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        “To remain as I am is impossible. I must die or be better, it appears to me.”

      

        

      
        -	Abraham Lincoln

        Letter to John Stuart, January 23, 1841

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

        

      

    

    
      Harper Ellis leaned back on her pillow, staring at the framed photo sitting atop her dresser. In the picture, Harper and her aunt were arm in arm, smiling, the joyous memory now frozen in time. It had been three years since Aunt Frida had died. Three years since her death had been ruled an accident. Three years … and everyone had moved on.

      Everyone except Harper.

      Harper had spent those years digging, looking for clues, asking questions, gathering every tidbit she could find to explain the unexplainable. She talked to anyone who would listen, trying to get them to see they were wrong, and she was right.

      Aunt Frida’s death wasn’t an accident.

      She’d been murdered.

      Of this, Harper was certain.

      At first, most of Aunt Frida’s friends and family indulged Harper’s theories, to a degree. They assumed she was grieving as they were. But as time passed, and Harper refused to let her suspicions go, they grew tired of hearing them. Soon after, her mother asked her not to speak of her aunt’s death again—to anyone—and suggested she put her ludicrous theories to rest.

      Harper pulled the photo frame off the dresser and clutched it in her hands, reminiscing about the day the picture was taken. It was Harper’s fifteenth birthday. Friends and family gathered at the park to celebrate. They had a barbecue and took pictures under a gazebo her mother had decorated with balloons and twinkle lights.

      It was one of the happiest days of Harper’s life.

      It was also the last time she saw her Aunt Frida alive.

      A soft rapping sound on the bedroom door snapped Harper back into the present moment. She returned the photo frame to its usual spot and said, “Come in.”

      Her mother poked her head inside.

      “Have you decided what you’re wearing to the wedding tomorrow?” she asked.

      “It’s okay to dress in all black, right?”

      Her mother didn’t seem too amused. “Not funny, Harper.”

      “I’m kidding, Mom.”

      “I know you are, honey. What are you up to tonight?”

      “The usual. Hanging out with friends.”

      “Don’t stay out too late. We need to leave here at nine thirty to get to the beach before the ceremony begins.”

      “I’ll be ready. Don’t worry.”

      Satisfied, her mother smiled and closed the door.

      It was a rare occasion when Harper lied to her mother. But revealing her actual plans for the evening was out of the question. Tonight, she was testing her latest theory, and this time, she was ninety percent sure she had it right. Step one in the confirmation process required her to leave a note beneath the windshield of a certain person’s vehicle. A note that said:

      

      Meet me at Shamel Park, at the gazebo. Tonight. Eight o’clock.

      Don’t show, and I’ll tell everyone what really happened to Frida, and why.

      

      A few months earlier, Harper had stumbled upon an important clue in her quest to prove Frida’s death wasn’t an accident. Now it was time to see if she was right. If she was, she needed to get him to say something to incriminate himself.

      Given the fact no one had yet believed her, Harper knew she’d need help if she was to bring Frida’s killer to justice. Over the last three months, she’d been planning and saving, preparing for today.

      Soon everyone would know the truth.

      Soon, Aunt Frida’s killer would pay.

      Unsure of how her suspect would take the news when he was confronted, Harper invested in a little protection. She pulled open her dresser drawer, riffling through it until she found the pocketknife she’d purchased. She stuck it into her purse and glanced at the mirror, pulling her blond, wavy hair back into a loose ponytail. She dabbed a bit of clear gloss over her lips and reached for her car keys.

      It was 7:35 p.m.

      Go time.

      Harper gave her mother a quick wave goodbye and headed out the door. She walked to the car and got inside, gripping the steering wheel as she inhaled a lungful of air. Her heart was beating fast—too fast. But there wasn’t much she could do about that.

      During the drive, she rehearsed what she wanted to say in her mind. The words she would use had to be precise. They needed to provoke him, to make him talk, to prove whether he was the man she was after.

      Harper pulled to a stop at the park’s entrance and exited the car. Tonight seemed warmer than usual. A quiet stillness filled the air, and there wasn’t much light, just a sliver of a moon peeking out from behind the clouds.

      She scanned the area, didn’t see anyone. Perhaps he wasn’t here yet. She checked the time. Five minutes to spare, right on schedule.

      Harper walked the grassy path to the gazebo and waited.

      Five minutes passed.

      Then ten.

      Then twenty.

      At half past eight, it was obvious he wasn’t coming. She strolled back to the car, disappointed the night hadn’t gone as planned. She’d chosen to meet at the gazebo because of its significance.

