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				There’s only one way to keep secrets buried…

				If only it had been something else that brought Lissa Sherman and Mack Jackson back in touch after so many years. Something—anything—other than the murder of Mack’s father. Even worse, Lissa’s car had been used as the murder weapon.

				Thirty-five years ago, four friends went out joyriding and ended up in a terrible accident that left one dead and the others with no memory of that awful night. Now two more people, including Mack’s father, have been murdered, and if the lone survivor knows why they’re being targeted, she’s not talking. 

				Even as Lissa and Mack find themselves drawn together in the midst of tragedy, the mystery deepens when someone comes after Lissa, too. Is the danger to her tied to the other deaths, or are two killers at work in town? Now Mack has to fight an unknown attacker as well as his feelings for Lissa, but it may be that he can’t win either battle.
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				Compassion is the recipe for life. Take heed of kindness. Use liberally when necessary and omit judgment for others.

				The coldest hearts beat in the bodies of those most wounded by life. It is not for us to judge a lifestyle when we are unaware of shattered dreams.

				I dedicate this book to everyone who’s walking a path they didn’t see coming, with peace and grace to them for still finding their way.
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				One

				It began with phone calls in the night.

				The moment Melissa Sherman answered, the connection would be broken. After a time, the calls escalated to heavy breathing and ugly laughter. It wasn’t until the caller began telling her in a slow husky whisper the disgusting things he was going to do to her that she finally broke, screaming obscenities in his ear, calling him an outright coward hiding behind walls and darkness, and hung up. Then she unplugged her landline and took comfort in the fact that he didn’t know the number to her cell phone.

				She had less than two weeks of peace and quiet before the stalking began.

				* * *

				Lissa’s starfish night-light had seen her through most of elementary school, all of high school and a broken heart, four years of college and six years of teaching in Savannah, Georgia.

				This past summer she and her night-light had returned to Mystic, West Virginia, to teach first grade. She’d never really thought about coming home to teach, but having her childhood home to live in free and clear had been too good to turn down. It was a hard trade-off, inheriting the house as she lost her last parent, but family memories were strong and vivid in every room.

				Tonight the starfish was casting a faint yellow glow, lighting the way from her bedroom into the hall as she ran toward the living room, her footsteps making little slap-slap sounds on the hardwood floor.

				It was after 2:00 a.m. and she’d already been up once, certain there was someone outside her house. The sound had been right beneath her bedroom window, a tapping sound, but nothing natural, because it had a very unnatural stop-and-go rhythm. It had taken all her nerve to look out, and then, when she did, she had seen nothing.

				Uneasy, she’d gone back to bed and had just drifted off to sleep when she’d heard another sound that had had her on her feet in seconds. It was the sound of boots stomping heavily on the wooden surface of her front porch. Now she was running through the house in her old flannel pajamas. When she turned on the porch light to look out, she saw no one and nothing out of place. She thought about calling the police, but there was nothing to tell other than the fact she was scared out of her mind and the house that used to mean sanctuary now felt like a trap.

				If her father was still alive he would have been sitting outside in the dark with a shotgun, waiting for the sucker to come back. And the longer she thought about that, the angrier she became, until she yanked the door open, letting it hit the wall with a bang as she stomped out onto the porch.

				“You think this is funny?” she yelled. “You come back here again and we’ll see how hard you laugh with a load of buckshot in your ass.”

				Then she strode back in the house with her head up and blond curls bouncing, slamming the door behind her. Just to punctuate the promise, she turned on every light in the house and then went to bed.

				* * *

				Across the darkened street her stalker, a man named Reece Parsons, was crouched in an alley, grinning.

				She was a feisty little bitch, but that was how he liked them. He could tell she would be fine in the sack, but she wasn’t ready yet. He wanted her afraid for her life before he raped her because that, too, was how he rolled. As soon as she went back inside and closed the door, he slipped away.

				* * *

				The next time Lissa woke up it was 6:00 a.m. and her alarm was blaring. She rolled over and shut it off, facing the fact that it was not only time to get ready for work, but it was also raining.

				She threw back the covers to get up, then winced as she stood. The floor was cold, and because of the rain, there would be no recess, which was a teacher’s worst nightmare. This day couldn’t get worse.

				She headed for the bathroom to shower and paused at the sink to eye the knot of curls in her hair. Rainy days made her naturally curly hair go haywire, and today was no exception.

				When her gaze landed on the little brown mole just above the right corner of her lips, she frowned. Mack Jackson, the boy from high school who’d broken her heart, used to kiss the mole for good luck before every football game. She had been trying to forget him for nearly ten years now but without much success. Such was life.

				An hour later she was on her way out the door with hot coffee in one hand and a backpack full of games she would need for the indoor play periods, something they all had to get through before this miserable-ass day could come to an end.

