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To Ryan, who had the courage to marry this coroner’s daughter despite the human organs in the basement freezer and the body bags drying on the lawn. I love you.
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Medical resident Dr. Emily Hartford did her best to shake off the mounting pressure that pulsed through her shoulders, up her neck, and throbbed into the muscles at the base of her skull. Where was that train?

The chondroplasty video looped through Emily’s brain on continuous replay. She had already watched it sixty-seven times. And in ninety-three minutes, she would be doing it for real on a retired professional soccer player who had torn up his knee. Now, recently retired from the sport, he needed the agility and mobility to run after two very active twin toddlers.

Emily, a third-year doctor in her surgical residency, checked the platform ticker for a fifth time. A signal flashed on the overhead monitor. Her train would be two minutes delayed. That was two minutes too late. A warm rain pelted her hood and soaked her running shoes and the pant legs of her scrubs. It would take all morning for them to dry in the highly cooled operation room. Her feet would be numb, with no chance of thawing until lunch. She had forgotten to pack fresh shoes and socks—a deep source of regret.

Her long, blonde hair, wound into a bun on top of her head, was hidden under a wool cap. Her long, lean figure stood a good head above most of the early morning commuters who littered the train stop. With hair down, heels, and makeup, Emily was always turning heads. This morning, in medical garb and hair pulled up, she blended agreeably into the soggy, gray, workaday world around her.

Standing under the platform awning, Emily cracked open her cluttered handbag to search for her phone and headset. Finding them twined around a small notebook and tube of lip gloss, she untangled them and, popping them into her ears, started to search her phone for that video. She wanted to revisit it just one more time.

As she scrolled through her phone to find it, a calendar reminder popped up. Today’s my birthday? Emily tapped the calendar app to double-check the date. Had she really forgotten about her twenty-eighth birthday? September 19th. Sure enough. Day of her birth. Emily had been so busy picking up extra shifts and studying all month, she realized, she hadn’t given a single thought to birthday plans.

The train whizzed into the station, and Emily stuffed her phone back into her handbag. As the train slowed to a stop, the mass of commuters shuffled toward the sliding doors that swooshed open, exchanging a trickle of disembarking passengers for the flock of waiting ones. Emily moved with the herd into the busy train and searched for a seat. A self-absorbed hipster wearing a black hoodie beat her to an aisle spot. She scanned ahead to the one remaining empty seat in the last row of the car but gave it up when an elderly Hispanic woman limped up behind her with a toothless grin and three overstuffed shopping bags. Emily pointed to the vacancy, and the diminutive woman nodded gratefully to her as she slouched into the hard plastic seat. One of the lady’s bags lost its balance and tipped out of her grasp. Emily caught it before it fell, preventing a canned goods avalanche. The woman offered a thankful smile. “Mucho gusto, senorita,” she said.

“De nada.” Emily settled grocery bags around the woman.

Grabbing a hand strap, Emily tried to block out the musty smell of body odor and rain by breathing shallowly through the bottom of her nose. It was a trick her father, also a physician, had taught her when they worked in the morgue together.

Blaring rap music entered the cab, disturbing everyone’s peace. Emily did her best to ignore a vagrant man squeezing through the center aisle, irreverently blasting his handheld radio. Profanities from the lyrics accosted her and the other riders, many of whom darted dirty looks at the guy. One of the annoyed commuters took courage: “Hey man, turn that thing off. There are children riding.”

The vagrant never even glanced up as he kept trekking toward the back of the car, crossing into the next car to besiege another unsuspecting group of commuters. This was city living. Dense. Unexpected. And fast. Twelve years in Chicago, and Emily was still not completely used to the pace of this world. Although she did love the energy of the city, she didn’t feel the same ease here as her boyfriend, Brandon, did. But then, he had grown up here. Known no other place. They’d met when she was a sophomore and he was a senior in college. On their dates he took her to underground Chicago and exposed her to the real Windy City. The places and people that moved under the surface gave it its texture and toughness. The more he showed her, the more she had come to understand the mysteries of this place. His enthusiasm and loyalty to this city that he loved so much was one of the reasons she had fallen in love with him. He was a fearless explorer, even in his own backyard. There was always something new to see and experience. He approached life with vivacity, curiosity, and thoughtfulness. Which, of course, made him not only a super boyfriend but also a superb surgeon.

She missed him. His schedule as a new surgeon working at Northwestern University Hospital was even more taxing than hers as a resident, and in the past couple of months they had hardly been able to spend a moment together beyond rushed lunches and late-night phone calls. But she was sure he was cooking something up for her birthday. Quite literally, perhaps. He was a foodie and self-taught chef. In his spare time, of course. And when was that exactly? She wasn’t sure. She swore he got by purely on catnaps in the doctor’s lounge.