      No matter.

      A new plan was forming.

      If he didn’t want to come to her, she’d go to him.

      She knew where he lived.

      Harper pulled the driver’s-side door open, jolting backward when a gray cat darted out from beneath a picnic table next to the gazebo. The cat turned toward her, narrowing his eyes at me, the trespasser.

      Crazy cat.

      You scared the bejesus out of me.

      She huffed a slight laugh and got into the car. Slipping her seatbelt over her waist, she put the key into the ignition. A hand reached out from behind, then two—fingers thick and strong, as they wrapped around her neck. Squeezing.

      Harper tried to scream and couldn’t.

      She tried reaching for the pocketknife, but the tight, unrelenting grip of the seatbelt wouldn’t allow it.

      She curled her fingers around his, desperate to peel them off her, but his grip was firm, unmoving. The man leaned forward, his hot breath filtering inside her ear as he uttered the last words she’d ever hear in this lifetime. “For the record, Harper … you were right.”
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      I awoke feeling refreshed and relaxed, my eyes coming to rest on the wedding gown I’d chosen to wear for the afternoon festivities—my brother Paul was marrying my friend Simone Bonet. Unlike most traditional weddings, Simone had decided there would be no set colors, no matching bridesmaid dresses, no matching of any kind. Instead, she wanted a day bursting with color, and I was happy to oblige.

      I’d settled on a red and black, fitted, 1930s Downton Abbey style cocktail dress made of silk and velvet. Matching gloves and a long strand of pearls Giovanni had given me would accent the look. Over the last year, I’d been growing my hair out, but the day before at the hair salon, I’d chopped it into a sleek, chin-length bob. I’d also dyed it black and added highlights the same shade of red as my dress.

      Knowing how much there was to do before the ceremony, I needed to get up and get moving. Besides, the aroma of bacon cooking was impossible to resist. I patted Luka, my Samoyed, on the head and said, “What do you think, buddy? Should we get some breakfast?”

      As soon as the word breakfast left my lips, he jumped off the bed and scurried out of the room, trotting off toward the kitchen. I wrapped a robe around my waist and followed suit, my mind going through a mental checklist of all the wedding responsibilities I’d taken on for the day. There was plenty to be done, but not before I started the day off right.

      I needed eggs.

      Pronto.

      I entered the kitchen whistling the tune of Frank Sinatra’s “Come Fly with Me.” Clad in an apron, Giovanni smiled at me, grabbed a piece of bacon, and tipped it into the dog bowl. Luka scarfed it up and then looked at Giovanni, hoping for another.

      I laughed and said, “You spoil him.”

      He shot me a wink. “As do you.”

      Guilty as charged.

      Giovanni tipped his head toward the counter. “I’ve made you a mocha, and there’s a glass of orange juice for you as well. I figured you might want both today.”

      It seemed Luka wasn’t the only one who was spoiled in this household. I grabbed the mocha, gave Giovanni a quick kiss, and sat next to him at the table.

      My current state of mind could be summed up in one word: love. A week before, Giovanni and I had traveled to Napa Valley. We’d spent our days sipping wine and touring vineyards and our nights taking in the breathtaking sunsets from the deck of the villa we’d rented. It had been a long while since I’d shut off the outside world and allowed myself to relax, and I’d returned feeling like my entire being had just been recharged.

      Giovanni placed a hand on my arm. “How long do I have before we head out to start setting up?”

      “An hour or so. I figure it will take a couple of hours to get it all arranged, and then we can head back here and get ready.”

      “Sounds good to me.”

      The doorbell rang, and I glanced at the time. It seemed too early in the day for visitors.

      “Are you expecting someone?” I asked.

      Giovanni nodded. “Peppe offered to help set up for the wedding, and Salvatore may be coming as well.”

      Peppe and Salvatore were Giovanni’s right-hand men. They’d worked for his family for years, doing … well, the way I understood it, anything the family required of them.

      And I do mean anything.

      Giovanni went to answer the door, and a minute later, Peppe shuffled into the kitchen, carrying a box of cannoli in one hand and a 128-ounce soda in the other. He set both items on the counter and ran the back of his hand along his sweaty brow, huffing like he’d just run out of steam during a marathon.

      Giovanni eyed the Big Gulp and frowned. “I thought you were going to cut down on these.”

      “Cut down, not cut out, Boss.”

      “We’ve talked about this, about your health. You saw what happened to Angelo. I won’t allow the same to happen to you, Peppe.”

