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      I’d never given the phrase dead man walking much thought. Not until a few hours ago when I’d been faced with the ghost of my father. Only he hadn’t been a ghost. He’d been flesh and blood and bone—and he’d been breathing.

      Only a few short hours ago, I’d realized I was happy for the first time in as long as I could remember—I had a career I hadn’t planned on and wasn’t overly fond of, but it paid most of my bills. And I had a man who loved me despite my numerous flaws. I should have known it wouldn’t last. Anyone with the last name Graves was cursed from the cradle.

      The memories of the afternoon run-in with my father looped over and over in my mind. Jack had dropped me off at the house I’d grown up in—an old Victorian that backed up to the Potomac River. It was a house that brought nothing but bad memories—of a childhood filled with neglect, as well as the death of an old lover that had spattered the walls with crimson. The house was going on the market, and then it would be another family’s burden—an empty vessel to fill with their own memories.

      I’d waved goodbye to Jack and had every intention of packing the last of my things. I’d barely had the door closed at my back when I realized I wasn’t alone. Fear overwhelmed me. I’d experienced it before and the memories of death were still too fresh in my mind.

      The floorboards creaked as he came from one of the back rooms, and I froze in terror.

      “So you’ve decided to move in with Jack,” he said. “I wondered how long it would take the two of you to stop dancing and get down to business. I always did like that boy.”

      I tripped over my feet and slammed back against the door. Mewling whimpers escaped from my throat as my sweaty hand fumbled for the doorknob. But then the familiarity of that voice caught up to my brain and my knees turned to jelly.

      “What’s wrong, Jaye? Aren’t you going to say hello?”

      “Dad?” My legs gave out completely and I slid to the floor.

      He smiled like he hadn’t just destroyed my world and stuck his hands in the pockets of his khakis. All I could think was he looked good for a dead man—I’d know, since I’d seen more than my fair share.

      He was thinner than the last time I’d seen him, the lines in his face a little deeper. He skimmed just under six feet and his hair was thick and the color of a deer pelt. His eyes were hazel and he still wore the same tortoiseshell glasses he always had. He looked more like a college professor than a mortician or a criminal, but that was probably the point. My dad could be accused of being a lot of things but an idiot wasn’t one of them. He knew how to blend—how to fade into the background. Which was one of the reasons I’d never bought that he and my mom drove over the cliff on purpose during a fight. It was too big of a splash. If they were going to commit double suicide they would’ve popped a couple of cyanide pills in the privacy of their own home.

      I shook my head, trying to get my thoughts back together, and I realized he was speaking to me.

      He sighed and squatted down beside me. I tried to crawl backward, but the wood was solid at my back. “You always did like to overdramatize things. Emotions only get in the way of the important things in life. We taught you to keep a clear head, no matter what the circumstance.”

      “Some things can be taught. Others are passed through the blood.” I met his gaze with all the anger I’d been holding inside since I’d found out I hadn’t really been theirs. “I guess you failed on both accounts there.”

      His surprise at my knowledge was quickly masked. “You’ve always been ours. We loved you the same. The how you came to be here is just all in the details.”

      I knew the signs of shock. I was a doctor, for God’s sake. My pulse was rapid and my skin cold and clammy with sweat. My pulse raced and I knew if I looked in the mirror my eyes would be dilated to the point that only a thin ring of gray would be showing.

      “Since you know about your birth, I’m going to assume you found the boxes of papers in the bunker. The body was still there the last time I checked, so I know it wasn’t the FBI. I need those boxes, Jericho.”

      A sound I didn’t recognize escaped my mouth and tears I couldn’t control dripped down my cheeks and onto my shirt. My father was the only person who ever used my real name, but even then it was only when I was in trouble. There were only a handful of people who even knew what my name was because I loathed it with a flaming-hot passion. It didn’t bode well that he was using it now.

