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      Sexy, handsome Derek Bolinger is a prick, or at least he believes so.  But when his fifteen-year-old daughter Harper shows up on his door step, saying her mother was murdered, Derek is determined to help the girl get through this terrible tragedy.

      Detective Olivia Sherwood has no use for a man who neglected his daughter since birth but believes Derek has a reason he is unwilling to share with anyone, including Harper.

      As the murder investigation continues to turn up clues about the teen’s mother’s death, Olivia probes deeper into Derek’s past.  What secrets is he keeping?  And why would he prefer his teenage daughter hate him rather than coming clean with the truth?

      All Olivia knows is that she cannot trust Derek with her heart if he can’t be honest with her.  And that includes exposing all his secrets.  Secrets that maybe should have remained buried.

      [image: ]

      Want to know when I release a new book?  Signup for my newsletter.
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      For my husband Chuck – Thanks for believing in me.  And thank you for picking up the slack while I pursue my dream.

      A huge thank you to Lesley Mitchell.  I appreciate your insight and sharing the details of a detective’s life.  Any mistakes are solely mine.

      And for the police officers who risk their lives every day to make our community a safer place to live.
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      Something told Marci Dailey to run and her instincts had been right.  She had hoped they hadn’t seen her peering through the pole barn window, but she’d made eye contact with one of the boys, or young men, rather.  Had heard him shout at the other two.  “Get her.”

      She cut across the field rather than back toward the road where her car was parked, thinking she had a better chance of hiding in the dense brush and trees.  Besides, she never would have made it to her car if she’d tried to go in that direction.  The men would have grabbed her for sure.

      Her heart and lungs ached and burned with exhaustion, but if she dared to slow down she was a dead woman for sure.  She had no breath left to yell for help.  Not that anyone would hear her out in the middle of nowhere.

      “Stop, bitch!” one of the thugs screamed.  His voice echoed into the frosty night air.  “Shoot her, Frank.”

      Her adrenaline spiked and she almost tripped over the tall, thick weeds.

      The sound of trickling water drew her in that direction.  She was an excellent swimmer.  If she could make it to the creek she might be able to save herself.  But they were gaining on her, the sound of their footsteps growing louder with each thud as they pounded the ground.  Twigs snapped with their every move, sounding to her like breaking bones.

      A tear slipped down her cheek though she vowed not to cry.  She couldn’t cry, not now.  She had to stay focused.  She had to stay alive.  For Harper.

      Harper needed her now more than ever, though the sassy teenager believed otherwise.  They’d had a nasty fight earlier, mother and daughter, one that Marci now regretted.  Had Marci waited until morning to confront Harper, she would not be running for her life this very minute.  She would be at home, safe and sound, in her bed with a good book, her daughter in the next room playing on her iPad while talking to either her friend Savannah or Jake on the phone.

      Panic as she’d never known it convulsed through Marci’s body.  She was almost there, she thought as she blindly ran on.  The smell of the muddy creek assailed her senses.  Nothing had ever smelled so good.  The smell of freedom and life.

      But her feelings of hope were short lived when the weight of a hard male body pummeled her to the ground.  Her face and forehead smashed against the cold damp earth, her right hand crushed beneath her body.  The breath whooshed from her lungs as icy fear tore at her insides.

      The man’s beer and tobacco breath was hot against her neck.  “I got the bitch!  Over here!”  His weight lifted from her but was replaced by his boot against her back to hold her in place.

      “Please . . . let me go,” Marci begged between shallow gulps of air.  “I didn’t . . . see anything.  I won’t tell . . . anyone.”

      “You got that right, bitch.  You ain’t telling nobody nothing.”  He leaned over and grabbed a fistful of her blonde hair and yanked hard.

      Marci screamed.

      Two more sets of denim clad legs and boots rushed in to join them.   “Frank, shoot her,” the man holding her by the hair said before letting go.

      The man they called Frank jammed a shotgun in the middle of her back.  Marci closed her eyes and prayed silently.