Emily yawned and looked forward to seeing what surprises Brandon had in store for her day. In the meantime, she needed to focus on prepping for surgery. She pressed “Play” on the video button on her iPhone.

“Create a small incision around the front of the knee. Insert the arthroscope,” the clinical voice from the lecture on her iPod instructed. “This will help you diagnose the problem better and maintain surgery safety protocol.”

The chondroplasty marked an important milestone in her journey as a surgical resident at the University of Chicago Medical School. She would be calling the shots in the operating room under the supervision of the lead doctor and her mentor, Dr. Claiborne, with whom she had been working for three years.

“Expand the joint by pumping fluid into it through the pump hose inserted in one of the incisions. Using the arthroscope, inspect the joint to find the source of the problem, the damaged tissue.” The monotone voice droned as the camera kept an extreme close-up on the procedure. Did these producers purposefully hire monks to record the voiceover?

Emily felt ninety-six percent ready. With this little early morning review, she could pass the surgery with flying colors. In less than two years, Emily would be an employable surgeon, ready to conquer appendectomies, tonsillectomies, or colon resections. She might join a practice or stay on staff at a hospital. She wasn’t sure just yet. One day at a time. Brandon, on the other hand—always the visionary—wanted to open his own surgery center one day. He had also had his sights set on international travel for a few years with Doctors Without Borders. Emily wasn’t sure how she would fit into these plans. But she trusted Brandon had it all figured out.

“With your surgical tools, remove the loose cartilage tissue, which is what causes the knee to lock or pop if it drifts into the joint,” the lecture continued. “Take off the small patches of damaged cartilage, and then smooth out the surface of the repaired cartilage.” Emily made a mental picture of the procedure. It wasn’t difficult to imagine. She knew the human body better than most. By the time she was sixteen, Emily had dissected over a hundred bodies with her father, a medical examiner for Freeport County, where she’d grown up. Emily had expressed an interest in medicine since she was thirteen, and her dad insisted that helping with autopsies was the best way to master anatomy. Emily dove right in, assisting where she could, between homework, sports practice, piano lessons, and an expanding social life.

Emily’s phone buzzed, cutting off the video. She reached down to silence the call. It was a familiar Michigan number. Cathy Bishop, mortician and lifetime friend of Emily’s family. She had seen this number come up hundreds of times on her family’s caller ID. Cathy and her husband had owned Bishop & Schultz Funeral Home. It was the only funeral home in Freeport, and they had worked closely with Emily’s father. But Emily had spoken to Cathy only a handful of times in the past decade since she’d left home at sixteen.

Emily let the call go to voicemail. She replayed the video, trying to concentrate. But a foreboding nervousness pricked at her like it always did before a surgery. Working on dead people was easy. What’s the worst that could happen? They were already dead.

Keep it together. Today is huge. You need to pass this next step flawlessly. Concentrate. Focus. Listen to the boring monk voice. She notched up the volume and harnessed her concentration for four more stops until the train conductor called out, “Forty-seventh Street Station.” The train jerked to a slow roll. Emily shuffled toward the exit with a couple dozen passengers also jockeying for the door.

Exiting the metro, she jogged down the street toward the university hospital. Her heart rate elevated, and her breathing quickened. Running took away the nerves. Pat, pat, pat, pat, pat, pat. The balls of her feet slapped the wet cement as she darted up the hospital sidewalk.

It was showtime.
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As Emily entered the surgery center on the fourth floor, her mentor met her with a quick glance and handed her a stack of charts. He had been a surgeon for almost thirty years; he was a loving husband, father of three, a grandfather for the first time last year. She was lucky that he had chosen her from among the seventy-five other surgical interns, to study under him. They had worked together for three years now, and he treated her tough, but fairly.

“Good morning, Dr. Claiborne.” Emily broke into a forced smile that covered her frayed nerves.

“Dr. Hartford. Scrub in. I need you in OR five immediately. We have an emergency appendectomy.” He handed her a chart and started to take off down the hall.

“Wait. Dr. Claiborne. But what about my chondroplasty?”

“I’m giving it to Karen Connelly. Don’t be disappointed. You’ll get the next one. I promise.”

“Aren’t you coming in?” Emily said.

“No, it’s just a simple appendix. You got this.”

He scurried down the hall. Emily stood there stunned and unprepared for the sudden change of plans. Five minutes! She racked her brain for appendectomy procedures as she scanned the chart. Her rubber tennies squeaked as she picked up the pace to the operating room.

Everyone was already in the OR, prepping, when Emily entered the dressing area and tossed her bag aside. A nurse was scrubbing in at the sink.