      His hand came up and I stopped breathing when his finger trailed down my cheek, following the path of my tears. I knew what it was like to have the air cut off, so oxygen couldn’t reach the lungs no matter how hard you tried or struggled. I knew what it was like to gasp and claw your way toward death. I’d been there. And feeling the touch of a dead man, which proved he wasn’t really dead after all, brought an onslaught of memories I’d tried hard to forget over the last months.

      Breathe, Jaye. I had to remind myself to suck in oxygen, just like I had after I’d been attacked by Jeremy Mooney—a sociopath who’d taken three other lives before he’d decided to add me to his collection. I felt the airway of my throat open and I sucked in a gulping breath.

      My dad took my chin between his thumb and forefinger and turned my head so I had no choice but to look straight at him. “I’ve been through the house from top to bottom and the boxes aren’t here. You haven’t stepped foot inside for months, so it’s been a good place for me to lie low.”

      “I c-c-c—couldn’t—”

      I wanted to scream. To tell him how much I hated the house and everything it represented. All the lies. And I hated the fact that this had been the place I’d almost died—only a dozen or so feet from where I sat now.

      “I know what happened here.” He didn’t explain how or why he knew. “It’s best you haven’t been around. The feds still have the house under surveillance. They were never really looking at you anyway.”

      I jerked at that bit of knowledge. I hadn’t noticed anyone hanging around, federal or otherwise, for almost a year. It made me wonder if Jack knew. There wasn’t much that got by him.

      “Could’ve fooled me,” I croaked out. I’d been an emergency room doctor at Augusta General when my parents had taken that drive over the cliff. The FBI had questioned me for weeks and they’d dogged my every step. If I hadn’t quit my job when I had I probably would’ve been fired. “Wh—who is the body?”

      He looked at his watch and then back at me, his gaze determined and a little bit sorry. “A mistake. Now tell me where the boxes are. I’m assuming either with Jack or at the funeral home. I haven’t been able to search either location and time is running out.”

      We both heard it at the same time. The sound of tires on the graveled road coming to a stop. My dad sighed and quirked the corner of his mouth in a smile. “I guess we’ll have to do this later. We’ll talk again soon.”

      I watched as he walked down the darkened hallway and disappeared right in front of my eyes. I’d almost convinced myself that I’d been hallucinating—that the horrible memories of the house had somehow manifested into my own reality. But then I looked down at my hand and realized I held a circle of silver, the outside of the wide band engraved with a complicated design.

      It sat like molten lead in my palm and I almost dropped it. The last time I’d seen the ring it had been on my mother’s finger.

      Not a hallucination.
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      My name is J.J. Graves and I’m the coroner for King George County, Virginia. Since there isn’t a huge demand for coroners in a county that has a population of just over twenty thousand, I supplement my meager income through Graves Funeral Home, working for those who meet death the natural way.

      I live in Bloody Mary—one of the four towns that make up King George County—and despite the rather macabre name, most people manage to make a good life and live the American dream. I preferred not to dream. I’d found my dreams turned to nightmares much too easily. I’m fourth-generation mortician. First-generation law-abiding citizen. And either way, it’s a hell of a legacy.

      Three a.m. had come and gone, but I had yet to close my eyes. Slivers of moonlight managed to find their way between the cracks and gnarls of tree limbs and shone into the floor-to-ceiling windows that took up an entire wall. The ceiling fan whirred overhead and I stared at it with utter concentration, hoping the repetitiveness would lull me to sleep. My eyes felt like they were weighted with sand, but every time I closed them I could see his face—my father’s—and I could feel the icy touch of his finger as it trailed down my cheek.

      I hunkered farther into the mattress and pulled the down comforter up to my chin. I’d been chilled for hours and nothing could warm me. Not even Jack, who slept in peaceful ignorance beside me.

      My life had changed irrevocably in the past couple of weeks. I’d somehow found myself living with the man I’d called my best friend since childhood. Our bond was solid—unbreakable even—and we had a lifetime of knowing and loving each other to anchor us. But that was before my dead father made an appearance.