      “No, not here,” Frank said.  “We don’t need the cops sniffing at our back door.  Let’s take her across the creek.  We’ll do it over there.”  Marci’s eyes popped open and her brain went to work on a plan of escape.

      “No!  We can’t . . . kill her!” the youngest of the men shouted in between gasps of air.

      “Shut up!” the man who had taken her down yelled.  “Quit acting like a pussy!”

      “He’s right,” Marci pleaded.  “The cops know where I am.  They’re probably looking for me right now.”  All a lie, but it was all she had to go with at the moment.

      “Hey,” Frank said, tilting his head to look into her face.  “I know her.  That’s the blonde bitch on the news.”

      “What?  Are you sure?”

      “Yeah, I’m sure.”  Frank nudged her in the side with the gun.  “Ain’t that right?  Tell ‘em who you are.”

      “I’m Marci Dailey, an investigative reporter.  I’m working with the police,” she lied.  Nothing could be further from the truth.  That was not the reason she had come out to their country ramshackle.  “They’ll be here any minute.  You need to let me go.”

      The two oldest looked at one another then back at her.

      “Shut up, bitch!”  Frank brought the butt of the gun down hard on her skull and everything went dark.

      [image: ]

      Early the next morning Marci looked at the woman lying face down on the mud caked ground.  Dried blood stained her blonde hair.  She was no longer breathing, which meant she was dead.  But instead of Marci’s heart racing with fear, she was extremely calm.

      The area had been taped off by the police, the grounds searched for clues.  Then they’d placed and zipped the woman’s body in a black vinyl bag and taken it away.

      However, something wasn’t quite right with this scene.

      Marci tried to call out to the bystanders, the cops, even the dogs, but no one had paid any attention to her.  Could they not see or hear her?  Was she merely a ghost to them?

      She wasn’t cold, yet the puffs of steam coming from the mouths and noses of the others had her questioning why she too was not chilled from the crisp autumn air around her.

      Instead, she felt nothing.  Was she dead?

      If so, her job on earth was not done yet.  She couldn’t pinpoint what needed to be done, but she knew she had another job to do before she would be in total peace.  She just had no idea what she was to do, or where she was to go.

      And then a glimpse of her daughter came to mind.  Harper.  Harper needed protection.  Marci needed to make sure her little girl would be okay.  Without her mother to care for her, she would need help.  And Marci prayed she could count on the man she once knew and loved.
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      “I think we should get married.”

      Not again.

      Derek Bolinger opened his eyes and stared at the sexy naked blonde lying next to him.  He smelled the alcohol on her breath and also seeping from his pores.  He desperately needed coffee.  “Natalie, I thought we’d decided we like the way things are between us.”

      “We did.  But think how much better it will be once we’re married.”

      Ignoring her, Derek flung back the sheet, got out of the king size bed and headed for the shower.  He did not believe things would be better if they were married.  He didn’t believe in marriage.  He’d done it once, and he’d vowed never to do it again.  What was the point?

      Natalie followed him to the huge marble master bathroom.  “Derek, just listen to me.  It would be more economical if I moved in with you and sold my condo.  I’m never there anyway.”

      Facing the mirror above the double sinks, Derek ran a hand over his tired eyes and jaw stubble.  He was starting to age.  What did people call the wrinkles around their mouths and eyes?  Laugh lines?  Nothing in his life had been particularly funny recently so he had no idea why he had so many of the damn things.  But they were there, just the same.

      “People get married for one reason and one reason only.  To have kids,” he stated, turning away from his reflection.  He opened the shower stall door and adjusted the controls.  “I don’t want any kids.  I’m thirty-six years old, selfish and too set in my ways for marriage and babies.  Besides, you said you didn’t want children, that you loved your career.”

      Natalie was only twenty-eight.  She worked as a flight attendant for a major airline and got to travel all over the country.  However, there was a good chance the travel would get old one day and that she would change her mind about not wanting children a few years from now.  Although he was not about to discuss those possibilities with her at the moment.  Whenever he tried to convince her he was not a long term relationship guy, they would just end up having a fight.  But if she truly wanted to marry him, she obviously saw something in him he himself did not see or appreciate.  Or perhaps she was just an optimist and saw the good in everyone.

