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Chapter 1
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The billboards for Jackson’s Used Cars boasted it had the largest selection of used cars in the tri-county area. Krystal Covington smirked as she looked across the enormous lot. Maybe they had the largest selection of Toyota Corollas, but forgive her if she wasn’t excited to get one of those.

“Krystal, over here!” her boyfriend, Tate Sundrick, called out from across the lot.

“Coming,” she said under her breath.

She walked between the rows of cars, only partially paying attention to the giant prices painted onto each of the windshields. The wind gusted and blew her blonde hair into her face for the eighty-fifth time that morning. Tate told her it was fun to shop for a used car and initially, she’d been excited. February in New York was not pleasant outside. It was bitterly cold and windy. She felt silly for thinking she’d spot the perfect car for her as soon as she arrived. It’s not like they were at the animal shelter looking at the adorable dogs who wanted to be adopted. It was just row after row of brightly painted metal with wheels. She wished she’d taken Tate up on his offer to pre-shop and give her the rundown of which cars were best for her budget and needs.

“Where are you? You’ve got to see this one!” Tate yelled.

“I’m almost there!” she shouted back.

Krystal estimated he was still four rows of cars away from her. She could see his head peeking out from the line of sedans. He had on a bright red beanie, so it was easy to spot him from a mile away. Tate was about as far away from the office building as you could get. Only one or two rows of cars were behind him. The sun was high overhead and she’d forgotten her sunglasses, so she watched her feet while she walked rather than squint in the light. Whoever Jackson was, he kept the lot pretty clean. She didn’t see any dirty oil spots on the pavement or weeds growing along cracks. She was almost to Tate’s row when a stain on the concrete caught her eye. She stopped and looked closer. At first, she thought it was an oil stain, but then she realized the color was off for that. It wasn’t a brownish oily spot; it was still wet and dripping from the trunk of the car. She bent down closer.

“Krystal!” Tate yelled just as she figured out what she was staring at.

She screamed as the realization hit her. “Tate!!!! Tate! Tate! Oh my god, Tate!!!”

Tate rushed to her side. “Stop screaming. I’m right here. What happened?”

Krystal’s hand was shaking as she pointed at the puddle forming under the trunk of the car. “Just look,” she hissed. “It’s blood. I think there’s a body in that car.”

“Stop being dramatic. There’s no way there’s a body—” Tate suddenly stopped talking. “Get your phone out. Call 911.”

Krystal pulled up the hem of her long coat and fished her cell phone out of her back pocket. She didn’t know why Tate couldn’t get his phone out. She touched the phone icon on the screen and punched in the three numbers.

“9-1-1, this is Monica, what’s the emergency?” the operator asked.

“Hi, uh, this is Krystal Covington. I’m at Jackson’s Used Cars over on Broadway...um, I think there’s a body in the trunk of one of the cars,” Krystal told the operator.

“Can you describe what you’re seeing?” Monica asked.

“Uh, there’s a dark blue Corolla and it has something dripping from the trunk. It’s something red. It smells bad too,” Krystal added. She hadn’t noticed the smell at first, but now she was close to gagging.

“Krystal, are you by yourself?” Monica asked.

“Uh, no. My boyfriend is here,” she paused. Where did Tate go? “Well, he was just right here. Oh, there he is. I think he’s going to get the car lot owner.”

“I’m in touch with dispatch. They’re going to send some officers your way. Are you safe?” Monica asked.

Krystal looked around the vast lot of cars. Everything suddenly felt menacing. She frowned at her chicken-heartedness. There might not be a body in the car. It could be spoiled food or...something less terrible. She took a deep breath and let it out.

“I’m okay,” she answered finally.

“I’m going to stay on the line with you until the officers arrive. Can you describe yourself to me?” Monica asked her.

“Sure. Uh, I have wispy blonde hair that’s a mess because of the wind. I’m wearing a white puffy coat. It’s long, but without a hood. I’m about five-foot-seven. Uh, the car is on the far right-hand side, um...the right side if you’re looking at the lot from the road. It’s in the fourth row from the end.” 

Krystal had no idea if she was on the east side or the west side. It could even be north or south. She wished she were better at directions.