      The strength of our relationship was bound to be tested, and I could admit the reason I hadn’t found the courage to tell Jack about my father was that I was afraid it would be the excuse he’d need to walk away. I still didn’t understand why he loved me—why I deserved that love—and I kept waiting for him to tell me he’d changed his mind. That it had all been a terrible misunderstanding.

      Jack believed in law and order, and as sheriff of King George County, he was elected to the office with those principles firmly in place. He was already skating on thin ice with the upcoming election because of his relationship with me. Sins of the fathers and all that nonsense. My father showing up now, of all times, would just add nails to the coffin. It was safe to say that my father had never met law and order.

      The burning sensation in my gut was either an ulcer or the knowledge that I might not be the best thing for Jack, even though I knew with certainty he was the best thing that could ever happen to me. And the thought flitted through my mind, not for the first time, that maybe I should be the one to walk away. For his own good.

      I shivered beneath the covers and figured I might as well get up and start coffee. I didn’t have any dead to deal with at the moment, but I had unpacking to do. It was pitiful how few belongings I had to bring with me into my new life with Jack.

      “Are you going to tell me what’s bothering you?” Jack asked, his voice husky with sleep. He rolled so he faced me and pulled me close against his body. He hissed out a breath when the ice of my skin made contact, but he didn’t let go. He just pulled the covers tighter around us and cocooned me with his warmth. “You’re thinking so loud that neither one of us is going to get much sleep if you don’t shut down.”

      “I’ve just got a lot on my mind.” I couldn’t tell him. I was ashamed of where I’d come from. Afraid that Jack would be ashamed of me. And I wasn’t sure that was something I could face. “Can’t turn my brain off.”

      I felt him tense behind me and he turned me so we were face-to-face. Jack liked to meet problems head-on. I’d had enough problems in my life that I didn’t mind avoiding them whenever possible.

      “Are you having regrets?” His touch was gentle as he brushed the hair back from my face, but I could see the tension in his jaw—the worry in his eyes. I realized he was talking about us.

      “No, of course not.” I leaned in and kissed him on the base of the jaw, his morning whiskers prickly against my skin. “I never could. You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me. I have no regrets about moving in with you, about sharing a home with you.”

      His hand massaged the back of my neck and down to the tight muscles between my shoulder blades. “I should have gone with you inside the house. It wasn’t something you needed to face on your own. You’ve been upset ever since.”

      I licked my lips and snuggled closer so I wouldn’t have to look him in the eyes when I lied. “It hit me harder than I thought it would. I’ll just be glad to get rid of it once and for all.”

      “That’s fine. But I want to make sure you really feel like this is home and that you’re comfortable here. If you want to make changes to a room or buy new furniture just tell me.”

      My lips twitched at the thought of spending time and money decorating a house that was already beautiful. I’d never been a typical girl growing up—just one of the boys playing sandlot baseball, building forts, and tromping through the woods. And then I’d gone on to medical school and my residency and I’d been so tired from lack of sleep that thinking of fixing my hair or putting on makeup and a nice outfit to attract the opposite sex had been the furthest thing from my mind.

      “I don’t think I’m going to be very good at living together,” I said softly.

      “You’re naked and in my bed. I think you’re doing a pretty good job so far.”

      I rolled my eyes, but he couldn’t see it. “I mean I’ve never lived with anyone before. I don’t know how to cook or decorate for holidays, and I never remember to put seasonal wreaths on the door like every other woman in town.”

      “Thank God for that,” Jack said dryly. “I’ve never been overly fond of seasonal wreaths.”

      I smacked him in the arm. “I’m just saying I’ve spent most of my life focused on my career. I don’t want you to have these expectations and then have you disappointed when I don’t meet them.”

      “Jaye, I’ve known you since we were barely walking. I know you can’t cook. Just like I know you have a competitive streak a mile long and you can gut a fish with a precision that makes me jealous. We both have our strengths. It’ll all work out okay.”