      If you asked Derek to describe himself in one word, he would say he was a prick.  Not always, but most of the time.

      He stepped under the spray of hot water and closed the glass door, separating him from a pouting Natalie Watson.  But neither the closed door, nor his dismissive attitude, stopped her from pleading her case.  She continued to ramble on about all the ways their lives would be better if she had a ring on her finger.  As far as Derek was concerned that would be the only difference between a single Natalie and a married one.  A ring on her finger.

      Marriage was a farce.  Long ago, he’d given up everything for the sake of love.  And all he’d gotten in return was a knife in the heart.  Well, screw that.  Not going to happen a second time.

      Once he’d scrubbed himself clean, he turned off the water and popped open the shower door.  She was still rattling off the advantages of married life.

      “I’m a great cook.  If we were married I would make sure you had a home cooked meal on the table.  When I’m not flying, of course.”

      “I can cook for myself.”

      “Hah,” she said, waving an arm in the air, her uncovered breasts jostling with the move.  “Eggs are not considered a meal.  And they’re full of cholesterol.  You need to eat healthier.”

      “You need to get dressed.  Aren’t you flying out later today?”

      “Oh, what time is it?”  She glanced at her wrist, which was watch free, then realizing her mistake hurried from the bathroom and into the bedroom.  “You need to stop making my drinks so strong.  I end up sleeping too late then I have to rush.  And you know how I hate rushing.”

      “I didn’t force you to drink.”  Natalie loved the numbing effect of the alcohol as much as Derek, but would never admit she too had a problem controlling it.

      “See, this is another reason I should be living here.  Now I have to run home to shower and dress.”

      “You can shower here.”

      “My hair products are at my condo.”

      Derek continued his bathroom regime and went in search of fresh clothes.  He planned to stop at the Cleveland office, which was a twenty minute drive from his house, and then he would fly to New York later in the day.  It was routine for him.  He spent most of his week at the New York office, but his house in the Cleveland suburb was home for him.  New York was too noisy, too busy, for his taste.

      “We get along really well, don’t you think?” Natalie continued on.  “We like to do the same things.”

      “Get drunk and have sex?” he countered and got a nasty look in return.

      But Derek had been serious.  The only reason they got along well most of the time, was because of the booze and great sex.  And the fact they only saw one another a few times each month helped as well.  With their crazy schedules neither had much free time.  And when they were together, like now, he did not want to waste it arguing with her.

      “Can we save this conversation for another time?” he suggested, slipping on his shoes.

      “You try to worm out of discussing marriage every time I bring it up.”  She turned her back to him as she stuck one slender foot in the leg opening of her skimpy black panties.

      “Then stop bringing it up,” he snarled.  “I told you when we met a year ago I wanted to have a casual relationship and you agreed.”

      She spun around, nearly tripping herself, one leg still in her panties.  “Derek, that’s just it!  That was a year ago.  We have come so far since then.  We’re ready to take the next step.”

      “Why does the next step have to be marriage?”

      “Because if I move in with you, I’m afraid you will never marry me.”

      She had a point.  She was also assuming he was in love with her and wanted forever.  Nothing could be further from the truth.  He loved spending time with Natalie.  She was sexy, beautiful, fun and intelligent.  But Derek did not love her.

      “You’re absolutely right, and I’m sorry,” he said.  Her mouth hung low, the sadness engulfing her blue eyes.  He moved toward her and kissed the top of her blonde head.  “I need coffee and you need to finish getting ready.”

      Downstairs in the kitchen, Derek grabbed a K-cup.  Once his coffee was done, he selected a flavored coffee for Natalie and got it ready.  She liked lots of sugar.  He took a sip of the hot brew and went in search of his cell phone, not sure where he had left it the night before.  He checked the sofa cushions, but instead of finding his phone, he found Natalie’s black lacy bra.

      Memories of last night flashed through his foggy brain and made him smile.  He would miss Natalie.  But it wasn’t fair to keep stringing her along when she obviously wanted more than what he was willing to give.