“Okay, perfect. The officers should be there any minute. Are you still doing okay? Is your boyfriend back?” Monica asked.

Krystal looked toward the office. She couldn’t see Tate anymore. “Uh, no. He must still be tracking down the owner. I’m still okay.”

* * * * *
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“I WAS REALLY HOPING to stay inside today,” Detective Alex Runimoss grumbled to his partner.

“Something new and different,” Detective Genevieve Viacorte teased him. “Turn right on the next street.”

“Why are we getting called out for this? Don’t we have some patrolling officers who can take this call?” Alex asked for at least the third time.

“Grusky wanted us to handle it because it sounds like there’s a dead body in the trunk,” Genevieve reminded him of their lieutenant’s words.

“It better not be a dog. Or some wild animal,” Alex whined some more.

“A dead person is preferable to a dead animal?” Genevieve questioned him. “I said turn right here.”

Alex cranked the wheel and just barely made the turn without hitting anything. “Sorry, I was caught up in your philosophical question. And, I know where the lot is. You don’t need to give me directions.”

“Clearly,” she smirked.

Genevieve decided to stop razzing Alex and watch the other businesses roll by her window. The wind looked to be extra strong. She wondered if it was blowing in a snowstorm. She finally spotted the large sign with bright red letters on a yellow background with the words “Jackson’s Used Cars” in a Comic Sans font. She’d always thought it was an eyesore for Brenington, but she knew it was a popular location. She saw a blonde woman holding a phone to her ear and figured that was Krystal Covington. Alex pulled into the entrance. Small arrow-shaped signs directed them to visitor parking on the left side.

“I saw our caller on the far side. Dispatch mentioned her boyfriend was trying to track down the owner. Why don’t I go speak with Ms. Covington while you go to the office...in case he tries to run or something?” Genevieve suggested.

Alex turned the cruiser off. “Works for me. You’re pretty fast, for a girl, but the caller would probably rather talk to you than me.”

“For a girl? I can keep up with you any day of the week, old man,” Genevieve said as she took off her seatbelt.

“Old?! I’m barely forty-five,” Alex argued. “I’m at least a foot and a half taller than you. You’d never keep up with me.”

“That sounds like a challenge,” Genevieve said and opened her door.

“Just go talk to the woman. I’ll holler if I need help with the owner,” Alex grumbled.

Genevieve heard him muttering something about being old as he walked away. She held back a laugh. It was fun to get under his skin. She looked across the lot. It was at least a quarter mile long. The wind blew wisps of her dark brown hair into her face. Most of her hair was pulled back into a bun at the nape of her neck, but the strong wind had tugged a few strands free. She pulled her hat out of her coat pocket and tugged it onto her head. She could straighten up the bun later if she needed to.

The used car dealership ran frequent ads on the local TV stations. Just seeing the billboard had brought their jingle to mind: Come to Jackson’s. Your future ride is waiting for you. She hurried past row after row of cars to the Covington woman. Genevieve saw the woman look toward her and wave. She waved back. Only a few more rows until she reached her. The wind seemed to be gaining in strength as she got closer. She could feel herself leaning into it as she walked through the lot. She was still about three rows away when the smell hit her. The wind must have carried it her way. She cringed. Whatever was in that trunk was definitely dead. She adjusted her direction so she was two cars over from where the woman stood. It made the smell less noticeable. Covington took the phone from her ear and touched the screen when Genevieve walked up.

“Brenington PD? You’re a police officer?” Covington asked Genevieve.

“Detective Genevieve Viacorte,” Genevieve replied and held up her badge. “Ms. Covington?”

“That’s me...and this is the car,” Covington replied and pointed at the dark blue Corolla.

Genevieve saw a drop of what definitely looked like blood drip from the trunk and splat into a dark puddle on the concrete. She had to agree with the woman. The odds were high a dead body was inside that trunk. She pulled out her notebook and pen.

“I know you told the 911 operator some of what happened already, but can you tell me what led to your discovery here?” Genevieve asked her.

“I’m right then, right? It’s a body? You can smell it, right?” Covington asked. Her pale blue eyes were barely visible as she squinted at Genevieve.

Genevieve nodded. “It’s pretty bad. What time did you get to the lot today?”