      “I know. I know. I need to do better.” Peppe opened the box and tipped it toward Giovanni. “Cannoli?”

      Frustrated, Giovanni shook his head and sighed.

      It appeared his pep talk had not resonated.

      Peppe shrugged and turned toward me, offering me a cannoli. “Georgiana, you, ahh … you know, ahh, your …”

      He swirled a finger in the air like we were playing a game of charades, and I was supposed to interpret what he wanted to say.

      Giovanni glanced at me. “Your robe, cara mia. It’s come undone.”

      I looked down at my partially exposed breast.

      So it had.

      I made some adjustments to my robe and declined the cannoli.

      “Oh, come on,” Peppe said. “Neither of you want a cannoli? You guys are no fun.”

      Giovanni excused himself to change, and I whipped up some scrambled eggs, tossing in a couple of extra ones as I pushed Peppe to try something other than his usual morning routine—something healthy for a change. He turned his nose up at my offering, but he knew better than to flat-out refuse me. I considered it a win.

      A half-hour later, Salvatore arrived, and the four of us left, making a quick stop to pick up several stacks of chairs before heading over to set up for the service.

      Simone had chosen Shamel Park in our hometown of Cambria as the wedding venue, beneath a gazebo overlooking the ocean. Once it was arranged, we’d drive to my mother’s house, where Tide the Knot event planners were setting up a large tent in the backyard for the reception.

      Given the early hour, all was quiet when we arrived at the park. Aside from an older gentleman walking his basset hounds, the only other person in sight was a woman around my age. She was wearing a pair of flip-flops a few sizes too big, and her face was grimy, her hair a matted mess of untamed curls. She was pacing back and forth between two trees, holding a book in her hand, and talking to herself.

      We made eye contact, and she became skittish.

      She turned and ran in the opposite direction, toward the street.

      Odd, to say the least.

      I instructed the men where to set up the chairs, and then grabbed a box filled with decorations out of the trunk. Walking to the gazebo, I spied a small pocketknife in the grass. When I bent down to pick it up, my eyes landed on a pair of broken prescription glasses a few feet away.

      Even odder.

      I pocketed the knife, tossed the glasses into the box I was carrying, and searched the area, wondering what other random gems I might find. I turned toward the street, looking for the woman I’d seen. She was gone.

      I neared the gazebo and noticed another woman, this one younger, sleeping on the ground inside of it. My first thought was that she may have had too much to drink the night before and had passed out here. Part of her body was covered with a blanket.

      From the other side of the gazebo, I cupped a hand to the side of my mouth and said, “Excuse me. Wakey-wakey. I’ve got a wedding to set up for today. Time to get up and run along.”

      No movement.

      No response.

      I raised my voice and tried again. “Did you hear me? Listen, you’re going to have to leave. We have a wedding here today, and we’ve paid to reserve the space. Come on now. You gotta go.”

      Giovanni, Salvatore, and Peppe overheard the one-sided conversation I’d been having and headed in my direction.

      “Georgiana, is everything all right?” Giovanni asked.

      I glanced over my shoulder and replied, “There’s a woman sleeping in the gazebo. I’ve asked her to leave, but it seems she’s not ready to go.”

      I set the box down and approached the woman, ready to shake some sense into her. The moment I touched her skin, I yanked my hand away, reassessing the reality of the situation. I pulled the blanket back, scanned her person, and a new theory developed. The top two buttons on the woman’s shirt were ripped, and her feet were bare, her body stiff to the touch. Her skin was a peaky bluish color, and fresh bruises circled her neck.

      I felt a hand on my shoulder and jumped, turning to see Giovanni hovering over me. “A sound sleeper. Have you found any identification?”

      “I haven’t. But I can tell you one thing. She’s not sleeping … she’s dead.”
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      Careful not to do more damage to any potential evidence on or around her body, I removed a pen from my bag. I then used it to brush some hair away from the woman’s face so I could get a look at it. Her face came into view, and I gasped.

      “What is it?” Giovanni asked.

      “I know this young woman,” I said. “I mean, I don’t know her know her, but we’ve met.”

      Giovanni raised a brow. “When?”

      Six months earlier, I’d formed the Case Closed Detective Agency with Simone Bonet and Lilia Hunter, both former detectives themselves.

      “She stopped by my office last week, the same night we were leaving for Napa Valley. It was closing time, and I was just heading out. She said she wanted to hire my agency to investigate her aunt’s death. She paid me a retainer, and we planned on meeting tomorrow to talk about her case.”