      He supposed it wouldn’t hurt him to take the bra upstairs to her.  She was probably frantically searching for it by now.  As he passed through the foyer, the doorbell rang, and Derek opened the front door.

      A girl in her teens stood staring back at him with wide blue eyes.  Eyes rimmed with red and a pink nose.  The girl had either been crying or fighting allergies.  Wisps of coal black shoulder length hair framed her perfectly oval face.  The hair had been dyed because Derek noticed lighter hair, possibly blonde, at the roots.  He also noticed a magenta stripe down one side of her hair.  A backpack, that seemed to weigh more than her, hung from her shoulders, weighing her down and possibly ruining her posture permanently.  Her tall gangly body was dressed in jeans, a white hoodie and sneakers.

      “Can I help you?” he asked.

      “I assume you’re Derek Bolinger.”

      “Yes.  Who’s asking?”

      “No one you care about.”

      Puzzled, he took another look at her, thinking she looked slightly familiar.  “Then why are you here?”

      When she only glared at him he said, “If you’re selling Girl Scout cookies, I still have a few boxes in my freezer from last year.”

      “I’m not here to sell you cookies,” she snapped, transferring her weight from one leg to the other.

      “Then why are you here?” he asked a second time.  He hadn’t meant to be rude, but it was clear this girl had a chip on her shoulder and he had no idea why she was taking it out on him.  And then a warning voice whispered in his head.  Be careful.

      Derek followed the girl’s gaze to the black lacy bra he held between his fingers just as he heard Natalie start down the stairs behind him.

      “Have you seen my bra?” she yelled.  He glanced over his shoulder at her.  Thankfully, she’d put on a robe.  His robe.  But at least she was covered.

      Trying to make light of the situation, he shrugged and grinned at the teen, handing the lingerie over to Natalie.  The girl on his porch did not smile in return.  Instead, she looked disgusted as she took a step backward.

      She turned then, ready to bolt, and Derek called out to her.  “Wait a minute!  Don’t go!”

      The girl pivoted around to stare at him again with watery eyes.

      “Who is she, and what does she want?” Natalie asked.

      “I’m trying to find out,” Derek said quietly.  He searched the girl’s face and eyes.  Her brow drew downward in a frown as he continued to study her.  She wore makeup that did not suit her.  A sort of black colored gloss coated her lips.

      He knew this girl.  His thoughts were suddenly dull and tortured as it all became clear.  “Do you want to come in?”

      She crossed her arms over her chest and shook her head.

      “Then please tell me why you’re here.”  He tried to keep his tone calm.  He didn’t want to scare her off.

      Fresh tears sprung into her eyes, choking her voice.  “It’s . . . my mom.”

      “Is she okay?  What happened?”

      “Derek, do you know this girl?” Natalie asked, peering over Derek’s shoulder.

      Holding the girl’s gaze, he said, “Yes, I know her.  This is Harper.  My daughter.”
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      Harper accepted Derek’s invitation to step inside his lake view home in spite of the voice in her head telling her to walk away.  After all, if he had cared one bit about her during the last fifteen years, he would have visited, called or emailed at least.  Heck, the man lived less than an hour from Ashton Falls where she had grown up.  So why hadn’t he bothered to come see her?

      Her mother had lied to her.  She’d said her father worked for a secret branch of the government and lived out of the country.  She wouldn’t even tell Harper his name.  Said it was too dangerous.  Harper had grown up believing he was some sort of spy or something.  She wiped her nose and eyes on the sleeve of her sweatshirt.

      Mom had said they divorced when Harper was a baby but that he occasionally called or wrote to her to ask about his daughter, that he loved her very much.

      Harper began to realize as she got a little older that the story was all bull crap.  But every time she brought up the subject of her father that was all Harper would ever get out of Marci Dailey before she changed the subject.  Oh, but not before her mother would add, “Please don’t ever hate your father.  He’s a good man.”

      A good man, my ass!  What kind of man ignores his daughter?

      He was tall, over six feet for sure.  His black satin hair had a little wave to it.  He wore an expensive looking olive green shirt tucked into jeans.  His leather belt matched his oxford shoes.  Harper supposed he was attractive, but he probably knew it as well.