“Jan, is there any chance you could take care of my bag? Claiborne just informed me I have—”

“I know, I know. I got it. I’m assisting you today. Claiborne threw you for a loop, huh?” She smiled at Emily as she secured her face mask.

“Big time.” Emily pushed up her sleeves and turned on the faucet.

“And on your birthday too. Nice gift.”

“What? How did you—?”

“Jackie. The nurse admin. She puts all our birthdays on the master calendar. Happy birthday, Dr. Hartford. See you there in five.” Jan marched off with Emily’s bag.

Emily scoured underneath her fingernails. Her hands were shaking slightly. Nerves and adrenaline and no breakfast. When am I gonna get over these pre-surgery jitters?

Dr. Claiborne had repeatedly told her that her nerves were normal, but Emily thought they would have subsided by year three.

She remembered Dr. Claiborne’s advice and drew in several long, deep breaths from the pit of her belly. As she suited up in her gown and gloves, her body began to relax. The quiver floated out of her fingertips. Through the glass windows, Emily could see into OR number five. The patient was already prepped and under anesthesia. As Emily stepped in, a nurse was calling out vitals.

“Let’s go, people! Dr. Hartford is here.” All eyes fell on Emily.

“Good morning, everyone.” Emily scanned the room and immediately relaxed. “Pleasure to be here with you. Are we all ready?”

Heads nodded and Emily gave everyone a reassuring smile before she slipped her face mask over her mouth. The team moved into position. Jan handed her a scalpel.

The cool metal in her hand triggered muscle memory. This was her realm. Dead or living.

The tip of the knife pressed into the patient’s skin to make the small incision where the scope would enter. Emily could envision the entire system under the layer of flesh. Within a few minutes, she was traveling inside familiar territory.

She scoped the patient’s lower abdomen. “I’m moving the scope to the bottom of the ascending colon. There. A little bit lower. The appendix should be right at the anterior cecum.”

“Patient’s blood pressure is dropping. Eighty-five over sixty,” said a nurse, monitoring vitals.

“Hold it there and keep me posted,” said Emily with her focus on the video monitor as she scoped for the tiny tissue. She was quiet for a few minutes, her gaze moving back and forth between the scope and the monitor.

“Everything okay, Dr. Hartford?” Jan cut the silence.

“I am—it’s just I can’t … it’s not …” Emily glanced up in time to catch worried glances flicker among her team.

“It’s not what? Do you need me to call Dr. Claiborne?” Jan asked.

“I think this little bugger is trying to hide from me.” Only slightly thrown off, Emily continued her laser focus on the monitor, adjusting the scope. “I don’t mean to step on anyone’s toes here, but are we one hundred percent sure this guy has an appendix?”

“Medical history doesn’t indicate any prior surgeries. And he didn’t have any scars on his abdomen or navel that I could see when I prepped him,” said Jan.

“Paramedics said he was complaining of severe nausea and had a high fever when they found him in the park. He passed out on the way to the hospital,” added another nurse.

“Guess I keep looking, then.” Emily glanced up with a playful wink and caught the concerned eye of the anesthesiologist.

“Dr. Hartford, patient is exhibiting masseter muscle contracture. Temp rising. One-oh-three-point-seven … one-oh-three-point-nine …,” said the anesthesiologist. “He’s going into malignant hyperthermia.”

“Get Dantrolene. And ice packs. I can’t get out of here just yet,” said Emily.

Several more team members hustled in with ice packs to cool the patient’s body. Emily’s fingers gripped the scope as she bore onto the monitor with intense concentration. “Where are you, little guy? Don’t be feisty. It’s time to come out.”

The anesthesiologist administered the Dantrolene, and it worked quickly, relieving part of the immediate danger to the patient.

“His muscles are relaxing. But body temp is holding at 104.1,” said the anesthesiologist.

“That’s too high. Get that temp down. More ice packs. I need one more minute to find this thing.”

All eyes were on the monitor as Emily scoped. Meanwhile, the anesthesiologist tried to stabilize the hyperthermia situation when another medical calamity presented itself.

“Where are you at, Dr. Hartford? ’Cause things are not great up here,” said the anesthesiologist.

“Still playing hide and seek. Tell me what you got,” said Emily, never lifting her eyes off the scope.

“He’s going into ventricular tachycardia.”

“Heart rate?”

“One fifty … one fifty-five …,” he replied.

“That’s rising too fast.”

“One sixty …”

“Prep for defib!” Emily deftly removed the scope in a single sweeping movement. Its thin, long wand reappeared from the patient’s abdomen into Jan’s hand. Another nurse shoved the defibrillation paddles into the anesthesiologist’s hands.

“Everyone back. Counting. One. Two. Three.”