“Krystal!” A man’s voice startled Genevieve.

“That’s Tate. Looks like he found the owner...uh, and your partner, maybe?” Covington explained.

Genevieve turned toward the voice. A lanky man with a bright-red beanie walked with Alex and another man dressed in a suit and tie. The suited man had on sunglasses, but even with his eyes covered, Genevieve could tell he was upset. His lips were pressed into a thin line and his nostrils were flared. His face seemed a bit red too. She wondered if his tie was too tight, but thought it was equally possible he was just out of shape. Alex’s long stride was a challenge to keep up with and the used car dealer was a few inches shorter than the tall detective. At six-foot-six, Alex was at least a few inches taller than almost everyone.

“Detective Viacorte, this is Rutherford Jackson, the owner, and Tate Sundrick, a witness. Ms. Covington, I’m Detective Alex Runimoss, with two esses,” Alex introduced himself. “Mr. Jackson, could you pop the trunk please?”

“Please, call me Jet. Rutherford is so formal,” the owner complained.

Jackson wiped a hand across his forehead first. Genevieve found it odd he was sweating when it was so cold out. The man pressed a button on the fob in his hand and the trunk of the neighboring car flicked open.

“Sir?” Alex asked with his eyebrows raised.

“My apologies. I seem to have grabbed the wrong keys. Let me radio one of my guys to bring the right ones over in the golf cart,” he offered and pulled a walkie-talkie from his suit coat. “Coop, I need the keys to the new Corolla. The blue one...No, the other one. Fine, I’ll just get them myself.”

Alex gestured for him to do so. Genevieve gave Alex a curious look. Something was off and it wasn’t just the possibility of a dead body in the trunk.

“Should we call Dr. Green and CSU out?” Genevieve asked Alex.

“Not yet. If it’s just a raccoon or a dog or something, we’ll be wasting their time. If the owner doesn’t come back with the right set of keys this time, I’m popping it open with a crowbar,” Alex told her.

“Couldn’t we pop the lock on the driver’s door more easily?” she asked.

“Possibly, but then the window seal gets messed up. That’s a pain for future owners,” Alex explained.

“Right, because someone will totally buy this car once they learn there was something bloody and dead in the trunk. Ups the resale value in unbelievable ways,” she retorted.

“I’m going to go get the crowbar from the trunk of the cruiser. I’ll be right back,” Alex said and took off for their cruiser.

Genevieve decided to talk to the two witnesses while she waited. “Ms. Covington?”

The blonde woman looked her way. “Just Krystal, please.”

“You noticed the blood?” Genevieve asked her.

“It’s blood? For real?” Krystal asked.

“I can’t say for certain, but I’ve seen a lot of blood and it looks like blood to me,” Genevieve explained.

“Yeah, I saw the stuff dripping from the trunk,” Krystal answered.

“What time did you arrive at the lot?” Genevieve asked for the second time.

“Right after it opened,” Krystal said.

“Nine-ten or so, like ten after nine o’clock,” Tate Sundrick responded. “We wanted to get an early start.”

“Have you seen any other shoppers today?” Genevieve asked.

“Are you wanting to know if we saw someone stash a body in the trunk? Because, no, we didn’t see that happen,” Tate said and rolled his eyes.

“I’m just trying to get a feel for how many people were present when the blood was first observed,” Genevieve told him plainly.

“I think there were a few groups of people. I didn’t really pay attention,” Krystal admitted.

“There were maybe five other people wandering around, but they were all on the other side. We were the first ones over here,” Tate expanded on Krystal’s response. “No one drove any vehicles onto the lot after we arrived. This was here when we got here.”

“Got it,” Genevieve said and made a note. Her fingers were starting to ache from the cold. “Have you shopped here for cars before?”

“My first time,” Krystal answered.

“Same,” Tate said.

“Did you touch the car?” Genevieve asked.

Krystal recoiled. “Of course not. Gross.”

“I don’t think I touched it. I started by looking at the cars closer to the office building and then made my way over here. Those are usually the nicer ones and can be seen on their surveillance cameras. The ones they don’t care about as much are further out,” Tate told Genevieve.