      Even though she had never laid eyes on him in person before today, she had seen plenty of photographs of him.  Not that her mother had displayed any of the photos in their home.

      But last year Harper had found a box hidden in the way back of her mother’s closet, the box she called her “death box,” which held more than one secret.  Amongst the photos was a marriage certificate for Marci Dailey and Derek Bolinger.  There was also a divorce decree dated a little over a year later.  That was how she’d learned his name.  She had then Googled his name and found out he was some big shot at Bolinger Emporium.

      Nearly a dozen unopened letters from Derek Bolinger at this address were stacked and tied together with a pink ribbon.  Harper hadn’t dared to open them.  She might be a sneak, but she had principles.  The letters were private.

      She hadn’t told anyone except Jake about her findings.  He was the only one she could trust with the information.  She’d thought about sharing what she knew with her best friend Savannah, but though she meant well, Savannah had a big mouth and half the school would have known her secrets by now.  Or she should say her mother’s secrets.

      “Come sit down,” Derek said, his hand on her back, guiding her toward a brown leather sectional.  She flopped down, the backpack hanging uncomfortably on her shoulders.  She thought of him as Derek, not Dad.  He certainly had not earned the dad title even though his name had been on her birth certificate.

      Harper noticed an empty bottle of gin and a nearly empty bottle of something called Macallan on the coffee table along with two used glasses.  Derek didn’t look embarrassed nor did he attempt to remove the evidence of last night’s “party.”

      She wondered who the blonde woman was, obviously not Derek’s wife.  Unless they were newlyweds, she could not imagine a man holding his wife’s bra in the foyer.  How disgusting!  Ooh, she suddenly thought, they’d probably had sex.  He had to be in his thirties.  But she supposed old people had sex too.  Gross.  Although the woman didn’t look quite as old as him.

      “Derek,” the woman scolded.  “Can I see you in private for a moment?”

      “Not now, Natalie.  Please, can you give us a minute alone?”

      The woman tightened the belt on the manly looking robe she wore.  “But you said you didn’t have any children.  That you didn’t want children.”

      “Natalie, please!”

      And there it was.  He didn’t want children.  Harper swallowed back the lump in her throat.

      Her mother had lied to her all these years to protect her feelings.  She would rather have had Harper believe her father was a spy, and that it was too dangerous for him to visit, instead of the truth.  He.  Didn’t.  Want.  Children.

      Coming here had been a mistake.  What had she been thinking?  That her long lost father would scoop her into his arms and promise to make everything better?  That he would confess he didn’t know he had a daughter until now?

      For the past year she had been asking herself what the heck he had been doing all this time that was so important he had to neglect his own daughter.

      She wiped away a tear and abruptly got to her feet, straightening the backpack.  “I have to go.”

      But Derek blocked her exit.  “Sit down.”

      “I don’t have to listen to you,” she said, trying to go around him.

      “I said sit down, and tell me what has you so upset.”

      He looked serious.  Asshole.  Anger replaced her tears.  And for some reason, Harper let herself drop back to the sofa.  She hadn’t slept a wink or eaten a bite of food since finding out about her mother yesterday morning.  Her eyes burned from all the tears she’d shed.  That was the only reason she didn’t storm out of his fancy house and hitchhike back to the bus stop.  She just didn’t have the strength.

      She glanced up at him and found him studying her again.  His dark eyes looked like hard onyx.  Mean and distrusting.  She wanted to run and hide.  But there was nowhere for her to go.

      Realizing he would find out sooner or later, she let the words bubble from her lips.  “Mom’s dead.  And Child Protective Services tried to take me into custody until they find a foster home for me.  So I ran.  This was the only place I could think to go.”