Emily took a step back as the paddles jolted the patient. But the current didn’t work. The patient’s heart rate raced on.

“Once more! In three, two, one!” she shouted, and the team watched anxiously as the paddles activated their voltage across the patient’s chest. The second shock worked. The patient’s heart responded, and the heart monitor dove back into a normal rhythm.

“Heart rate normal. All clear,” said the anesthesiologist.

“Nice work. Let’s get back on track. I’m going back in. Scope.” Jan handed her the freshly sterilized instrument, and Emily immediately slipped the wand back into the belly of the patient. She came at a different angle this time.

“Where are you going with that thing?” Jan asked.

Emily’s intense eyes darted to the monitor. She carefully worked the wand into a new position.

“I think I’ve got it … yup, it’s right … there. Yes. Recto-cecum. It’s hiding behind the colon.”

“How on earth did you know to look there?” asked the anesthesiologist.

“I need a smaller scalpel and suction.” Jan was on it.

Emily leaned in and performed the tiny laceration, removing the offending tissue.

“Got it.”

“Beautiful,” said Jan.

“Now, let’s get this guy stitched up and ready for recovery.”

The team gave her a quick round of applause.

Emily left the operating room and went to scrub out. Jan followed her. The anesthesiologist and a couple of other nurses entered behind them.

“Doctor, come on—how did you know what to do?” asked the anesthesiologist again.

“I’ve never seen anything like that, and I’ve been a nurse for twenty years,” said another attending nurse.

“A pretty impressive way to start off your birthday,” said Jan.

“Hey. You don’t have to tell everyone.”

They finished scrubbing out and filed into the clerical station outside the OR. A nurse popped up from behind the desk, and the anesthesiologist raised his voice in a rousing first line of “Happy Birthday to You!” The whole team joined in by the second “Happy Birthday,” belting out a discordant melody from muffled face masks. As if on cue, Dr. Claiborne entered, holding a small round cake flaming with candles.

“Happy birthday, Emily. You definitely earned this today,” he said.

Emily shook her head, but her eyes expressed just how much she really loved it … and her team.

Dr. Claiborne held the cake in front of Emily. The candles were making their final descent into the frosting. “That move you just made in the OR requires some explanation.”

“I saw the same thing once during an autopsy of a forty-six-year-old male who died from a burst appendix. They couldn’t find it and get it out in time. He left behind a wife and three kids.”

“Well, I’m very impressed, but not at all surprised, Dr. Hartford. Well done,” he said. “Make a wish.”

Emily closed her eyes. But the only thing she could think to wish, she knew, would never come true. A thousand candles all blown out at once would never help her reconcile with the pain she’d run from in Freeport twelve years ago.

Instead, she wished that Brandon would do something spectacular for her birthday. It was a safe wish. One she could bet on.

Eyes still closed, Emily drew in a breath and extinguished the candles in an exaggerated exhalation. The crowd around her broke into applause, and when she opened her eyes, all the candles were smoking.
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Fifteen years earlier, on Emily’s thirteenth birthday, thirteen smoking candles wafted up from her birthday cake toward the chandelier hanging over the Hartfords’ formal dining room table. Hartford family birthdays were special occasions and were always celebrated with china and cloth napkins, a tradition Mary Hartford started when she and Robert were first married.

“So … what did you wish for?” said Mary, Emily’s mother. Mary and Robert had declared that thirteen was a significant milestone birthday in the Hartford home, and Emily would be granted a special birthday wish. Anything she wanted. Within reason. Emily was usually very low-key and easy to please. She liked simple, practical things and rarely asked for much. She had decided on her birthday wish months ago, and she had been dropping hints to her parents: maybe she wanted a bike … or a Caribbean cruise … or a shopping spree to the outlets, like her best friend had gotten. Secretly, none of it was true. Emily wanted something much closer to home.

She was about to answer her mother when the landline rang from the kitchen. Mary looked up at Emily as she dumped a large scoop of ice cream in a bowl, next to a piece of cake.

“Are you expecting a call from one of your friends?” said Mary as the phone rang a second time.

“No, everyone wished me a happy birthday at school.”

“Could it be your mother?” Robert asked Mary.

“Grandma called me after school,” said Emily, and the phone rang a third time.

“Then, that can only mean one thing,” said Mary turning to Robert. “Never fails.”

“I think my wish just came true,” Emily said under her breath.

“What? What do you mean?” said Mary.

Robert rose on the fourth ring and rushed into the kitchen to grab the phone before the answering machine picked up the call.

“Dr. Hartford speaking,” said Robert. Emily had one ear to the kitchen as Mary placed a bowl in front of her.

“I just hope he can stay long enough to finish your birthday dinner. You only turn thirteen once,” said Mary.