“Good to know. Let me get you a card and get your information too,” Genevieve replied. She pulled out a card from her messenger bag. “Here’s my card. If you think of anything else, please give me a call.”

“We can go?” Krystal asked.

“You don’t want to shop anymore? I bet we can get a great deal today. Like hazard pay because of our negative experience,” Tate told Krystal.

“Gross. I just want to go home,” Krystal said with a frown.

“I just need both of your names and contact information. I have a tablet you can enter it into in my bag. Just a moment,” Genevieve told them.

She pulled out the tablet and unlocked it. Then she opened the witness information form and handed it to Krystal. “Just enter your information and then Mr. Sundrick can do the same.”

Krystal peeled off one glove and quickly typed in her information. She handed the tablet to her boyfriend and he did the same. Genevieve heard footsteps and looked over her shoulder. Alex was back with the crowbar.

“I got their statements and information,” Genevieve told Alex. “They’re entering contact info now.”

“Cool. I’m wagering we’re going to need to use this guy in just a minute,” Alex told her.

The couple turned to walk toward the building. Krystal stopped and looked back at Genevieve. “We’re going to see if they have anything warm to drink like cocoa or coffee,” she explained.

Genevieve nodded and watched them walk away. “I don’t know how you could drink either of those after seeing blood drip from a trunk. Weirdos.”

“Here comes Mr. Jet himself,” Alex said as though Genevieve couldn’t see him.

Jet Jackson jogged over to the car again, if you could call it jogging. He clicked another fob and the Corolla’s lights flashed.

Genevieve watched Jackson’s face. She saw relief wash over him when the lights of the correct vehicle flashed. The wind shifted and he caught a whiff of whatever was hidden in the trunk. His face contorted and Genevieve was certain he was about to vomit. The dead body smell was growing stronger by the minute as the temperature increased. It was cold and windy, but the sun was out, so the body was warming up. Jackson backed up a few steps.

“Do you need me to witness this?” Jackson asked and choked back a gag.

Alex shrugged. “Suit yourself. I’ll take the keys now.”

Jackson hesitated. “Uh, I unlocked it. You can pop the trunk from the dash now. Why do you need the keys?”

Alex snorted. “We have to conduct an investigation here, Sherlock. Hand over the keys.”

Jackson sighed and dropped the keys into Alex’s outstretched hand. Alex looked at the fob and pressed a button. The latch released and the trunk popped open. The smell intensified.

“Oh, no. Not good,” Jackson said and stepped back several more steps.

Genevieve had to agree with him. The Corolla’s trunk was home to one very dead white male. His face was smashed and covered in blood. Both detectives turned toward the owner.

“We’re going to need everything you have on this car,” Alex said firmly. “Stay here with us until our CSU team arrives. Sorry to make you suffer in the cold, but we don’t exactly trust you anymore.”

* * * * *
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THE DRY CLEANER’S WAS busy when Cari arrived with Bob’s suit on Wednesday morning. He’d told her he had been called to testify in court on Friday and needed to look professional. He’d worn his suit to the delayed rehearsal dinner almost two weeks ago and Joel had spilled soda on him. They’d kind of forgotten about it between moving into the new apartment and helping get Bea and Robby’s family around, as neither was cleared to drive for over two weeks. Luckily, Robby could take a rideshare to the subway to get to work and their kids rode the bus to and from school most of the time. Cari stepped up to the counter after waiting in line for several minutes.

“How soon do you need it back?” the clerk asked as Cari entered her information into the keypad.

“Tomorrow?” Cari asked hopefully.

“It should be done by the end of today, but definitely by the start of business tomorrow. You’ll get an email with the tag receipt,” she explained. “Next.”

Cari refreshed her email and saw the receipt show up. She exited the store and got back in her car. The wind felt extra cold and blew some of her curls into her face. She’d wrestled her hair into a messy bun that morning after waking up a bit later than she’d intended. The newspaper building was just a few blocks away. She turned on her radio and tapped her thumbs on the steering wheel to the beat as she drove.

Her boss’s car was already in the parking garage when she arrived a few minutes later. He seemed to be working longer and longer hours ever since they’d restructured the business almost six months ago. She rode the elevator up to their floor and went directly to the break room for some coffee. She’d forgotten they were out of beans when she put in their Instacart order on Monday, so she and Bob were both stuck with office coffee for the week until one of them made it to the store. She fixed her coffee and then sat down at her desk to see what was on tap for the news day.