      “Marci’s dead?” he asked in a sinking tone.  And then he swore aloud, using a few choice words that made her flinch.  She’d wondered why he hadn’t made an appearance upon hearing about her mother’s death.  She had assumed he would have seen or heard the news by now, but he obviously hadn’t.  Then again, maybe he was lying.  Although seeing his reaction and hearing him swear told her he was hearing this for the first time.
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      Derek poured two shots of scotch into his coffee and took a drink.  Marci Dailey was dead.  He couldn’t believe it.  Sixteen years ago he’d met Marci at a frat party and fell immediately in love.  At age twenty, he had dropped out of school and turned down a racing sponsorship so he could marry her.  She was the best thing that had ever happened to him, or so he had thought.  She was also the woman who had ruined his life.

      He studied the teen sitting on his sofa as he took a seat in the overstuffed chair across from her.  She was nervous, scared, and looked like she had just lost her best friend.  She probably had.

      “What happened?  Was she sick?”

      Harper shook her head and lifted her sweatshirt covered shoulder to catch a falling tear.  A black mascara stain now dotted her shoulder.

      “A car accident?” he guessed again.

      Another head shake.  He waited patiently for her to gather her thoughts.

      Natalie was not quite as patient as him.  “Derek, make her tell us what’s going on.”

      Natalie was not helping the situation.  He took another slug of the alcohol laced coffee.  “She’ll tell us when she’s ready.  Why don’t you go get her some water?  Or maybe something stronger.”  Derek glanced at Harper as he suggested ‘maybe something stronger’ and got an eye roll.  “Just a water, Natalie.”

      With a huff, Natalie raced off toward the kitchen, the robe slipping slightly to reveal one naked shoulder.

      “I can see this isn’t a good time,” Harper said stiffly.

      “Don’t worry about her.  She means well.”  It was clear Harper did not care for Natalie.  Hell, Derek wasn’t sure Harper cared much for him either.  Not that he could blame her.  Natalie returned with a bottled water and handed it over.

      Harper did not bother to thank her.  She twisted the plastic lid and took several swallows before wiping her mouth with the sleeve of her white hoodie, which was now stained as well.  “My mom was . . .  murdered . . . night before last,” she finally said.

      “Ohmigod!” Natalie whispered and came to sit next to Harper.  She patted Harper’s jean clad knee.

      Murdered?  What the fuck!  He needed another drink.  He didn’t bother with a glass, just swigged the Macallan straight from the bottle.  Marci had been murdered?

      “Someone bashed her skull in and left her to rot near a creek a few miles outside of Ashton Falls.”  Convulsive tremors rocked her body and she bit her lip to control the sobs.

      Derek wanted to comfort her, but something told him she would only push him away if he tried.  He leaned back in the chair and waited for her to calm down.  “Do the authorities know who did this?”

      Harper shook her head.

      “Does anyone know where you are?”

      “Just Jake.”

      “Jake is your . . . boyfriend?”

      She shook her head violently this time.  “My neighbor.  A good friend.”

      Derek nodded.  “The police are probably looking for you.”

      “Jake won’t say anything.  He can keep a secret.”

      “Uh, huh.”

      “I’m not going into Foster care.  I refuse.  I’ll just run away.”  She took another sip of water then screwed the lid back in place.  She looked bone tired, and he was willing to bet she hadn’t slept the night before.

      “I don’t blame you,” Natalie said.  “I heard those places can be dreadful.”

      Derek scowled at Natalie.  She was not helping the situation, although he did not want to see Harper end up in a situation like that.  “Don’t you have any family to take you in?  What about your grandparents?”

      He realized too late the mistake he’d made by mentioning them.

      “The hippies?  I am not going to travel the country in a motorhome till I’m eighteen.”

      He remembered meeting Marci’s hippie parents only once.  Neil and Poppy Dailey had dragged their daughter all over the country, taking her in and out of schools until she was old enough to be on her own.  Neither had ever held a job longer than six months, preferring to do odd jobs while on the road.  Apparently they hadn’t changed their adventurous lifestyle.

      “We’ll figure something out,” he said.  “Why don’t you lie down for a little while?  Natalie has a plane to catch and I need to make some calls.”

      Surprisingly, Harper didn’t argue with him.  She set her backpack on the floor and rested her head against the arm of the sofa.

      Derek led Natalie out of the living room.