Emily only heard this kind of frustration in her mother’s tone when death interrupted family celebrations or holidays. And it always did. Without fail.

From the kitchen, Emily heard her father ask his usual round of questions: “What’s the address? Uh-huh. Is that across from the Strong’s farm? Yeah. Dangerous corner there. Third accident this year. Okay. Are the police there? Okay. Have they cordoned off the area? I see. Okay. Give me twenty minutes.”

When Robert returned to the table, a plate of cake and ice cream waited at his place, but he didn’t sit. “I’m so sorry. I can’t stay. Mary can you wrap this up for me, please, and throw it in the freezer. You guys don’t wait for me.” He slid the plate to her, and she took it back. Emily hated that all-too-familiar disappointment that sucked celebration out of the room.

“What happened?” said Mary.

“Single-car fatality. Two victims.”

“Anyone we know?” asked Mary.

“I don’t have names yet.”

“Meaning, you won’t say.”

“You know I can’t.”

“Was it someone from school?” said Emily.

“Why do you always assume it’s someone from school?” said Mary.

“I’m just curious,” said Emily.

“Morbidly so, I’m afraid,” said Mary.

“Look how you’re raising me. Can you blame a girl?” Emily said, and Mary gave her a small smile.

“I don’t think it’s anyone from your school.” Robert said.

The vague nugget was enough to give Emily a silent sigh of relief. She was grateful that this call had not been one of the harder cases her father commonly investigated, like a suicide, house fire, or—worse—homicide. She wasn’t sure she was ready to attend one of those just yet. From how her father had described those types of deaths, she knew she would definitely have to develop a stronger stomach first.

“We’ll do this later. I promise, but right now there’s a whole team of responders out there waiting. Not to mention the victims’ families, who are probably wondering why their kids aren’t home yet.”

“Oh, Robert, it’s a couple of high schoolers?”

Robert nodded. “It’s gonna be a long night.”

Emily eyed him. Now was the time. She needed to speak up.

“Aren’t you guys wondering what I wished for?”

“Oh yes, we’re brimming with eagerness to see how much you’re gonna set us back,” joked Robert.

“Dad!”

“I’m all ears if you can follow me to the office,” said Dad.

“Can it wait until tomorrow, Em?” said Mary as she and Emily trailed him to the office on the other side of the house.

“No, it can’t. It has to be now. Tonight.”

“Wow, Em, you’re not giving us a whole lot of warning here,” Robert said, grabbing his camera equipment and a couple of new body bags from a box on the bookshelf where he stored them.

“What I’m asking doesn’t involve any planning.”

“Maybe not, but we still need time to make it special for you,” Mary added.

“You can’t.”

“We can try.”

“No, I mean, it’s nothing you need to spend money on.”

“I like the sound of that,” said Robert with a wink.

“Your father has to get going.” Mary said.

“I know. And I want to go with him,” Emily said, eliciting a startled reaction from both parents. Robert looked to Mary.

“On a case?”

“Yes, I want to see what Dad does. And … and I want to attend the autopsy.”

“Can she do that? Legally, I mean?” asked Mary.

“We’re not dealing with a crime scene here, so as long as she doesn’t get in the way, I don’t see why not,” said Robert.

“It’s different than looking at the pictures you sometimes see on Dad’s desk,” said Mary, drawing a concerned look.

“I know. But Dad’s always saying how it’s the best way to learn anatomy. Which I’m gonna need to know if I’m going to be a doctor.”

“She makes a good point,” said Robert.

“These are real people. Young people. Not much older than you. How are you going to handle seeing them on that table cut up?”

“I … I … I’ll try to think of it like the baby pigs we dissected in science.”

“Except smellier,” Robert joked. “And if at anytime during this you don’t feel good or it’s upsetting you, you can leave. Just step out. Okay, honey?”

“Okay. But I’ll be fine. I’ve thought about this,” said Emily. “Mom? Can I?”

“It’s not as surprising, I guess. Having grown up around all this,” Mary said after considering it for a moment. “I’m okay with this as long as your father is. He’s the one who has to watch you.”

“Probably best you stay in the car while we’re examining the scene,” said Robert.

“Are you sure you’re ready for this?” Mary asked her brow still furrowed in worry.

“Completely,” answered Emily.

“Okay. Wish granted,” said Mary, planting a kiss on Emily’s forehead.

And with that, Robert handed her two wrapped body bags. Emily was about to embark on her first death investigation case.
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After surgery, Emily freshened up at her locker. She changed into jeans and heels, a welcome relief from dirty scrubs. As she pulled out her bun and brushed her long hair, she heard someone approaching behind her.