“Turnlyle!”

The outburst surprised Cari and she had to use her left hand to steady the coffee cup in her right. She’d been a journalist at the Brenington Beagle for a few years and her boss, Mr. Ollaman, still sometimes managed to startle her. She set her coffee on her desk and grabbed her messenger bag off the back of her chair. Ollaman’s office was just thirty or so feet away from her cubicle. She quickly marched over and peeked her head into the room.

“Yes, sir?” she asked with a smile.

Ollaman’s bald head was red and shiny. He was staring at his cell phone screen, which was dark. She could see something had upset him. She’d already turned in her articles for the week, so it wasn’t a late deadline issue. He looked up from his cell phone and grimaced.

“Take a seat and get out your notebook,” Ollaman ordered her.

Cari quickly picked up a stack of newspapers from the only other chair in his office and set them aside. She sat down and got her notebook ready.

“My friend Jet Jackson, that’s J-E-T,” he paused and ran his hand over his bald head.

“You have a friend named Jet Jackson?” Cari asked. She felt like she remembered watching a TV show with a similar name as a child, but maybe the alliteration was just striking her funny.

“It’s more of a nickname, though he might have changed it to give himself more, uh...pizazz when he opened the used car lot here,” Ollaman explained.

“Oh, that Jackson,” Cari realized.

“He just called me and needs our help. He’s one of my oldest friends. Apparently, someone stashed a dead body in the trunk of one of his cars. The police are there and he’s having a hard time convincing them he doesn’t know how it got there,” Ollaman told her. “I know used car salesmen have a rep for being sleazy, but he’s a great guy. He’d never be involved in something like this. Go over there and talk to him. You have a detective friend. Pump her for information. Go!”

Cari scribbled the snippets of background information into her notebook and then stuffed it back into her messenger bag. She nodded her goodbye to Ollaman and exited his office. While she didn’t want to put her friend Genevieve in a bad spot, the whole case sounded rather intriguing. Obviously, Jackson could be lying through his teeth, but finding a body in a used car lot? This was a first for her. She double-checked that her keys were in her bag along with her cell phone. Before rushing to the elevator bay, she retrieved her coffee from her desk. She’d barely had a drink of it before Ollaman beckoned her to his office.

Bryson Millar stepped off the elevator just as she reached it. He was the other investigative journalist for the newspaper, but preferred to cover city politics more than crime and actual investigations. Cari was happy he liked that side better; she found it horribly boring.

“Leaving already?” Bryson quipped.

“Ollaman’s got me chasing a story. Dead body at Jackson’s Used Cars,” she told him. “And watch your words: Ollaman knows the owner. He’s pretty torn up about the whole thing.”

“Thanks for the tip!” Bryson called out as the elevator doors closed.

Cari rode the car down to the parking garage and hurried to her vehicle, a tan Toyota Camry. She unlocked the driver’s door with her fob and tossed her messenger bag into the passenger seat. If they’d found a dead body at the lot, then the odds were high two of her favorite people were at the scene: her husband of ten days, Bob Hursley, and her good friend, the detective. She didn’t want to interrupt either of them while they were at a possible crime scene, but she hardly ever drove anywhere without calling someone. Her grandmother’s health had been weighing heavily on her mind since her wedding weekend. Grandmother had been Cari’s closest family member her entire adult life, but it seemed like her health was declining rapidly. The wedding had been chaotic and didn’t leave time for her to talk with her grandmother about her new symptoms. The used car lot was about ten minutes from her office, so she called her grandmother using her car’s Bluetooth feature.

“Cari, Cari, married lady, how are you, sweetheart?” her grandmother’s voice sing-songed in her ear.

“Hi, Grandmother,” Cari responded. “I’m headed out to a crime scene at a used car lot. How are you?”

Her grandmother coughed twice before she answered. “Right as rain, my dear.”

“We still haven’t talked about why you’re coughing and short of breath,” Cari reminded her.

“What kind of crime scene?” Grandmother asked, dodging the question.