      It took all of ten seconds before the woman started firing questions at him.  “Derek, what are you going to do?  And why didn’t you tell me you had a daughter?  Do you have any other kids?  What else don’t I know about you?”

      He didn’t get a chance to answer before she started spewing more questions his way.  “What are you going to do?” she asked again.  “She can’t stay here.  You’re in New York most of the week.  What if the police are looking for her?  She’s a fugitive.”

      Derek gave her a hostile look.  “She is not a fugitive.  She just lost her mother.  Cut her a little slack, would you?”

      Tears welled in Natalie’s eyes.  “But tell me what you’re going to do about her.”

      Derek had no idea what he was going to do.  He only knew he could not take Harper in and be her father.
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      Derek had no sooner gotten Natalie out the door, when the doorbell rang again.  This time it was his cousin Jack and his wife Paige.  No doubt why they were here.  Marci’s death was probably all over the media by now.  He and his cousin were not exactly on friendly terms when outside the office, so it surprised him they had bothered to come by.

      “Hey, cuz,” Derek greeted Jack as if they were old pals.  “Paige.  Come in, but keep your voices down.”  He motioned them through the foyer, past the living room where Harper was sacked out on the sofa.  He had checked on her a little while ago and she was sound asleep.

      “Who is that?” Paige asked in a hushed tone once they reached the kitchen.  Even dressed in sweats, she still looked sexy.  She had recently given birth to a baby boy and the extra weight suited her well.

      “Is that . . .?”  Jack didn’t use his daughter’s name.  Derek and Jack looked enough alike to be brothers, or so most people had said.  Both tall, dark hair and dark eyes.  The same jawline, their mothers always teased.

      “Yes, that’s Harper.  She dyed her hair or something,” he added in case Jack remembered the blonde haired blue eyed baby from years ago.

      “I’ve been trying to call you all morning, but you weren’t answering your cell.  I wanted to see if you had heard the news.  But apparently you have.”

      “I don’t remember where I put my phone last night.  It has to be around here somewhere.”

      “Is she okay?” Jack asked, tilting his head toward the hall.

      Derek shrugged helplessly.  “Christ if I know.”  He ran a hand through his hair.  “She showed up here a few hours ago.  I don’t think she slept or ate yesterday, although you can’t blame her.  She’s hiding out from Child Protection Services, or some such agency.  They want to place her in foster care.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” Paige said.  “She’s your daughter.  She should stay with you.”

      Jack looked at Paige.  “That’s not our business.”

      “She’s family.  It is our business.  Just because we don’t know her doesn’t make it any less true.”

      Apparently, Jack had told his wife about Derek’s marriage, divorce and Harper.  Although there wasn’t much to tell since Derek had never confided in his cousin or anyone else about the reasons his relationship failed with Marci.

      “What about you?” Jack asked Derek.  “How are you holding up?  I don’t remember much about Marci.  I was a senior in high school when you got married, but you must have loved her at one time.”

      “Yeah, that was a long time ago,” he answered, skirting the question.

      “I see her occasionally on one of the Cleveland stations.  Channel three, I think.”

      Derek didn’t bother to say, “Me, too.”  He would never admit to anyone he sometimes sneaked a peek at his ex-wife.

      “Have you talked to the police?” Jack asked.

      Derek shook his head.  “I suppose I should call and let them know I have Harper.”

      “We’re happy to help,” Paige continued.  “Just tell us what you need.”

      Derek was dumbfounded.  He had no idea what he needed.  He did not know how to be a father to a teenager.  Not that he planned on keeping her.  As soon as all this business with the murder and Marci’s funeral was behind them, he would have to deal with that.  But right now he was surprised by Paige’s offer to help.  In spite of their past, she was prepared to rally beside him.

      “Thanks, Paige.  That means a lot to me.”  He glanced awkwardly at Jack who returned his look with a shrug of his shoulder.

      Jack and his wife had nearly called it quits last year.  But then Paige was in a terrible car accident which left her with amnesia.  Since then she had been a model wife and mother.  Derek had never seen Jack as happy as he had been the past year.  Though Derek had never voiced his opinion, he was glad for his cousin.  Jack was one of the good guys.  He just hoped Paige’s memory never returned, that she stayed the woman she was today.