A sexy voice crooned, “I know what you’re thinking in that beautiful, blonde head of yours, Emily Hartford. You’re saying to yourself, ‘It’s lunchtime and I’m gonna skip the salad and go for the grilled cheese and chocolate brownie because it’s my birthday.’ ”

“I would think that even if it weren’t my birthday.”

Emily smiled and turned to see Dr. Brandon Taylor, four years her senior, standing lean at six feet four inches in his scrubs and long black overcoat. As par for the course, he looked amazing. His wavy chestnut hair had a fingers-run-through look, and he smelled amazing, a warm, woodsy aftershave that smelled like fall lingering on his skin. She met his lips with a kiss. She wanted more, but another doctor entered, and she drew back.

“Hope you’re hungry. I need a long lunch to decompress after this morning’s surgery.”

“I wish I could, Em. But Dr. Claiborne needed me for the afternoon shift, so I’m gonna head back to the hospital. I just wanted to drop by for a few minutes to wish you happy birthday. And say congratulations. I heard about this morning’s game of hide and seek.”

“Why thank you and thank you,” she said with a playful bow. “But it was just an appendectomy.”

“Give yourself some credit. Dr. Claiborne said he had never had a resident make such an amazing appendix rescue before.”

Dr. Claiborne was also Brandon’s supervisor at a Northwestern University Hospital. Emily’s phone beeped as a text came in from Cathy Bishop. Emily shoved the phone into her purse.

“And did he also tell you he gave my chondroplasty away to Karen Connelly? I studied so hard for that,” Emily said.

“You’ll get your chance”

“I hope so. But Karen’s done, like, six now.”

“She probably needs the practice. Dr. Claiborne knows you’re competent,” said Brandon. “It’s hard to keep up with someone who’s been slicing open bodies since she was thirteen.”

“Dead bodies don’t count,” Emily replied. Her phone buzzed. She glanced into her purse and saw a voicemail coming in from Cathy.

“Aren’t you going to answer it?”

“Not when I only have a few minutes with you.”

“Is it important?”

“It’s Cathy Bishop. From back home.”

“Okay, I remember that name. Remind me again.”

“An old family friend. She and her husband, Hugh, sorta became like second parents after my mom died. I would go over to the Bishops’ and hang out and have dinner, because Dad was always working.”

“Sounds like she was someone important to you.” Brandon said.

“She was. Yes.”

“And you stay in touch?”

“Off and on. She calls when she’s in town. We get together for dinner.”

“Sounds like she’s someone who cares about you,” Brandon said. “When are you going to introduce me to these interesting people from your past?”

“It’s just a happy birthday call,” said Emily as she dug into her locker for her coat. Cathy had been an integral part of her old life in that last painful year in Freeport that Emily had wanted to block from her life forever.

“And I haven’t really met anyone from your family,” Brandon said.

“It’s only my dad.”

“Case in point. We’ve been together two years. When are you going to explain to me the real reason I haven’t met him? Or why he hasn’t come down to visit? And why you don’t go up to visit him?”

Emily looked up at Brandon, who was smiling patiently. She knew he wasn’t accusing. He was truly curious.

“Are we really having this conversation now? It’s my birthday.”

“I just want to know you … all of you.”

“We come from really different walks of life, Brandon. My life in Freeport was boring.”

“I just wonder why you won’t let me in.”

“Does my past really matter that much to you?”

“It might help me understand more about who you are,” said Brandon smiling.

“What do you want to know?”

“Like, did you ever pull any crazy pranks on your teachers? Or who you dated in high school. Or why you keep a picture of your mother on your nightstand, but you never talk about her.”

“I never pulled any pranks on teachers because I was too scared I would get into trouble. My high school dating life consisted of one boyfriend my sophomore year. And my mom was … perfect.”

“And taken from you far too soon.”

“Exactly.”

“Why don’t you ever talk about what happened?”

“You know everything I do.”

“I doubt that, but I’ll press ‘Pause’ on this for now.” Brandon’s expression grew serious. He pulled a square box wrapped in a purple silk ribbon from his backpack. She would recognize that box anywhere. Treat of all treats.

He met her lips with a kiss and handed the box to Emily. “Happy birthday.”

“Violet’s Cupcakes.” She untied the purple silk and lifted the flaps to reveal a tan frosted cupcake inside. “Peanut butter and jelly.”

“You ordered that on our first date.”

“And you thought it was gross.”

“Still do.”

Emily brought the cupcake to her mouth.

“Emily, before you …”

She bit down, her teeth clinking on something metal in the frosting. She spit out her bite into her palm.

“Oh my gosh! There’s something in it!” Emily said. “Something hard. I almost broke a tooth.”

“Are you okay? Did you swallow it?”

Emily rubbed her tooth back and forth with her finger, trying to rub out the pain.