      “Did she mention why she wanted her aunt’s death investigated?”

      “She was antsy when she stopped by, and I could tell she wanted to sit down and go over the details with me. Since she came in at the end of the day, and I knew we had a four-hour drive to Napa, I was in a hurry to get out of there. I told her she could either wait or let Simone or Hunter take down the details while I was gone, but she wasn’t interested in speaking to either one of them.”

      “Did she say why?”

      “All I know is she was adamant about talking to me and no one else. And now, knowing she’s dead, I just … I feel awful for running out on her the way I did.”

      Giovanni rested a hand on my shoulder. “There’s no way you could have known.”

      He had a point, but I couldn’t shake the guilt that was creeping in. If I had taken the time to listen, maybe she’d still be alive.

      While Giovanni continued to offer words of support, Salvatore made the necessary calls. It wasn’t long before Detective Rex Foley and San Luis Obispo’s Chief of Police, Ivan Blackwell, arrived. The chief was known as “Ivan the Terrible” around the police department. The name fit to a tee.

      Blackwell took one look at me and rolled his eyes. “Why is it whenever anything happens around town, you’re always in the middle of it, Germaine?”

      I shrugged. “Danger has a way of finding me, I guess.”

      He fiddled with the ring on his finger, something he always did when he was irritated. “More like death has a way of finding you, wouldn’t you say? At any rate, we’re here now. You can move along, and by move along, I do mean you and the rest of your party can leave.”

      “I’ll stay.”

      “What are you doing here, anyway?”

      “Today is Simone Bonet’s wedding to my brother. They’re getting married here, about five hours from now.”

      “I believe what you mean to say is they were getting married here. They’re not anymore. As of this moment, Shamel Park is a crime scene.”

      No duh.

      Foley, who’d remained silent up to this point, looked at the deceased woman and then at me. “She’s young. No more than seventeen or eighteen, I’d guess.”

      “The victim’s name is Harper Ellis,” I said.

      Foley jotted it down.

      “Do you know her?” Blackwell asked.

      “We met last week, at my office.”

      “What was she doing there?”

      “Hiring my detective agency to investigate the death of her aunt, a woman named Frida Cunningham. Frida died a few years back, before I moved back to Cambria.”

      Blackwell bent over Harper and said, “I think I met this girl. Yes, it was her. I’m sure of it. She wanted me to reopen the investigation into her aunt’s death. She was upset when I said I wouldn’t, but I looked at the case file. There was nothing to suggest Frida’s death was a homicide.”

      Foley took some notes and then addressed Blackwell. “How did the Cunningham woman die?”

      “Memory serves, she took a tumble down some stairs,” Blackwell said.

      My stepdad, Harvey, was still chief of police when Frida died. He’d retired a year ago, and Blackwell had taken his place.

      “Talk to Harvey,” I said. “He’ll have more details.”

      “Shouldn’t you have more details?” Blackwell asked. “You were a detective for the department back then, weren’t you? Oh, wait. You just said it was before you moved back. You took off after your daughter died.”

      The way he’d said it was like her death was nothing—no big deal—like she was a crumpled piece of paper ripped out of a worthless notebook.

      Sensing the tension between us, Foley cut in. “So, the Cunningham woman dies and three years later, her niece is found dead too, right after trying to hire Germaine to take another look into her aunt’s death. Seems like it might be worth looking into.”

      “Seems like nothing,” Blackwell clarified. “Don’t jump to conclusions, Foley. We don’t know what happened yet. Could be just another stupid teenager overdosing on drugs.”

      Stupid teenager?

      “Show some respect, Blackwell,” I said. “Even if she died of an overdose, she was a person, a human being, someone’s daughter.”

      He swished a hand through the air. “Yeah, yeah.”

      “Chief, you see this?” Foley was bent over the victim’s body, his eyes fixated on the marks on the victim’s neck. “Looks like bruising.”

      Blackwell leaned in. “Huh. You may be right. Hard to say.”

      “I thought the same thing,” I said.

      “No one cares what you think,” Blackwell said.

      I muttered, “You’re such an asshole,” under my breath, thinking I’d kept it low enough until Blackwell said, “What was that?”

      I cleared my throat and modified. “No matter how she died, I’ll be investigating what happened to her.”

      “Like hell you will,” Blackwell responded.

      “Since it’s obvious you need reminding, I don’t need your permission.”

      “And I don’t need you mucking up my case.”

