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      “The only difference between stepping stones and stumbling blocks is the way we address the rocks cast into our path.”

      
        	Abraham Lincoln
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      It had been a long, arduous half hour for Tiffany Wheeler, and she feared it would get worse before it got better. Her boyfriend, Russell, stood a few feet away, his head cocked to the side, eyes wild. He brushed a lock of his black hair out of his eye, unbuttoned his suit jacket, and stared at her the way he always did right before his blood reached its boiling point and was about to bubble over.

      “What do you mean you don’t want to live in LA anymore?” he asked. “Why not?”

      “I’ve already told you why,” she said. “I’m tired of the fast-paced life. I want to move back home.”

      “You said you were coming here to do a few simple renovations to this house before you listed it,” he said. “I get here and the place is a flipping disaster. You’ve torn down walls, gutted the kitchen. What gives?”

      Tiffany remained quiet, considering the best way to proceed. It didn’t matter what she said. Russell was used to getting his way, something he wouldn’t get tonight.

      He was in denial.

      She was avoiding what had still been left unsaid.

      Confrontation of any kind had always been difficult between them in the two years they’d been together. Russell was used to the high life, climbing the corporate ladder, and taking any steps necessary to rise to the top. In their relationship, it had always been his way or no way. And Tiffany now realized since they’d been together, she hadn’t just lost her identity; she’d lost her voice.

      I think we should break up were the words she needed to say.

      Such simple words.

      And yet, she struggled to bring herself to say them.

      “I’ve decided to keep the house,” she said. “And I think we should … it’s just … I’ve done a lot of thinking since I’ve been here, and you’re a good guy. But I don’t think we’re right for each other. I waited until tonight to tell you how I was feeling because I hoped the doubts I’d been having about our relationship would go away. They haven’t, and I need to be honest … with you and with myself.”

      Russell clenched his jaw and stepped back. “What you’re saying is, I’m a good guy, but not a great one. I’m good for you, just not good enough for you.”

      In a moment of childish defiance, he scooped the flowers he’d just given her off the counter and tossed them at her face.

      “You want to tell me what’s really going on here?” he barked. “You stepping out on me? Huh? You screwing somebody else?”

      “Of course not!” she said. “Calm down. You’re being irrational.”

      “You want irrational? I’ll give you irrational. I planned on surprising you tonight.” He reached a hand inside his pants pocket, pulled out a ring, and shoved it in front of her face. “I was going to surprise you with this.”

      An engagement ring?

      The subject of marriage had never even been discussed before.

      “You were going to propose?” she asked.

      He jerked his arm back and hurled the ring across the room, and she watched it disappear into a pile of drywall scraps.

      “I was going to propose,” he said. “Not anymore. I thought we felt the same way about each other. Turns out, I’m the idiot. I love you, and you are interested in someone else.”

      “What are you talking about? I told you the truth. There is no one else.”

      “The least you could do is not lie to my face.”

      He pushed her to the side and stormed into the living room, crouching over the area where he’d tossed the ring. She bent down beside him, reaching a hand into the pile to assist. He grabbed her wrist and snapped it back.

      “Don’t,” he said. “I don’t want your help.”

      She ignored the comment and reached in again.

      He flashed her an infuriated look and thrust a hand into her chest, hurtling her backward. Her head smacked against the wall behind her. Outraged by his physical assault, her first instinct was to shove him back, but when they locked eyes, all she saw in his was pain—a man whose life had just crumbled to dust without any forewarning.

      “I love you, Tiffany,” he said. “I have no idea what I did to lose you, to deserve what you’re putting me through right …”

      He stared at the wall, allowing his words to trail off before balling his hands into fists. Not knowing what would come next, Tiffany said, “No, Russell. Whatever you’re thinking of doing … don’t.”

      She darted to the side. He drilled his fist into the wall inches from where her head had just been and then slumped to the ground beside her.

      “I’m gutted,” he whispered. “You’ve torn me in half tonight.”

      Tiffany exhaled a long breath of air and placed a hand on his shoulder. She let it rest there for a moment, and then she crawled over to the pile of drywall. She ran her fingers through the scraps, searching for the ring. She found it and turned, holding the ring out in front of her.

      “Here,” she said. “Take it. Take it and go. Okay?”