      We lay wrapped in each other a few minutes—soft touches and comfort. “I’ve decided to put in for vacation time,” Jack said. “I have more days accumulated than I know what to do with, and I’ve got good men to cover for me.”

      I pulled back in surprise. “What? Why? You’ll be bored out of your mind in a week.”

      He sighed and rubbed slow, soothing circles on my back. “You know we have to go back and look. To see if the body is still there. And anyway, we’ve got to report it to the authorities whether the body is still there or not. It’s the right thing to do. The investigation will take some time, and it’ll also make your parents’ crimes and their deaths fresh again. I don’t want you to have to handle it all by yourself.”

      In a moment of weakness I’d told Jack about the body I’d found in my parents’ bunker behind their house in the Poconos. The same body my father had so casually called a mistake.

      I shook my head because I couldn’t speak. I didn’t want to go back there. I wanted to pretend I’d never found the body or taken the boxes my father was looking for. I wanted to pretend I wasn’t J.J. Graves, mortician of the damned. I wanted to start my life with Jack and live with the illusion we were white picket fence kind of people. But I couldn’t, and we weren’t.

      “You know we have to, Jaye. It’ll haunt you forever if you don’t see it through. We need to bury the past before we can move to the future.”

      I tried to swallow the lump in my throat. The past was far from buried and it made the future impossible.

      “And after we get that taken care of, maybe we could make this arrangement more permanent.”

      I tried to laugh it off, but it came out as a nervous croak. My blood ran cold and my skin went clammy. I had a feeling I knew what he was going to say—he’d hinted at it a time or two—but I wasn’t sure I was ready to hear it.

      “It seems to me that we’ve got here is pretty permanent.”

      “I want to marry you, Jaye. I want to be a family. For it to be binding and permanent. I think after everything we’ve been through together that we both need that. I need it. I want you to be my wife.”

      I felt the constriction in my lungs and realized I wasn’t breathing. And this time when I told myself to breathe my brain didn’t listen.

      “Geez, Jaye. I’m not asking you to join a cult or commit murder. Breathe before you pass out.”

      I sucked in a deep breath and felt the tightness loosen in my chest. “I’m fine. I’m good,” I wheezed out. “You just took me by surprise.” The exasperation on his face was plain to see, and it reminded me of a similar look I’d seen from my father just hours before.

      “I love you. And unless something has changed you love me too. This is just the natural progression of things. I’ve never said I love you to a woman before. Never wanted to spend my life with anyone or even think about marriage. Not until you.”

      My heart did a long, liquid roll inside my chest and I sighed at the sweetness and sincerity of his words. I knew he spoke the truth. I didn’t want the magic of the moment to end between us, and I tried not to think about the future—about the possibility of Jack changing his mind once I told him the truth. But for now I could enjoy the fantasy—and be loved just a little.

      “I’ll marry you,” I said, hoarsely.

      I felt his relief and saw the quick flash of his smile. “I was hoping you’d say that. I didn’t want to have to resort to torture techniques.” Jack rolled us so I was on my back and he leaned over me.

      My eyebrows raised at the feel of him. “It feels pretty torturous to me.”

      He cracked out a laugh and I couldn’t help but grin. I explored his skin with my hands—over taut muscles and scars, up his chest where the coarse chest hair curled around my fingers.

      “God, you’re pretty.” I cupped his face with my hand and watched the uncomfortable embarrassment flash across his features. He looked like a man more suited to making action movies in Hollywood instead of riding herd on citizens in Nowhere, Virginia.

      He had a chiseled, angular face and sensuous lips that constantly distracted me. His eyes were so dark they were almost black and thick brows winged above them. A thin scar slashed through his right eyebrow, giving him a somewhat disreputable appearance. And since it had been my cleat that had connected with his face while I’d been sliding into home, the mark made me feel somewhat sentimental. His hair was dark and cut close to his scalp, and over the last year or so his beard had become flecked with the occasional strand of silver.

      “Flattery will get you everywhere,” he said. “And since you’ve decided not to tell me what’s bothering you, maybe I should go ahead and show you my interrogation techniques.”