      “For right now, I guess I could use a few groceries.  I don’t know what teenage girls eat, but I don’t have much more than coffee and alcohol around here.”  Worried he was imposing, he added, “But Jack probably has a million things to do at the office and you have a new baby.”

      Paige looped her arm through Jack’s.  “Say no more.  Jack needs a break from work, Madison is at school, and Eva has the baby.”

      “I would go myself, but I want to be here when Harper wakes.”

      “No problem.  We’ll be back in a jiffy.”

      He saw Jack and Paige to the door and returned to the kitchen to toss the dirty mugs and last night’s glassware in the dishwasher.  After drying his hands on a paper towel, he started wondering about his cell phone again, and where he had left it.  And then it hit him.  He remembered using it in his car on his way home from dinner with Natalie.  He headed for the door to the garage, when he felt a whoosh of cool air on the back of his neck.

      Derek spun around, wondering where the draft had come from.  He watched with fascination as the used paper towel went airborne from the kitchen countertop and drifted like a cloud before landing on the ceramic tile floor.

      There were no open windows or doors so Derek chalked it up to him moving too fast when he had started for the garage.  But suddenly the paper towel went airborne again, floating in midair this time.  Derek swatted at it, but missed.

      He reached for it again.  The darn thing seemed to be toying with him, dancing in the air for a few seconds and then falling to the floor once again.

      “What the hell!”  He didn’t have time for this nonsense.

      “Derek, can you hear me?”  A woman’s voice.

      Derek froze in place, his gaze darting about.  No one was there.  He was absolutely certain.  He touched his temple and decided he really should not drink as much as he had been lately.  He could quit, at any time, if he chose to.  But he happened to like drinking.  He was not an alcoholic, in spite of the accusations from a few friends and family members, his cousin Jack among them.

      But maybe he had overdone it last night, and then this morning when he had added to it by having a few more shots.  He had no regrets.  Seeing Harper and hearing about Marci’s death was hard to swallow.  Any man would have needed a drink.

      Another whoosh of air.  This time it blew across his face and Derek took a step backward toward the garage door.

      “Derek, I know you heard me.”  The woman again.  Yes, he had heard her although he was not about to answer.  Again, no one was there.  Keep telling yourself that.  To talk to the air would make him seem crazy.  Okay, so maybe he was still a little drunk.

      He chuckled to himself, took another step back toward the door, the whole while keeping his gaze flitting around the room.  Just in case.

      Silence.  And no more whooshes of air.  He was about to shuck the entire incident off when a vision came into view.  Long blonde hair.  Female for sure.  She was dressed in white chiffon, or some similar fabric.  Derek straightened his shoulders.  He was not afraid.  Why would he be?  The woman was just part of his drunken stupor.  A hallucination.

      “Derek, I need your help.”

      “Go away.”  He had no idea why he had bothered to answer the female cloud of air.  The woman wasn’t real.  It was just his imagination.

      “I can’t go away.  Not until I know Harper is going to be okay.”

      It was like a punch to his gut.  The torment of her presence racked his body with anguish.  He leaned forward, sucked in a large gulp of air and let it out slowly before straightening.  Don’t look, he told himself.  Don’t even look at her and maybe she’ll go away.

      But there she was again, hovering above the kitchen sink.  A shadowy image of the woman he once loved.  The woman who was now dead.  “Marci?”

      “You can see me?” she asked, her voice full of hope.

      “Barely.  But I don’t understand.  How can this be happening?  Are you a ghost?”

      “I’m not sure.”  She smiled sadly.  “All I know is that I had to find you.  I need you to promise me you’ll take care of Harper.  She needs you.”

      “I don’t know if I can make a promise like that.”

      “Who are you talking to?” Harper asked from the kitchen entranceway.

      Startled, Derek spun around.  “Don’t sneak up on me like that!  You almost gave me a heart attack.”

      “Sorry,” she groaned like she wasn’t the least bit sorry.  “But who were you talking to?”
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