      She dropped the ring into his hand, and he nodded. He pushed himself off the floor and walked toward the front of the house, stopping to glance back at her one last time before he left.

      “I feel like I have no idea who you are,” he said. “The Tiffany I know shops at Gucci, stays in five-star hotels, and loves the energy and hustle of the city. This … what you’ve got going here … it isn’t you, and it will never work. Enjoy your crap life in your crap house.”

      He walked out, allowing the door to slam behind him. She went to the window, pushed the curtain to the side, and watched him tear into the night. The breakup had been much more bitter and raw than she’d expected. But she was certain she had made the right choice, even though she was sickened by what had just transpired between them.

      She slid the curtain closed, grabbed a bottle of red wine out of a cardboard box, and guzzled half of it down. The recent weeks of pent-up frustration came flooding back in a wave of tears. She set the bottle down and walked into the living room, staring at the hole Russell had left in the wall. She reached down and picked up the construction worker’s sledgehammer, running its forged-steel head along her hand. She lugged the hammer behind her and swung at the wall, again and again and again, breaking the drywall, piece by infuriating piece. As her blows ripped the wall apart, her anger began to subside.

      She dropped the hammer and fell to her knees, allowing weeks of repressed tears to flow. When her eyes opened again, she blinked into the hole she’d created, aghast to find she wasn’t the only one taking up residence in the house. There, in the wall’s hidden crevices, Tiffany made a gruesome discovery. Preserved in layers of dust-filled plastic were what appeared to be remains—human remains.
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      I removed an egg-and-cheese souffle from the oven and turned around, giving Luka, my Samoyed, a quick pat on the head. I sat my creation down on a hot pad in the center of the table next to a bowl of potatoes and slices of hickory-smoked bacon and leaned back, glancing at the time. It was two minutes before seven, and I was nervous.

      A car pulled up outside. I turned and glanced in the mirror, assessing my appearance. Violet, choppy pixie cut still holding up? Check. Makeup free of smudges? Double check.

      Just when I decided I held up well for a woman about to enter her mid-forties, I noticed a blemish in my packaging. I leaned closer to the mirror and blinked at the small, dime-sized stain in the center of my shirt. It was the price I paid when I made the unwise decision not to wear an apron while cooking. I flung the shirt off, flipped my wardrobe closet open, and scanned the shelf for a replacement right in time to hear the knock at my door.

      I slid shirt 2.0 over my head, smoothed it out, and said, “Come on in.”

      The door opened, and Giovanni Luciana stepped inside my Airstream. We made eye contact, and I tried to ignore the fact that my heart had just skipped a few beats.

      Tonight, Giovanni was dressed in a black, button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up and gray slacks. He slicked his short, black hair back with his hand and flashed me a smile that reminded me of a young Cary Grant.

      I smiled back.

      “Nice to see you again, Georgiana,” he said.

      “You too.”

      He glanced around, taking in my humble abode. “Nice place.”

      “It’s a bit small for more than one person,” I said. “I need something bigger. I just haven’t gotten around to it yet.”

      “I like it. It suits you.”

      I first met Giovanni in college when I shared an apartment with his sister. Over the years, we lost contact, but a few months ago, I’d taken a chance on a phone number he’d given me many years before. Turned out, his family still lived in the home he grew up in. They passed my information along, and Giovanni invited me to meet him in New York City at his restaurant, Osteria de Mascalzoni. Getting together again renewed a spark we’d never lost, and I looked forward to exploring what it meant for our future.

      Excited to have a new visitor in our pad, Luka hopped off the couch, approached Giovanni, and raised his paw.

      Giovanni looked at me for guidance.

      “He likes you,” I said. “He wants to shake.”

      Giovanni bent down and held out his hand.

      “He’s beautiful,” Giovanni said. “What’s his name?”

      “Luka.”

      “Hello, Luka.”

      The pair became acquainted, and then I whistled at Luka and nodded toward his dog bed. Reluctant to forsake his newfound friend, Luka sulked for a moment before giving in and curling up for a nap.

      “I decided to make breakfast for dinner,” I said. “I hope you don’t mind.”

      Giovanni leaned over the souffle and breathed in. “Not at all. Smells great.”