“I’m not certain, but I’m serious!” Cari said almost laughing at her paradoxical language. “You never answered me before.”

“Oh, Cari. I’m not going to live forever. You know that, right?” Grandmother asked and cleared her throat.

“Have you seen your doctor since you got home?” Cari asked with concern.

“I told you at the wedding, I go to my doctor regularly. I’m in good hands, Cari,” Grandmother assured her.

“But...” Cari prompted.

“You’re right, or your smart husband was right with his hypothesis,” Grandmother confirmed. “I have congestive heart failure. It’s a tricky thing to treat.”

Cari swallowed. “I’ve been avoiding reading about it...sort of hoping you just had a cold or something.”

“My heart is getting tired. It’s worked hard for a long time,” Grandmother said gently. “But I’m not dying any time soon. I’m trying some medications and altering my diet a bit. They took away my salt shaker.”

“What?” Cari asked in surprise.

“Well, not really, but they might as well have. I’m not supposed to add salt to anything anymore. It’s all incredibly bland,” Grandmother complained. “But I’ve had worse things. It’s okay. Now, tell me about your new story.”

“Well, I honestly don’t know much. I guess they found a dead body in the trunk of a car at one of the used car lots in town. My boss knows the owner and said I have to help clear his name,” Cari told her. “Hopefully, I won’t have to disappoint him.”

“Stick with the truth and you’ll be fine, my dear,” Grandmother replied.

“I’m just pulling into the visitor lot now. Maybe I could come visit for a weekend sometime soon? Are you busy?” Cari asked.

“Talk to Bob first before you make plans with your old granny,” Grandmother teased. “Now, go find that bad guy.”

“I will. I love you, Grandmother,” Cari said.

“I love you more.”

Cari ended the call and turned off her car. She could see the medical examiner’s van over on the opposite side of the lot. She figured they probably wouldn’t let her get too close to the scene, so she decided to go inside and look for the manager or owner first. The wind almost ripped the car door from her hand when she opened it. Her messy bun got messier and she tried to tuck the loose curls back into place. She needed another hair tie to secure everything better. She picked up her messenger bag and rummaged through it for a hair tie, but came up empty. She knew there was one in her car somewhere. She leaned back inside and popped the console open. Several napkins from fast food restaurants spilled out. She tossed them aside and sifted through the other items. Finally, she felt the elastic band at her fingertips and pulled it out of the compartment. She hurriedly secured her wild curls into a bun and then locked up her car.

The tall glass doors had brightly colored numbers and words painted all over them. The lot was having a twenty percent off sale this week. She wondered how they made money if everything was always discounted. She pulled open the door and looked around for the office area.

“Can I help you?” a woman near a red sports car called out to Cari. The woman was fairly tall with dark curly hair and dark skin. She wore a light grey pantsuit with a pale pink shirt.

Cari walked over to her. “I’m looking for Mr. Jackson. He should be expecting me. Tell him Mr. Ollaman sent me.”

The woman frowned for a moment before smiling again. “I’ll go get him for you. Ollaman, right?”

“Yes, Ollaman,” Cari repeated.

She watched the tall woman walk away, her high heels clicking on the linoleum. Cari decided to straighten up her hairdo while she waited. She removed the hair tie from her hair and ran her hand through her dark curls. Her wedding ring snagged on one strand of hair and tugged it. She carefully untangled the jewelry and teased the snaggles from her hair. Then she wound all of her hair into a messy bun with the hair tie. She figured it still looked frightful, but at least it wasn’t in her face.

“Ms. Turnlyle? Or is it Hursley?” a voice spoke from behind her.

She turned around. “Mr. Jackson?”

He stuck out his right hand. “Yes, ma’am. So, is it Hursley now? I heard you recently got married.”

Cari found it odd the man wanted to know her marital status while the police were investigating his place of business as a possible murder site. She tried to give him a friendly smile. “Uh, I’m still Turnlyle. I’m kind of known by my name, but it’s only been ten days. I can still decide to change it at some point later. Mr. Jackson—”

“Please, call me Jet with one T,” Jet interrupted.

“Right. Mr. uh, Jet, I understand they found a dead body in one of your vehicles?” Cari asked.