      I grinned and challenged him. “Give it your best shot.”
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        * * *

      

      I hadn’t been asleep long when my phone rang. My head jerked up and hit Jack’s chin, and he swore as we tried to untangle ourselves from the covers. I rubbed the top of my head and looked at the clock as I crawled across to the nightstand.

      “Hell, it’s barely five.” A call coming in at that time could only mean one thing—someone had died.

      “Dr. Graves,” I answered.

      “This is dispatch.” I recognized Barbara Blanton’s nasal voice without her having to tell me who she was. Barbara had been the dispatch operator for King George County since before I was born. “We’ve got a body over in Caledon State Park near Jones Pond. Police are already on the scene. You’re up to bat, Doc Graves.” She hung up the phone and I was already scrambling out of bed.

      I had to figure there weren’t a lot of dispatch operators like Barbara—at least I hoped not. I knew as soon as she hung up, she’d dial her sister to let her know what had happened. It was impossible to keep secrets in a community of this size. By dinner, everyone would know just as much as the police did.

      “She said the police were already on site,” I told Jack as I ran into the bathroom and turned on the shower. “Why didn’t you get a call?”

      “Colburn is on call tonight.” Jack followed me into the bathroom and got towels out of the cabinet. I never remembered to get a towel until I was out of the shower and dripping all over the floor. “Besides, I already put in for that vacation time I was telling you about.”

      I stopped with one foot in the big walk-in shower and narrowed my eyes at Jack. “Pretty cocky of you to assume I’d say yes.” His gaze was steady, but I could see the humor lurking in his eyes and around the corners of his mouth.

      “I was SWAT for a lot of years, sweetheart. Cocky is my middle name.” He got into the shower behind me and closed the glass door, adjusting the showerhead for his height while I stood there with my mouth open.

      Jack was already dressed by the time I came out of the bathroom. I had a towel wrapped around me and my hair dripped onto my shoulders.

      “I’ll make coffee,” he said, looking up, his eyes going heavy lidded with arousal as he took in the sight of me. “Maybe we should just stop by the courthouse this afternoon and get the marriage license. Unless you want a big wedding.”

      My back stiffened and that sense of panic started to creep up my skin, rendering me cold. And angry. “Don’t push it, Jack. I said I’d marry you, but I’m not going to be rushed into anything. Weddings take time to plan.”

      “And long engagements would give you plenty of time to think of all the reasons you’re too afraid to make a commitment and to live again.”

      I jerked back as if I’d been slapped, and I felt the blood drain from my face.

      “I’ll meet you downstairs.”

      He left the room and I tried to focus on the present—on the body that waited for me—but there were too many other thoughts jumbled in my mind. My dad, the boxes he wanted so badly, the dead body I’d found in the Poconos, marrying Jack, and wondering what would happen if we got married and then he decided he couldn’t handle all the baggage I brought with me. There was fear inside me. I knew Jack was right. But that didn’t make the words hurt any less.

      I dug in the drawer for clean underwear and a bra and then found a pair of jeans folded in a box of my clothes. The weather was still cool in the mornings, so I shoved my head and arms into a white T-shirt and pulled a gray long-sleeved Henley on top of it. I put white athletic socks on my feet and stepped into my worn hiking boots.

      I didn’t waste a lot of time looking in the mirror. My black hair was short—chin length—and it would be dry by the time I reached the scene. I hardly ever bothered with makeup, mostly because I didn’t think of it. My face was angular—my cheekbones sharp and my chin slightly pointed. My eyes were big and gray and long lashed—a feature I now knew came from someone other than the people I’d called my parents—and the emotions swirling in them couldn’t be hidden. I was scared. And it showed.

      I grabbed a windbreaker from the closet just in case I got cold and jogged down the stairs. The smell of coffee hit me full force and Jack had a to-go cup ready to put in my hand. His weapon and badge weren’t attached to his belt like normal, and the sight of him without them confused me for a moment before I remembered he was on vacation. But it was obvious he still planned to go with me to the crime scene.