      He sat down, and I reached over him, grabbing plates, glasses, and cutlery out of the cupboard.

      “I’m not sure how eggs and bacon will pair with the wine you brought,” I said, “but let’s give it a try.”

      He shot me a wink. “Wine pairs with everything, doesn’t it?”

      Whether it did or it didn’t, tonight we’d find a way to make it work.

      I slid beside him, handed him a plate, and my phone buzzed. I ignored the call and set my phone to the side. I’d taken the weekend off. Whoever was calling … they could wait.

      Giovanni poured two glasses of wine and handed me one. He swirled his around in a wave-like motion, eyeballed it, sniffed it for several Mississippis, and then raised the glass toward me. My own personal knowledge of wine lacked in every department. Still, I mimicked what he’d just done and hoped my actions looked half as convincing as his did.

      “Cheers,” I said.

      “Cheers to memories, both old and new.”

      We clinked glasses, and I gave it a try.

      “This wine is amazing,” I said. “What is it?”

      “Brunello di Montalcino Riserva Ripe al Convento.”

      The name sounded regal and sophisticated, even though all I processed when he’d said it was Brunello di blah blah blah.

      “I’m sorry … it’s a what?” I asked.

      “Sangiovese. A fine wine from a vineyard in Tuscany.”

      “When you called me last night, you said you had some business in San Luis Obispo this weekend.”

      He nodded. “I do.”

      He didn’t seem keen on elaborating further, so I changed the subject. “How’s Daniela?”

      “My sister is good.”

      “And the, ahh … family business?”

      “Wonderful. What about your family? How are they?”

      My phone buzzed again.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I meant to put it on silent before you arrived.”

      Irritated with myself, I reached for my phone, intending to press the mute button. When I picked it up, I noticed the buzzing I’d heard hadn’t been from a call. I’d received a couple of text messages from Tiffany Wheeler, a lawyer, and a woman I’d known since childhood.

      The first message said: Hey.

      The second said: Are you busy? Can you call me?

      Giovanni raised a brow. “Everything okay?”

      “I just received a couple of messages from an old friend of mine. We haven’t spoken in a couple of years.”

      “Is she all right?”

      I wondered the same thing.

      “I’ll send her a message and tell her I’ll get back to her in the morning.”

      I grabbed my glasses off the kitchen counter, slid them on, and replied to her text: Hey, good to hear from you. I’ll call you tomorrow and we can catch up. Okay?

      Her response was immediate: I know it’s late and we haven’t connected for a while, but I need to talk to you right away. It can’t wait until tomorrow. Please. Is there any way you can call me tonight?

      Giovanni read the look of concern on my face and said, “How’s your friend?”

      “I let her know I’d be in touch tomorrow, and she’s pushing to talk to me tonight. It isn’t like her. I think something’s wrong.”

      “Why don’t you call her and find out?”

      I hesitated, but he was right. If I didn’t call, I’d spend the night wondering if she was okay. I excused myself from the table, stepped outside, and made the call.

      “Hey, Tiffany,” I said. “How’s everything going?”

      “What are you doing right now?” she asked.

      Her tone was uptight and desperate, and it sounded like she’d been crying.

      “I just sat down to dinner,” I said. “Are you okay?”

      “No. I’m not. I need to see you. Can you come over?”

      The last I’d heard, Tiffany was living in LA in a swanky high-rise apartment on Century Drive.

      “You want me to come to LA tonight?” I asked.

      “I’m not in LA. I bought a place in Cambria. I’ll explain everything when you get here.”

      Every fiber of my being wanted to say, “I’m in the middle of a date right now. Can’t it wait until morning?”

      But she needed me—now.

      “Text me your address,” I said. “I’ll wrap things up here and be right over.”

      “I’m sorry, Gigi. I don’t mean to ruin your plans for tonight. You won’t believe what’s happened, and I didn’t know who else to call. Right now, my life is just … I can’t …”

      “Take a deep breath for me, okay?” I said. “Whatever it is, we’ll deal with it. I’ll be right there.”
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      I said goodbye to Giovanni, and we made a plan to meet up the following evening at his place to finish the date we’d started tonight. I drove to Tiffany’s place, turned down her street, and reduced my speed to a crawl. On one side of the street, the black numbers painted on the curb matched the addresses of the houses behind them. On the other, two houses weren’t in alignment with the rest, an oddity I didn’t understand.