“What on earth was that?”

Then she looked down into her other palm. A two-karat diamond ring smeared with peanut butter frosting was staring back at her. “Oh. My.”

She glanced at Brandon, who was now down on one knee. And it hit her. This was the moment.

“Emily Hartford, I love you and I can’t imagine spending a single day without you. Will you please become my wife?”

Emily’s mouth gaped as hot and cold pulses surged through her body. She took the ring, pinched between her fingers, and instinctively started licking off the frosting. Then she noticed the panic on Brandon’s face as he watched her clean the ring.

“Emily? Emily! I’m asking if you’ll marry me,” he finally said.

The ring stuck around her tongue, Emily looked up at Brandon’s expectant smile. Brandon was effortlessly sophisticated, well traveled, and cultured in a way her family never even desired to be. Before Brandon, Emily hadn’t really lived outside university walls. She hadn’t the funds or any idea where to even start. Brandon had introduced her to exotic sashimi, taken her to comedy clubs, and surprised her with a beach vacation to Indonesia. Until that trip, Emily had never even been outside the Midwest. Dating Brandon was like staying at the Palmer House, the classiest hotel in Chicago, and diving into those soft, white, cotton sheets they refreshed every day. Brandon had showed her how to find the best life had to offer. And even though Emily didn’t always feel that she fit in to such a pampered life, Brandon made her believe she deserved it.

“Emily?”

“What? Oh. Yeth. Yeth, yeth, yeth!”

“Was that a ‘yes’?” Brandon pulled the ring from between her lips.

“Yes, I will marry you!”

“Thank you,” said Brandon as he slid the ring onto Emily’s finger.

“Oh my gosh, it’s amazing! This is amazing! I love you.”

“Surprised, then?”

“Completely. Feel my pulse,” said Emily.

“I’d rather do this.” Brandon leaned in to kiss her. Emily’s phone buzzed again from her purse. She ignored it as the kiss lingered. Finally, Brandon let up and said quietly, “I love you, Emily Hartford. Secrets and all.”

“I love you too.” She leaned in for another kiss. She held up her hand and, out of the corner of her eye, admired her ring in disbelief.

“Does your family know about this?”

“My mom helped me pick the ring.” Of course, she did. His mom would want to make sure her son’s fiancée’s ring was the talk of her country club crowd.

“You both did a great job. I love it. I love you.”

Emily’s phone buzzed again as a voicemail dinged.

“You sure you don’t wanna check that? Cathy seems pretty persistent to wish you a happy birthday.” Brandon released Emily from their embrace. Emily dug for her phone.

“It’s not Cathy this time. It’s a Freeport number. But I don’t recognize it. I can deal with that later,” she said as she started to slide the phone into her pocket. A text pinged back at her, and Emily drew the phone back out to check it again.

Em, this is Jo. Pls call me ASAP.

“Who’s Jo?” asked Brandon.

This was weird. “We were best friends growing up.”

“Another friend I’ve never heard about. File this away in the secret life of Emily Hartford. You’re very popular today.”

“We haven’t spoken to each other since I left Freeport.” She looked at Brandon, who was raising his eyebrow in suspicion.

“That’s odd.”

Which part? Emily wondered. The part where they hadn’t spoken to each other in twelve years or the part where she was calling today of all days? She dialed into the voicemail and pressed “Speaker” so Brandon could listen.

Jo’s voice filled the room. “Emily? This is Jo. I’m calling from Freeport Memorial Hospital. I’m an ER nurse here. I’m calling because … well, your dad … had a heart attack. Please call me.”

The voicemail clicked off. Shock and disbelief surged through Emily as the cupcake dropped from her grip.
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Evening was closing in as Freeport County Sheriff Nick Larson sat in his cruiser, mulling over the strange events of the past twelve hours. Most of his days were filled with long stretches of patrolling dotted with somewhat minor offenses like truancies, thefts, or domestic assault. But this day had begun with the mysterious death of Julie Dobson, a high school senior, local equestrian hopeful, and daughter of a state senator.

Within minutes of being called, Nick arrived at Premiere horse stables, the only equine center in the county. It sat on the outskirts of Freeport, about six miles from the city limits. The entire operation—barn, stables, training ring, performance ring, office building, and pasture—spanned a couple hundred acres.

Nick viewed Julie’s body on the stretcher where the EMTs had laid her. It had looked like an accident, but he couldn’t be sure because a farmer had discovered Julie’s body and transported her from the scene to Premiere’s stables. When the EMTs got to the stables, they tried routine resuscitation maneuvers on Julie. After a few minutes, they pronounced her dead at 7:56 AM.