The front door chimed and they both looked toward it. Two men entered, one of whom looked to be the father and the other the son. Cari assumed they were car shopping.

“Allison, could you, uh...?” Jet gestured toward the duo.

“I got it, Jet,” Allison assured him. “Gentlemen...”

Her voice trailed off. Jet watched her walk away and then turned back to Cari. “Why don’t we talk in my office? The police will probably want to speak with me again soon. I have my business lawyer looking for a criminal attorney for me right now.”

Cari tried to keep her face neutral. “I understand.”

He escorted her to his office and unlocked the door. “Have a seat. What did Ollie tell you?”

Cari almost laughed at the nickname. She’d only heard one other person call her boss Ollie and she knew it embarrassed him. She looked around the office. It was completely in order, which surprised her. She half-expected files to be sticking out of drawers and cabinets, his desk to be a mess of paperwork, and keys to be lying about in random places. Instead, his desk only had three items on it besides the computer: a bin with signed documents, a ballpoint pen, and a telephone.

“He said a dead body was found in the trunk of one of your vehicles,” Cari explained.

Jet opened his mouth and then closed it. “Uh, well, um, yes. That’s the short version.”

“What else can you tell me?” Cari asked.

“Ollie assured me you won’t try to double-cross me. You’re not going to burn me in the news, right?” Jet asked with trepidation.

“Mr. Ollaman asked me to help clear your name. I’m here to investigate...as a journalist,” Cari said matter-of-factly.

“That wasn’t really an answer, but I guess Ollie is the editor and he won’t burn me. Part of the problem for me is...well, you see...” Jet squirmed in his chair, crossing and uncrossing his legs. “I wasn’t able to produce the title to the car. I did have the keys, so it’s just a matter of time until I locate the title.”

“But it is one of your cars?” Cari asked in confusion.

“Um, it’s on my lot...so...yeah?” Jet didn’t really claim ownership.

“Do you have a record for the car at all?” Cari asked, trying to understand how he’d have a car without papers for sale.

“Not exactly,” Jet confessed.

“Mr. Jackson, uh, Jet, how do you typically acquire cars for your business?” Cari asked.

He smiled. “A myriad of ways. Sometimes, they’re trade-ins from other purchasers. Other times, we buy them from a dealership if they’re trying to clear out inventory.”

“When did this car arrive on your lot?” Cari asked and jotted down some notes.

“It was earlier in the week,” Jet said vaguely.

“Don’t you have a record of it?” she asked in confusion.

“I wasn’t able to locate it yet,” Jet replied.

Cari could feel his anxiety escalating. “I feel like you’re hiding something from me. You asked for my help, but you won’t answer my questions fully. What’s really going on here?” Cari demanded to know.

“I honestly have no idea. I promise you. I have no idea how that body ended up in that car.”

Cari stared at him in disbelief. Jet fidgeted with a pen on his desk and refused to look her in the eye. Beads of sweat lined his receding hairline and she could see spots of wetness dotting his stomach too. The desk phone rang. He looked down at the caller ID and started to shake his head no. It was as though she could see his train of thought. He seemed to remember he wasn’t alone. He punched a button on the keypad and the ringing stopped. She sat taller in the chair so she could read the caller ID if someone called again.

“You’re worse than the cops,” Jet grumbled. “They gave me the third degree too. I thought they were going to arrest me at one point.”

“Jet, where did the car come from?” Cari asked.

He gulped and bit his lip. “Uh, I was looking for the paperwork earlier...um...everything is on file, of course.”

A knock sounded on the open door. Cari glanced over and saw Genevieve’s partner, Alex, stick his head in.

“Mr. Jackson, we’re going to have more questions for you in the coming days. Please don’t leave the area. If you have travel planned, it’s probably best if you cancel it now,” Alex instructed him.

Jet nodded. Cari thought his face seemed paler. She still had virtually zero details about the car, the body...all of it. Alex turned around without speaking to Cari. Not surprising.

“Jet, I’m still on page one over here. As in, I was told there was a possible dead body in the trunk of a vehicle on your property. I don’t know how it got there, or who it is, or where the car came from. Why am I here if you aren’t going to tell me anything?” Cari asked, her voice laced with frustration.