      I found Tiffany sitting on the porch, leaning against a wooden beam attached to a modest, two-story brick house. An empty wine bottle rested at her side. Her eyes were focused on the sky. She had a look on her face like she expected it to collapse on top of her at any moment.

      I parked, walked over, and sat beside her. The wine bottle tipped over. I reached out, attempting to grab it before it smacked against the cement.

      Tiffany swished a hand through the air. “Don’t worry. It’s empty.”

      “Do you want to tell me what’s going on?” I asked.

      She faced me, and I noticed her cheeks were stained with long, black mascara lines. She wiped a hand across her face, smudging them even more.

      “I look like a freak show, huh?” she said. “Funny thing is, my night didn’t start out this way.”

      “Tell me what’s going on.”

      She shook her head and threw her arms around me. “I’m sorry, Gigi.”

      “For what?”

      “Not keeping in touch with you after you left town.”

      I’d gone off the grid for a couple of years, living in an RV in a wooded area outside of Cambria. I was back now, still in my camper but at an RV park.

      “It doesn’t matter now,” I said.

      “Yeah, it does.”

      “You aren’t the one who needs to apologize. I’m the one who took off.”

      “Who could blame you? Your daughter died.”

      My daughter had died, her precious life taken from me too soon after an accidental drowning in a backyard pool. I closed my eyes and snapped out of a past I didn’t want to think about.

      “What happened tonight?” I asked.

      “I want to say something first.”

      “All right.”

      “When you called me before you left Cambria and said you were heading out of town for a while, I didn’t understand it then, but I do now. You did what was best for you at the time, and now I’m doing what’s best for me.”

      Her words were cryptic and vague.

      What wasn’t she saying?

      “I’m glad you’re taking care of yourself,” I said.

      “You back for good now?”

      I nodded. “I think so.”

      “I couldn’t believe it when my father told me your brother-in-law was murdered and your niece went missing a few months back. I knew you’d find her though. I hope she’s doing okay.”

      “Lark’s the reason I came home. I guess you could say she saved me. She pulled me out of isolation and gave me a reason to live again.”

      “Seems to me, you saved each other. How’s she doing?”

      “She’s in therapy now and getting better every day,” I said. “We’re all doing our best to move past what happened.”

      “Speaking of moving past things, I broke up with my boyfriend tonight. He left a little while ago.”

      “What happened?” I asked.

      “I’d been thinking a lot about our relationship. I felt like I’d changed into a person I didn’t want to be, someone I didn’t recognize anymore. I don’t blame him. It’s my fault. I allowed it to happen.”

      “At least you realized it. A lot of people don’t.”

      “Buying this house changed my perspective. I don’t know how—it just did.”

      “I’m guessing your boyfriend didn’t take it well when you ended things.”

      She shook her head. “He had, ahh … planned to propose to me tonight. I had no idea. I feel bad, you know, like I’m the jerk in the situation.”

      “Why?”

      “Because he wanted to get married, and I wanted to be free—free of him, free of the life we were living, free of it all.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with staying true to yourself.”

      “You’re right. It’s why I’ve decided to move back home for good.”

      I was shocked.

      She hadn’t lived in Cambria since we graduated from high school.

      “What about your law office in LA?” I asked.

      “I built it up once. I can do it again. Besides, I grew up around here. My father is the mayor. The locals in Cambria know me, and everyone in San Luis Obispo knows him. I’m hoping it won’t be hard to find new clients.”

      “Is that why you decided to buy this house?”

      “It was a good deal. The owner passed away a few months ago. Guess her doctor found a tumor, and when he went to operate, there were complications. She didn’t make it out of surgery. She left the house to her daughter, Gretchen, who had no interest in keeping the place. My plan was to flip it at first. Once I started renovating, I changed my mind, and I decided I might keep it for myself. Until tonight. Now, I’m not sure what the hell to do with it.”

      “Why don’t you finish working on it and give yourself some time? You’ve just had a tough breakup. You don’t need to make any other decisions right now.”

      She shook her head. “You don’t understand. After we broke up and he left, I was so … angry. I took my frustrations out on a wall in the living room. And now, I just … I can’t stay here. I want no part of this house.”

