedding? What difference does it make? Who cares whether we decided to get married in three months or three years?”

      It mattered because life was full of connections, one leading to the next like destinations on a road map. I’d spent more time than the average person thinking about the impact such events had on our lives. They were all around us, influencing our minds, altering our decisions. Often times, we weren’t even aware it was happening. Most of society was prone to ignoring our gut instincts, tossing out the road map to our lives and running into the middle of the road when we should have been walking.

      In my opinion the how of the way a decision came about often led to the why.

      It was the invisible catalyst igniting a thought and putting it into action.

      Which one had ignited Olivia’s?

      The attack on Olivia had been swift. It took place within a small timeframe. Twenty minutes after Casper’s last text to Olivia, Aunt Laura had entered the bookshop and found Olivia clinging to life.

      “Sometimes the smallest details lead me in the direction I need to go in,” I said. “I don’t believe Olivia’s death was random. The bookshop wasn’t robbed. Olivia wasn’t raped. One of Barb’s other employees is doing an inventory, but right now, there’s no sign anything was taken. It means the attack wasn’t random.”

      Delores blotted her eyes with the tissue and said, “My goodness, it doesn’t make any sense.”

      “You’re right. It doesn’t. There’s no rational explanation for what happened last night. Without one, I start to consider other possible motives. If Olivia’s death was premeditated—and I do believe it was—I have to ask myself … who wanted her dead, and why?” I shifted my gaze to Casper. “So, you tell me. What motive did someone have to kill your fiancée?”
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      Casper looked like a time bomb set to go off. He bent down, buried his head between his legs, and struggled to get out a tear-filled, “I don’t know who killed Olivia or why she’s dead, okay? If I did, I’d tell you.”

      I wanted to believe him.

      He crossed his arms and let out a heavy sigh. “I’ve been thinking—maybe I didn’t know her like I thought I did.”

      Now we were getting somewhere.

      “What makes you think you didn’t know her?” I asked.

      “We never had a fight, not one single argument the entire time we dated. It’s weird, right? I thought it was dope at first. She was a lot easier to be with than other girls I’ve dated. Now I kinda wonder if she agreed with everything I said because she was trying to please me, like she was worried I’d leave her or something if she didn’t. I have no idea what bugged her or what made her mad. She never talked about that stuff. She always seemed happy, but who’s happy twenty-four/seven? No one.”

      Olivia may have had a private side, a side she wasn’t willing to share.

      “The two of you weren’t together long,” I said. “Maybe you never fought because you were still in the honeymoon phase of the relationship. In my opinion, it can take a good two years before couples let their full guard down in front of each other.”

      “Yeah, well, what you see is what you get with me. I don’t pretend to be someone I’m not.”

      “Who said anything about pretending?” I asked. “I’m talking about the fact that most couples are on their best behavior at first.”

      He shook his head. “I dunno. She seemed like the perfect girl for me. I’ve never met anyone like her. She was easygoing and had a go-with-the-flow kind of attitude. She made me look at my own life and want to be better—not just for myself, but for her too.”

      “What were your plans after you got married?”

      “We wanted to move overseas. It was Olivia’s idea.”

      “Where?”

      “We planned to start in Canada and then go from there.”

      Delores flattened a hand against her chest. “I knew you both planned to travel together, but I didn’t know you wanted to live in another country. When were you going to tell me?”

      Casper rolled his eyes. “We didn’t tell anyone, Mom.”

      “Why not?”

      “We knew everyone would react the same way you just did.”

      “Why another country?” I asked.

      “Olivia liked the idea of living somewhere we’d never been before. She always talked about it, about how she couldn’t wait to get out of here and see the world. She said it would be like starting all over again.”

      Starting over again.

      She wanted a fresh start.

      Why?

      Why was it important to hit the reset button?

      “Did Olivia ever talk about how she felt about her life here, in Cambria?” I asked.

      He ran a hand through his short, brown crew cut. “Not much. I assumed she liked it all right.”

      That was the problem with assumptions—all too often they were wrong.

      “Who could tell me more about Olivia’s life?” I asked.

      “Her friends, I guess.”

      “How well do you know them?”

      “Not a lot. Olivia, ahh … didn’t hang around with them as much after we met. It wasn’t her fault. It was mine. We spent so much time together, she didn’t have much of it for anyone else.”

      “Did you meet any of her friends or hang out with them?”

      “A few times when we first started dating. They had a lot of opinions about us.”

      “Opinions like …”

      “Before I met Olivia, she’d planned to do a road trip with her friend Abigail for a year. They wanted to hit every state in the US. Then they were going to rent an apartment together and go to college. When I came along, those plans changed. Olivia backed out of the trip, and, well, Abigail was super pissed.”

      I didn’t blame Abigail.

      I would have been pissed too.

      “What’s Abigail’s last name?”

      “Nichols. She does nails over at Remedy Nail Bar.”

      “Any other friends I should talk to aside from Abigail?” I asked.

      “Maybe Roxie? Not sure about her last name. Abigail will know.”

      I decided I’d questioned him enough for one day and to circle back later. I stood, thanking him and his mother for taking the time to talk with me.

      They walked me to the door.

      “I still can’t believe she’s gone,” Delores said.

      “Tell me about it,” Casper said with a shake to the head. “I woke up this morning and grabbed my cell phone to send her a text just like I do every morning. It took me a minute to realize I couldn’t text her because she’s gone. She’s gone, and I’ll never get her back.”
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