Julie couldn’t have been gone for more than an hour because rigor mortis had not yet started in her extremities. Over his years in law enforcement, Nick had worked with Dr. Hartford, the county medical examiner, many times and learned the stages of decomposition. Just by observing the front side of Julie’s body, she didn’t seem to have any exterior wounds. Of course, he wasn’t by law allowed to touch her body, so he couldn’t be sure what he might find on her back side. He’d have to wait for the medical examiner to turn her over.

Nick then took the dirt two-track from the barn out to the field, where the farmer told the EMTs that he’d found Julie lying face down in a small crick that ran across the northwest corner of the training fields, far out of sight of the Premiere’s barns. Probably a good twenty-minute trot by horse from the stables. The form of her body was molded in the mud along the bank, and little puddles of water had formed pools where her head and legs had impressed into the ground. This disturbed Nick. What on earth could have caused this young life to be snuffed out so quickly? Had something spooked Julie’s horse, Mercedes? Had Julie fallen off? Or had there been a medical condition that had flared and rendered her unconscious?

Mercedes had not fared well from the accident either. A farmer had found him lying along the fence of a neighboring farm, and called the stables. His front right knee was shattered; a death sentence for an equine. However, Nick didn’t think the Dobsons would put him down. They had the means for surgery and rehab. Mercedes would never perform again as a show horse, but he would make for a good training ride.

Nick moved carefully about the scene, scanning the ground and brushing for any evidence. He then made the call to Dr. Hartford. When Dr. Hartford didn’t answer the phone, Nick left a message and took the next half hour to shoot photographs of where Julie’s body had been and the surrounding area.

Nick phoned Doc again and the voicemail picked up, but he didn’t leave a message. It was highly unusual for Doc not to answer. He was always on call and near his phone. Nick asked the EMTs to wait with the body while he drove out to Doc’s house, twenty miles away.

He soon discovered the unfortunate reason why Doc Hartford was not answering his calls. Nick found the doctor in his backyard, near a woodpile, slumped over and near death.

Because of the doctor’s unnatural position, Nick was afraid he had a second body on his hands. A quick pulse and breath check relieved him. Doc was still alive!

Nick immediately dispatched a second ambulance to Doc’s house, and he stayed with him the entire eight minutes and thirty-six seconds it took for the emergency team to arrive. By that time, Doc had regained consciousness but was slurring his words and claiming he felt woozy. And it took all of Nick’s strength to keep the good doctor from moving about and trying to stand up. While they waited, Doc insisted Nick tell him about Julie’s case. Doc gave Nick permission to turn over Julie’s body to get more photographs, cautioning him to be careful to note any impact wounds. He wanted Nick to move the body to the morgue, where he would do the autopsy. Nick held back his skepticism that Doc would be up to performing it. He knew it was better to let the old man have hope that he would soon be well enough to resume his work.

Once Dr. Hartford was off in the ambulance, Nick returned to the scene of Julie’s death and finished the investigation. He carefully rolled Julie over to a prone position, but he couldn’t see any obvious causes of death, like a stab wound or bullet hole. An autopsy would reveal much more. Now he just needed to find someone to perform it, as a call to the hospital revealed that Doc was laid up in the ICU, recovering from a heart attack.

Nick had managed to quell his worrying for a good part of the day. But after informing the family and putting out an official press notice, he knew it would only be a matter of hours before the news media from Rock River, the nearest, larger city of half a million, would descend on Freeport to get their story for an early-morning news cycle the next day.

Nick realized the pain forming in his stomach was not stress, but hunger gnawing at him. He thought back to his last meal. Lunch from the day before. No wonder. A burger in his system would help organize his thoughts. So he drove his cruiser down to Orion’s Belt, an all-night diner at the edge of town, and was greeted by a solitary waitress and a young couple on a late date, sharing a meal.

“Anywhere you like, Sherriff,” the waitress, Loretta, called out. He took a seat near the front, and she dropped a glass of ice water in front of him. “Long day, huh?”

“Is it still Friday?” he asked.

“For a few more hours,” she replied. “Know what you want?”

“Double cheeseburger, fries, small salad, vanilla shake, and coffee,” he rattled off.

“Somebody’s starving,” Loretta said. “How do you want that burger cooked?”

“Medium.”

“You got it,” she said and sauntered to the kitchen.

Nick took out his notebook and tried to focus on notes he’d taken earlier from the scene of Julie’s death. The tragedy had rocked the close-knit community. Of course, the question on everyone’s mind was the cause. Nick had checked out the location where the farmer had found her, but he hadn’t noticed anything unusual or indicative of foul play. So, how did Julie die?

Nick had been racking his brain about it all day as he went to the high school and took statements from various teachers and friends who knew Julie. There seemed to be no apparent reason for a natural death. A conversation at the police station with her parents
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