      “Why? What’s wrong with it?”

      She stood. “Follow me. I need to show you something.”

      We walked inside the house, and I glanced around, surprised to see how many changes had already been made. A majority of the main part of the house had been gutted. “Wow, this place looks, eh⁠—”

      “Like a train bulldozed through the middle of it,” she said. “I know.”

      “Are you staying here while you spruce it up?”

      “Sometimes. Depends on what time the workers leave.”

      It didn’t surprise me. Even as a kid, she’d always been a micro-manager just like her father. We walked into the living room. She paused in front of a wall and pointed at the gaping hole in the center of it. “This is why I asked you to come over tonight.”

      I bent toward the hole, unsure if what I was seeing was what it appeared to be at first glance.

      Tiffany took several steps back. “They’re bones, right? Human bones. There’s a dead person in there, a freaking dead person stuck inside the walls of my house!”

      I leaned in closer. The caked layers of dust surrounding the musty, torn plastic bag made it difficult to determine what I was looking at. Tiffany was right, though. They did appear to be bones. Still, I needed to be sure.

      “Did you notice anything unusual about the wall before you tore into it?” I asked.

      She considered the question. “Yeah, one thing. When Gretchen sold me the place, she went through it and removed some sentimental items, but she left most of the furniture. There was a tall armoire against this wall. When I moved it, I noticed a large, four-foot patch of paint that was a close match to the rest of the paint on the wall, but not an exact one. The armoire covered it though.”

      I wondered if the former owner had known about the body in the wall.

      “Who owned the house before you bought it?”

      “Patricia Adams is the woman who died. Her daughter Gretchen sold it to me.”

      “Do you know if anyone owned the house before Patricia did?”

      “She was the original owner.”

      Patricia must have known about the bones and took the house’s perilous secret to the grave.

      “It’s kinda dark in here,” I said. “Are there any more lights we could turn on so I can get a better look?”

      She shook her head. “Sorry. The electrician removed the fixtures and bulbs in this room yesterday because we’re switching them out this week. There are a couple of lamps in the bedroom. I can grab them if you want.”

      “Let’s try something else first,” I said.

      I grabbed a flashlight and a pair of plastic gloves out of my car. Tiffany disappeared down the hall and returned clutching another bottle of wine.

      She held it up and wiggled it at me. “Want some?”

      I shook my head.

      “Care if I have some?” she asked.

      “Do what you need to do. You’ve had a rough night.”

      She cocked her head to one side and narrowed her eyes like she wasn’t sure if I was being serious or not. “I don’t do this often, you know … drink two bottles in one night.”

      “I’m sure you don’t. It’s fine. Don’t worry about it.”

      She uncorked the bottle, swigged back a mouthful, and took a seat on top of a stepladder.

      I clicked on my flashlight and used my cell phone to snap a few photos. Still skeptical of the discovery Tiffany had made I smoothed a hand over the plastic and wiped the dust away. I leaned in for a closer look, and a deluge of questions flooded my mind.

      Were they, in fact, human remains?

      If so, were they male or female?

      How long had the remains been there?

      How and why had they ended up there in the first place?

      Bits of plastic wrapped around the bones appeared to have been gnawed off, I guessed by rodents. Other parts had deteriorated. I assessed the width of the section of wall in question. It didn’t seem wide enough to house a fresh corpse, leading me to wonder if the body had been kept somewhere else for a time before being transferred to its current location.

      Tiffany swallowed back a bit more wine and said, “Well? What do you think?”

      “I think your suspicions may be right.”

      She threw her head back in disgust. “Ugh. Figures. What happens now?”

      I removed my cell phone from my pocket. “Now I make a few phone calls.”
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      I dropped Tiffany off at a nearby hotel and promised to check in on her before I went home. Convincing her to leave the house while I investigated further hadn’t been easy. But as the minutes ticked by and her words blended together in a flurry of slurred confusion, she wasn’t in any kind of state of mind to be helpful.

      When I returned to Tiffany’s place, I found Harvey parked in the driveway, munching on a peanut butter cookie while he waited for my return. Harvey was my stepdad and San Luis Obispo’s police chief. We made eye contact, and he tossed the bag of cookies to the side like it had never existed.