      My Suburban was parked in Jack’s driveway, just like it had been every night for the last several weeks. Jack and I had been fueling the gossip mill for a while now, and if we went onto the scene with our current moods, we’d be fueling it even more.

      I’d had the Suburban outfitted especially to haul bodies and my equipment. There were no back seats, just a flat bed and a hidden compartment beneath for my medical bag, camera, extra blankets, and a coverall.

      Jack got in the passenger side without saying a word and I took a deep breath before I got in and started the engine. My hands gripped the wheel and I stared straight ahead, trying to get my thoughts in order. I felt Jack’s gaze after a minute or two, but I didn’t look at him.

      “You know I love you,” I finally said. “And I want to marry you.”

      I felt more than heard his sigh of relief. “Then what’s the problem?”

      “I’m afraid you’ll eventually realize you made a mistake. And then I’ll have to kill you for breaking my heart.”

      “With a promise like that, you can see why I’m crazy about you.” His hand came up and rested on the back of my neck, squeezing at the tension that was sure to bring me a headache before the end of the day.

      “I can see you’re crazy period. I mean it, Jack. This thing with my parents—the mess they’ve left behind. It’s not going to go away easily or quickly. It’s something people are going to talk about until we’re old and gray. It’s something that will follow around our children and grandchildren.”

      “I like the idea of having children with you. Especially the part where we make them.”

      The temperature was getting very warm in the car and I flicked on the air conditioner to full blast.

      “I’m serious. You have to decide if it’s really worth it. It could cost you the election.”

      His hand froze on the back of my neck, and I winced as his grip got tighter. “You’ve got to be kidding me. You think I care about an election? You think it means more to me than you do?”

      “I know you love being a cop. That you live and breathe it. I don’t want to be the reason you can’t be who you were meant to be.”

      “That’s bull, Jaye. I can be a cop anywhere. I’ve got enough experience to take any job I want. Believe me, I get offers all the time. And if you’re worried about our children and the whispers that might follow them around then we can say to hell with Bloody Mary and find someplace else to live. We’re not tied here unless we want to be. My family will always be here when we need them, but my home will always be wherever you are.”

      I felt the tears threaten to fall and blinked rapidly to hold them back. I wanted to tell him about my dad. Needed to tell him. But I couldn’t get the words past my frozen vocal cords.

      “It’s okay, Jaye. Whenever you’re ready. Whatever it is we’ll deal with it.”

      Jack knew me better than anyone else, and I knew he was referring to the secret I was keeping from him. I felt my muscles relax under his reassurance, and I promised myself I’d lay it all out for him soon.

      I put the Suburban in reverse. “Let’s go look at a body.”

      “It’s a hell of a way to start a vacation.”
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      Caledon State Park was a natural reserve along the uppermost edge of King George County. It backed up to the Potomac River and it was a good place for camping and fishing, and for Boy Scouts and school children to spend time learning about nature.

      Two police cars blocked the entrance to the park and I pulled to a stop so whoever had guard duty could check me out. Officer Martinez carried his flashlight in his left hand and had his right resting on his weapon as he walked up to the Suburban. I’d worked with Martinez before and knew he was a solid cop.

      “Doc Graves,” Martinez said when I rolled down the window, and then he turned his gaze to Jack. “Hey, sheriff. I thought you were on vacation?”

      Martinez was only a couple inches taller than me, putting him around five ten. His dark hair was cut stylishly and his face was shaved smooth. He was one of Jack’s recent hires to the department, and it hadn’t taken long for the word to get out that he was single. When he smiled, a dimple peeked out on his cheek and his eyes lit up with good humor.

      “I am,” Jack replied. “I’m just here to help move the body.”

      “You guys are weird. If it were me on vacation I’d be soaking up the sun on some tropical island, surrounded by smokin’ hot babes in bikinis who would bring me beer and
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