Jet stood up and closed his office door. He raised his hands in surrender. “Okay, okay. I’ll tell you what I’ve told the police. A couple was here earlier and the woman saw what turned out to be blood dripping from the trunk. They freaked out and called 911. For some reason, BPD decided to send its best detective squad over. Have you met the female detective? She has these eyes...like she is staring into your soul, daring you to lie so she can call you out on it. Terrifying.”

Cari simply nodded. Now that he was talking, she didn’t want to interrupt and make him stop. His phone rang again. She watched him look at the caller ID and then punch a button on the keypad again. She had only seen part of the name and committed it to memory rather than draw his suspicion by writing in her notebook.

“Let’s see, so the cops showed up. The detectives, sorry. I only made that mistake once. That ogre of a detective; he’s just as intimidating as the tiny one. He’s like seven feet tall...I’m getting off track, sorry. I brought out the keys to the car, but it was the wrong set of keys,” Jet explained. “I had to come back in and get the right set. Thankfully, I knew right where they were.”

Cari tried to keep her face neutral, but she knew Alex and Genevieve’s hackles would have been sparked by that mistake. She didn’t believe he accidentally grabbed the wrong set of keys.

“I was just trying to locate the title when you arrived,” Jet told her. “Like I said, it’s one of our newest additions to the lot.”

“Got it,” she replied and underlined her note from before.

“The big detective got out a crowbar and was going to force the trunk open if I didn’t find the keys the second time. That would have really damaged the vehicle. I would have had to have it repaired before I could sell it...” Jet trailed off. Cari gave him a pointed look and he started talking again. “The body in the trunk...”

Jet gagged and looked around the room. Cari grabbed the small trash can and offered it to him. He waved her off.

“I must have set my water bottle down somewhere. It’s fine. I’m okay,” Jet assured her. “Do I need to describe the body?”

“Just do what you can,” Cari suggested.

“So, it was bad. It was definitely a guy. No woman is that tall. Muscular. Probably dark hair, but it could have been dark from the...” Jet gagged again. “Blood. His face was smashed and like...mottled? Is that the right word?”

Cari stared at him. “I didn’t see the body, Jet.”

“Right, well, it was discolored in a weird way. Like bruised, but grey and one eye was open, the other...I can’t. Sorry, it was gross. And the smell,” he added and gagged a third time.

“Did they find any identification on him?” Cari asked.

“No, his pockets were empty. The whole car was empty except for the body. Even the glove box. It usually has an info sheet from us...uh...I guess we put it out on the lot too soon,” Jet remarked quietly.

“Just to clarify, the police weren’t able to identify the body?” Cari asked.

“Not that I heard,” Jet responded.

“Walk me through the intake of a vehicle to your business,” Cari requested.

“I mean, we follow all the state laws and policies. We take possession of the title and get it inspected by a third party. If the vehicle needs repairs, we leave that up to the new buyer in most instances. If the needed repairs are excessive, we just sell it to a scrapyard for parts,” Jet explained as his phone rang again. He immediately pressed the button to silence it.

“Do you need to get that?” Cari asked.

“No,” Jackson said in an irritated tone.

“How long does that usually take? Does it usually get a new license plate while it’s in your possession or keep the old one? Pretend like I’m a new buyer and don’t have any idea what to expect,” Cari said.

“No, once we buy it from the previous owner, the plates are dead. We register the VIN and keep it in the file along with any repair needs,” Jet said.

“Okay, so who did you buy this car from?” Cari asked.

Jet looked at the ceiling. “I told you. It’s new, so it’s still being processed. It shouldn’t have been out in the lot yet.”

“Do you have security cameras, Jet?” Cari asked.

“Of course...that’s where the detectives are now. I can probably get you a copy if you think it will help,” Jet offered.

“That would be great,” Cari said excitedly. “What else can you tell me?”

Jet shook his head. “That’s all I know for now. Do you have a card? I can send you a link to the video footage. The detectives seemed pretty certain the guy died sometime in the last twenty-four hours.”

Cari fished a card out of her messenger bag and stood up. “Thanks for the information. Can I talk to the person who does the intake for all new vehicles now?”

Jet’s face dropped. “Seriously? Did the police send you a list of questions
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