      He stepped out of his pickup truck and flashed me a sheepish grin. “Hey, Georgiana.”

      “I’d get rid of the evidence stashed inside your truck before you return home tonight if I were you,” I said.

      “I plan on it. Last thing I need is another lecture about the mismanagement of my diabetes from your mother. Do me a favor and forget what you just saw, okay?”

      I shot him a wink. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. I didn’t see a thing.”

      “Your sister told your mother you have a male friend in town for the weekend.”

      Of course she had.

      Juicy gossip was Phoebe’s kryptonite.

      In an attempt to keep my private life private, I lifted a finger in the direction of the house. “Tiffany Wheeler just bought this place, and she has been doing some renovations. Tonight, she found what appear to be human remains inside of a wall in the living room.”

      “Well then, I best get in there and check these bones out for myself,” he said.

      Harvey accompanied me through the house to the hole in question. I clicked on my flashlight, he clicked on his, and he stuck his face into the hole to get a better look.

      “Bones, eh?” he said. “Can’t say I’ve ever dealt with anything like this before.”

      Neither had I.

      “Tiffany’s in shock,” I said. “I don’t blame her.”

      “Her father know about this yet?”

      I shook my head. “I wanted to talk to you first before we involve Mayor Wheeler.”

      “Good call. We don’t know what we’re dealing with yet.”

      Harvey cracked his knuckles, a habit he often displayed when his nerves were getting the best of him.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “What’s what?”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “What do you mean? Everything’s fine.”

      It wasn’t fine. I could tell.

      “Something’s on your mind,” I said. “Something you’re not telling me.”

      “It’s nothing.”

      I didn’t believe him.

      He made an attempt to deflect my questions by saying, “Who owned the house before Tiffany?”

      “Gretchen Adams inherited it from her mother. I’ll track her down in the morning. It’s too bad I can’t talk to her mother while I’m at it.”

      “Why can’t you?”

      “Patricia Adams died a few months ago. She left the house to her daughter.”

      A light tapping sound emitted from the opposite side of the front door. A male voice said, “Gigi? Chief? You here?”

      “Come on in, Silas,” I said. “We’re in the living room.”

      Silas Crowe, the county coroner, entered the house sporting a disheveled head of shaggy hair, which had either been slept on or roughed up before he came over. He took note of me eyeballing the tangled mess and tried to comb his fingers through it, which made it even worse.

      “You … uhh, missed a couple of buttons on the bottom of your shirt,” I said.

      He pulled his shirt out, glanced down, and laughed. “I guess there’s no point denying I had company at my house when you called.”

      “Seems like everyone had a hot date tonight but me,” Harvey said, “unless you count a few rounds of cards with the missus a date.”

      Silas glared at me. “You had a date, Gigi? Do tell.”

      “Why don’t we talk about why we’re all here tonight?” I said. “Okay?”

      “Oh, all right, fine.” Silas approached the hole. “Any chance the bones can be removed from the wall cavity so I can lay them out?”

      “I don’t think so,” I said. “I tried tugging at the plastic earlier to see if it moved and it didn’t. And if we use the sledgehammer to make a bigger hole, I’m worried we’ll compromise the integrity of the bones themselves.”

      “You find a skull?”

      I nodded and directed him to its location.

      “Guess I’ll have to break this bad boy open and see what we got,” he said.

      Silas gloved up, removed a scalpel from his forensics kit, and made a circular incision into the plastic. He peeled the plastic back and reached in, cradling the skull in his hand like it was a silken spiderweb he was determined to keep intact. Free from its resting place, he escorted the skull to the kitchen and set it on a piece of plastic on the counter.

      Harvey and I joined Silas and waited for his initial assessment. A few minutes went by, and then Silas said, “I can tell you one thing. It is a human skull. I may not be able to determine whether it’s male or female or how old it is until we get the rest of the body out.”

      “Can you tell anything from looking at the skull?” I asked.

      “Not much. I’m a bit out of my league here. I’ll need some help in order to make an accurate identification.”

      “Meaning?” I asked.

      “I’d like to call in an odontologist to see what dental evidence can be found. I’ll also get in touch with a forensic anthropologist friend of mine to analyze the bones. She just moved back to the area.”