				But then the car wouldn’t start and she realized she’d been wrong. The day had already gotten worse. She turned the key again and again, until the engine finally fired. Mumbling a grudging thank-you to the universe, she turned on the wipers and backed out of the driveway. But the moment she put the car in Drive, the engine began sputtering.

				“No!” Lissa shouted, and stomped the gas with the assumption that too much gas was better than not enough.

				The fact that she made it to the school parking lot without actually being late was a miracle. She didn’t even care that she had to run through the rain with a broken umbrella to get into the building. She was on the job, and the time to worry about the car and the stalker was after school was over.

				* * *

				Both bays at Paul Jackson’s garage and gas station were full, and his other mechanic was home sick with the flu. Paul had called in extra help to run the front while he worked on the repair jobs. He replaced a starter on the first car just before noon and sent the owner on his way. Now he was almost through putting new brake pads on a truck that reeked of marijuana. He wasn’t the kind to pass judgment on his fellow man, but when the young guy came to pick it up, Paul intended to give him the same lecture he’d given his own son years earlier.

				He paused a moment to wipe sweat off his brow and pop a couple of painkillers. His knees throbbed, his elbow was aching where he’d whacked it on the concrete and his knuckles were bloody—all part of a mechanic’s job.

				Just as he squatted back down, he heard a car pulling into the station and knew from the rough sound of the engine that something was wrong with it. He stood up, wiping his hands as he turned to meet the owner, and then smiled when he saw Lissa Sherman getting out.

				She had been in the same class with his son, Mack, and they’d dated long enough that he’d wondered if one day she might become part of the family. Although that had never happened, he was still very fond of her. He noticed as she darted into the bay that she looked as exhausted as he felt.

				“Hey, honey, it sounds like your fuel pump is starving the engine. It’s running pretty rough.”

				She rolled her eyes. “Oh, Paul, this has been the day from hell. I didn’t think the car was going to start this morning, and then, when it finally did, I headed straight for school. The rain kept the kids inside at recess, and they were wild and bored, so you can imagine how that went down.”

				Paul laughed. He had always enjoyed having her around the house. She was as unaware of her beauty as a woman could be and had a great personality.

				“Yeah, I wouldn’t trade your day for mine. At least I know how to fix cars. I couldn’t wrangle a half dozen of those little rug rats, let alone a whole room full. However, that’s not why you’re here. Tell me more about your car.”

				Lissa shrugged. “I don’t know. When it finally started, it ran rough all the way to school. A friend helped me get it started again, and here I am in need of your help.”

				“Yeah, sure. Just leave the keys in it and I’ll get to it first thing tomorrow.”

				“I don’t suppose you have a loaner I could drive?” she asked.

				Paul frowned. “No, I sure don’t. Sorry.”

				Her shoulder slumped as she managed a smile.

				“That’s okay. How long do you think it will take you to fix it?”

				“Might be the fuel pump. I can’t really say until I take a look at it to see exactly what’s wrong.”

				Lissa wiped a shaky hand across her face and tried not to let her disappointment show. Even though she lived in town, since her stalker had stepped up his game she felt insecure about being without transportation.

				Paul eyed her closely. For some reason she seemed uneasy, even afraid. He didn’t know what was going on with her, but he knew he would just spend another lonely night on his own when he went home. Or he could stay late and do his good deed for the day.

				“Hey, how about I take a look at it this evening, and if it’s not a big fix and I have the parts, I’ll have it ready for you in the morning.”

				Her relief was evident, which told him he’d read her mood correctly.

				“That would be super, and I sure do appreciate it,” she said.

				Paul glanced out at the downpour. “Do you have a ride home?”

				She nodded, pointing to the car waiting at the curb.

				“Okay, then. If I run into trouble, I’ll call and let you know it might take longer to fix. Are you in the phone book?”

				She thought of the landline she kept unplugged and wrote her cell phone down for him on a slip of paper.

				“Call this number. It’s my cell.”

				He smiled. “I should have known. Not a lot of people still have landlines anymore. There are lots of things changing in this world.”

				She thought of how calm her life had been before the harassment had begun.

				“You are so right about things changing,” she said. “So I’ll see you tomorrow?”

				He smiled. “Yes, tomorrow.”

				He watched until she made it to the curb, and then he pulled her car into the empty bay and hung the keys on the board by the phone.

				* * *

				Lissa was soaked by the time she got home. She changed into dry clothes before starting a load of laundry, then began making something for supper. Keeping her students inside today during the noon hour meant lunch hadn’t happened for her. She wanted something filling but quick to make, which took her straight to eggs. Within a short time she had a cheese omelet and a couple of slices of buttered toast on a plate, and was ready to dig in. She settled in front of the television to eat, enjoying the food and grateful for the roof over her head because the rain was really coming down.