      “Like the way I mucked up your last one—the one I solved?”

      He stabbed a finger at me and said, “Listen here, Germaine. You may think you can just waltz into my crime scenes and do whatever you like. I’m here to tell you—”

      Before he could finish, Giovanni was at my side, his face stern, arms folded, glaring at Blackwell, as if daring him to keep talking. Peppe and Salvatore were close behind.

      “Get your finger out of Georgiana’s face,” Giovanni said.

      “This isn’t your business, gangster,” Blackwell said.

      “I’ve just made it my business.”

      “It would be wise for you to remember who runs this town. It isn’t you.”

      Giovanni stepped in front of me, his face inches from Blackwell’s. They squared off. Foley looked like he might step in but didn’t. Blackwell maintained his position, but for the first time, I detected a hint of nervousness in his eyes. The paramedics arrived, and Blackwell lowered his finger, tipped his head toward Foley, and grunted, “Come on, let’s go have a chat with the paramedics before they get started.”

      As he passed by, he smacked shoulders with Giovanni, a move that was as stupid as it was deliberate. Disrespecting a man like Giovanni was a huge no-no, and I braced myself for some serious retribution. But Giovanni held back, fists tight at his sides, as he controlled himself.

      I grabbed his hand. “Thanks for letting him go. He’s not worth it.”

      He growled something I couldn’t understand, and then said, “I’ll deal with Blackwell another day. Today isn’t about him. It’s about Simone and Paul.”

      He was right.

      It was.

      And the next stop was one I wished I didn’t have to make.
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      Instead of spending my time calling around, informing family members about what we’d discovered at the park, Giovanni and I drove to my mother’s house, where the rest of my family had gathered for breakfast. Aunt Laura was sitting in the front yard when we arrived, sipping on a can of Coke, and talking to my brother Nathan. He’d just returned from overseas where he’d been photographing marine life for his art studio. It had been over a year since I’d last seen him, and of all my siblings, he was my favorite.

      Nathan walked to the car as we parked and opened the passenger-side door, pulling me into a big bear hug as soon as I stepped out.

      “It’s good to see you, sis,” he said.

      “You too.” I leaned back and took him in. “You’re a lot tanner, and you’ve grown a beard.”

      He tugged on his facial hair and nodded. “The ladies seem to like it. What do you think? Is it me?”

      I laughed and said, “Yeah, it suits you.”

      Nathan shook Giovanni’s hand, and as they caught up, Aunt Laura glanced at her watch and waved me over.

      “We didn’t expect you for another couple of hours,” she said. “Everything go all right at the park?”

      My silence combined with the somber look on my face was her answer.

      “Goodness,” she said. “How bad is it?”

      “On a scale from one to a zillion, it’s right up there. Are Paul and Simone around?”

      “Out back, I believe, overseeing the setup of the big tent for this evening.”

      “I need to chat with them for a bit. I’ll catch up with you later.”

      She shooed me away with her hand. “You go on. Do your thing. Don’t worry about me.”

      I headed inside but didn’t get too far before my mother stepped in front of me. “Finished decorating already? I can’t believe it. You’re usually so … so …”

      She stopped herself before she finished the sentence.

      “So what?”

      She tapped a finger on the side of her face. She was either trying to figure out the right words to say or a way to backpedal from what had already been said.

      “It’s your attention to detail,” she said. “It’s … you know … everything must be just so. I’m not saying it’s a bad thing, sweetie. I’m sure it’s why Simone put you in charge of decorating the gazebo and setting up for her special day. You’re the perfect person for the job.”

      Nice save, Mom.

      “I stopped by to see if Paul and Simone need help with anything else,” I said, as Giovanni joined us.

      She gave me a suspicious look. “Oh, I’m sure they have it all under control. Why don’t you sit down, have some breakfast? I believe there’s still a few pieces left of that three-cheese quiche you like.”

      Giovanni noticed I needed a distraction to get past my mother, and he said, “Darlene, you’re looking more fit every time I see you.”

      My mother blushed. “Oh, stop it. You know just what to say to an old woman, don’t you?”

      “I mean it. Those exercise classes are paying off.”

      “Well, thank you. You know, Georgiana, you should join me at Pilates sometime—if you can ever find the time to step away from work for more than a few seconds.” She laughed and tipped her head toward Giovanni, adding, “She’s a workaholic, this one. Just like her father was before he died.”

      Giovanni smiled and shifted the topic of conversation. “The last time I was here, you were going to show me the wine rack Harvey built for you, but we never got around to it. How about now?”