      “Sure,” Harvey said. “Whatever you need.”

      With the greatest of care, Silas tilted the skull on its side. “You see this here, this round hole?”

      I bent over it. “Yeah?”

      “It has sharp margins and internal beveling, which suggests it’s an entrance wound made by a bullet. I’ll need to do some testing to be sure. If I’m right, we’re looking at one of two possibilities for our John or Jane Doe.”

      I knew where he was headed with this. “Let me guess. Suicide or murder.”
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      I checked in on Tiffany the next morning. She’d called her father, who then called Harvey and pressed him for answers we didn’t have. I headed to the lab and found Silas hovering over a metal table containing pieces of bone. Beside him was a woman wearing a Green Day concert shirt beneath a black suit jacket, black jeans, and red Chuck Taylor high tops. Her lengthy dreadlocks were pulled back into an attractive ponytail, and she looked like she could be Kerry Washington’s twin.

      “Gigi,” Silas said, “this is Simone Bonet. She’s the forensic anthropologist I was telling you about last night.”

      Simone assessed my black, ’30s style drop-waist dress from head to toe and said, “Hmm. You gotta be the one who drives around town in the old Jaguar, right?”

      If by old she meant restored classic, then yes, I was.

      “A ’37 Jaguar, yes,” I said.

      “You don’t remember me, do you?”

      I didn’t.

      “Should I?” I asked.

      “I guess not. It’s been a long time. I don’t see why you would. We were in school together. I was a freshman when you were a senior.”

      “Oh,” I said, because oh was all I could think to say.

      She seemed to be steering the conversation in a specific direction.

      “Were we in a club together or something?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “You were driving home after school one day and noticed my brother had fallen off his bike. He was clumsy then and he’s clumsy now. You pulled over, helped him to his feet, and when you saw how damaged his bike was, you put it into the back of your pickup truck and drove him home.”

      I flashed back to a memory of a girl in braces, handing me a plate of cupcakes. “You brought me cupcakes and a card you’d made as a thank-you.”

      She crossed her arms and smiled. “Yeah, I did. Good memory. On the drive home, he told you he’d been riding too fast, trying to get away from Zane Bradford, the class bully.”

      “I remember.”

      “At the time, my brother was the shy, skittish type. You told him Zane acted the way he did because he was weak and insecure. You said he picked on my brother because he wished he could be more like him, the kind of person who could do anything with his life. Those words meant a lot to him.”

      I’d never been good at accepting compliments, so I glanced at the bones and said, “Looks like you almost have a full skeleton here.”

      “We do,” Silas said. “We’re just missing a few smaller vertebrae and several toes.”

      “What can you tell me?”

      “When I’m assessing human bones,” Simone said, “there are four main parts of identification: age, sex, race, and stature. What we have here is a male.”

      “How do you know?” I asked.

      “Male skulls are larger than females.” Simone removed a pen from her pocket and hovered it a few inches over the pelvis region. “Men have a narrow, deep pelvis. Women have a wider, shallower pelvis and a ventral arc. A quick way to identify whether we’re looking at a male or female is in this notch here, in the fan-shaped bone. When I pressed my thumb into it, it was tight. Women have more wiggle room.”

      “What about race?”

      “Caucasian.” She brought the pen up to the man’s skull. “White people have a taller nasal aperture. See?”

      “Aperture?”

      “Opening of the nose.”

      “Any idea how old John Doe was when he died?” I asked.

      “My estimation at this time would suggest he may have been in his twenties. After age thirty, you start to see signs of deterioration in the bones, lower back issues, or bones which are less dense. These bones appear young and healthy.”

      “And the hole in his skull?”

      “Simone agrees with my original assessment,” Silas interjected. “The victim has a keyhole wound. It’s caused by the bullet striking the skull at a shallow angle. It split the bone into two fragments. So, even though it seems like we’re looking at the bullet’s point of entry, the hole is both the entry and exit path of the bullet.”

      “Have you met with the odontologist yet?”

      “He’s been busy,” Silas said. “Might take a couple of days.”

      “Let me know when you do.”

      Silas nodded. “Sure thing.”

      Progress was being made. We had a white male, under thirty, shot in the head by what I believed wasn’t accidental means. Now I needed to identify our man of mystery so I could prove it.
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