      My mother nodded and then looped her arm around his. “I don’t see why not. He did such a great job. Wait until you see it. You’ll be amazed.”

      Giovanni shot me a wink as they walked toward the basement door, and I mouthed the words thank you.

      I rushed outside, hoping my mother wouldn’t notice I wasn’t in tow. Simone, who had been talking to one of the caterers, flashed her thousand-watt Michelle Obama smile when she saw me. She was wearing a Pet Shop Boys T-shirt beneath a black blazer, a pair of jeans that were rolled up at the bottom, and Converse high-top shoes.

      “Hey, how’s everything going?” she asked.

      “Can I talk to you and Paul for a minute?”

      We made eye contact and she excused herself, telling the caterer she’d check in again later.

      “You’re here a lot sooner than I thought you’d be,” she said. “How did the gazebo turn out?”

      “That’s what I need to talk to you about.”

      She stopped walking and looked me in the eye. “What do you mean? Should I be worried? Why do I feel like I should be worried?”

      “Let’s grab Paul, and I’ll fill you in on the details.”

      We found him hanging out with a couple of his groomsmen, two of which looked like they were still hung over from last night’s bachelor party. The three of us walked toward a private spot at the back of the yard, where I confessed what I’d been keeping in.

      “This morning, when I arrived at the park to set up, I found a young woman inside the gazebo. At first, I thought she’d fallen asleep there. I tried to shake her, to wake her up, and that’s when I realized she wasn’t sleeping. She was dead.”

      Simone’s eyes widened.

      “Dead?” Paul said. “Do you know what happened to her?”

      “Not yet. Her name is Harper Ellis. We met last week when she came by the office to hire us to investigate her aunt’s death. I was just locking up for the night, and in my rush to get out of there, I failed to ask her for any details. I don’t even know why she believed her aunt’s death was a homicide.”

      “Guess we’re not getting married at the gazebo,” Paul said.

      “I’m sorry. The police are there now, going over the scene.”

      Paul looked at Simone. “What do you want to do, hon?”

      For a moment, I thought Simone was going to burst into tears. But she was a tough cookie, and no matter what she was feeling inside, she managed to keep it together. “I don’t know. My family’s here. Your family’s here. People flew in for our wedding. Even if we change locations, I don’t see how I can get married today knowing I’d look back on it and think about this poor girl dying at the same spot we were supposed to say our vows. It doesn’t feel right.”

      “I’ll do anything I can to help,” I said. “Name it.”

      Simone crossed her arms and exhaled a long sigh. “I need a moment to think about it, okay?”

      “Sure, no problem.”

      In the distance, I saw Harvey heading our way. “Hey, lovebirds, the guys setting up the tent have a few questions.”

      “I’ll go talk to them,” Paul said.

      He gave Simone a quick squeeze, and she said, “I’m going for a walk.”

      “Do you want company?” I asked. “I can join you.”

      She shook her head. “I need a drink and some ibuprofen. I’ll call you later.”

      As she walked away, Harvey narrowed his eyes at a somber, deflated Simone. He looked at me like he hoped I was about to fill him in on whatever he was missing.

      “You going to tell me what’s going on?” he asked.

      “I will, but not here. Can you slip away for a few minutes?”

      He shrugged. “I’m sure I can find a way. Why? What’s on your mind? I’m guessing something’s wrong. Wedding jitters, or …?”

      “Everything’s fine with Simone and Paul. I need to talk to you about a case you worked a few years ago with Hunter, back when she was a detective, and I was off grid.”

      “Which case?”

      “The woman’s name was Frida Cunningham.”

      He tugged at his chin, thinking.

      He repeated her name a few times, as if trying to kickstart his memory. “Ah, yes. I remember. The woman who fell down some stairs. What about her?”

      I glanced around, leaned in, and whispered, “I need to know why her death was ruled an accident … and if there’s any possibility it wasn’t.”
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      Based on Simone’s comments, I knew the wedding was off. Giovanni took the car and headed home, and I hopped into Harvey’s pickup truck. We had made it out of the house unnoticed, a lucky break. When we were far enough away, Harvey looked at me and said, “All right, kiddo. Out with it. Why are you asking about Frida Cunningham?”

      I filled him in on the meeting I’d had with Harper and the discovery I’d made at the park.

      When I finished, he pointed at my seat and said, “Reach under there and pull out my little toolbox, will you?”

      It seemed like a strange request, but I did as he asked. “What do you want me to do with it?”
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