				Once she finished eating, she cleaned up the kitchen, switched the load of laundry from the washer to the dryer and took a cookie with her as she went back into the living room. She channel surfed for a couple of minutes until she happened on a country-music program highlighting hit songs from the past ten years. The moment she saw who was performing and heard the song he was singing, she froze.

				Alan Jackson was singing “Remember When.”

				She closed her eyes, but it didn’t stop the tears as the memory came flooding back.

				* * *

				Mack stood naked before her, his hand outstretched.

				Lissa shivered once but took it without hesitation. They’d made love before, and she knew what it felt like to come apart in his arms.

				He swung her off her feet and carried her toward the bed.

				“I love you, Lissa. So much,” he whispered, as he laid her down and then slid onto the bed beside her.

				“I love you, too,” she said, as she wrapped her arms around his neck.

				The radio was playing softly in the next room, a song called “Remember When.” She sighed as he began leaving a trail of kisses from the base of her throat all the way down to her belly. She would remember this moment long after they grew old together. She wanted him inside her so bad that she ached, but she knew Mack would take his sweet time. When his fingers slid between her legs, she moaned.

				“Do you like that, baby?” he said softly.

				“Yes, yes, yes.”

				His breath was warm against her ear, then her cheek, and then he kissed the little mole near her lips. When he did, Lissa turned to capture the next kiss for herself, but instead of kissing her, he gently bit the edge of her lower lip and rolled her nipple between his fingers just hard enough to send a sharp ache of longing through her body.

				He pushed a knee between her legs, asking her to let him in, and when she did, in one fluid motion he slid inside her so fast that she gasped, unprepared for the suddenness of his actions. She began moving beneath him, already chasing the climax to come. They moved in rhythm without speaking, lost in the sensation of making love.

				She went from the heat of passion to a full-blown climax so fast she almost screamed. She was still coming down from the high when Mack shuddered. The blood-rush shot through his body in gut-wrenching waves as he collapsed on top of her and then kissed the hollow at the base of her throat before he pushed up on one elbow to look at her.

				“We’re so good together,” he whispered. Then he kissed her again.

				* * *

				The song ended and so did the memory. She didn’t want to remember how good they were together. She didn’t want to remember how easily he could make her lose her mind. What she did remember was that six weeks later, when she’d found out she was pregnant, it had never occurred to her that Mack would let her down.

				When she’d told him, the look on his face had been as panicked as she felt. But he’d immediately put his arms around her and told her that he loved her. It didn’t help that she’d felt him shaking even as he’d said the word marriage. He wasn’t the only one who was scared. Her future was changing, too.

				And then she’d had the miscarriage. The fight they’d had afterward was almost bizarre. She’d never understood his anger or why they hadn’t spoken since, and just thinking about it made her lose her appetite. Unwilling to go down that road again, she changed channels and tossed the cookie in the trash.

				Wind blew rain against the window in a rat-a-tat pattern that gave her the shivers, but the evening passed without incident. It appeared the inclement weather was serving as a deterrent to her stalker. Even creeps hated getting wet and cold. She went to bed, assuming when morning came that Paul Jackson would have her car back in order.

				* * *

				It was ten minutes after eleven—almost the witching hour. Paul had Lissa’s car on the hydraulic lift and was standing beneath it, finishing up the work. He’d replaced the faulty fuel pump but in the process had noticed an oil leak, and after a quick check he’d located a pinhole in the oil pan. After that he’d had to call Freddie Miller, the auto parts dealer, to open up so he could get a replacement and promise the dealer a mess of fresh catfish the next time he went fishing for his trouble. He hurried back to the garage so Lissa’s car would be ready for her as he’d promised.

				He was giving the bolts a last check to make sure they were tight when he heard the bell jingle on the front door. He frowned, thinking he’d locked it, then realized that when he’d come back from getting the oil pan, he’d probably left it undone. It was odd that anyone would come in, though, because all the lights were off except the one here in this bay, so he watched the doorway, a bit uneasy.

				But when he saw who was walking into the garage, his uneasiness disappeared.

				“You’re out pretty late, aren’t you?” Paul asked.

				“So are you,” the man said.

				Paul glanced back up at the oil pan.

				“Give me a second and I’ll be right with you.”

				“Don’t hurry on my account.” The moment Paul turned his back, the man hit the control switch to the lift and dropped Melissa Sherman’s car on top of Paul’s head.

				Paul was caught off guard by the initial blow and staggered a couple of steps back, unaware that the lift was still coming down. He didn’t realize what was happening until the next point of impact cracked his skull. His legs buckled as the car came down on him, crushing the rest of his body.

				The killer never flinched. The ease of the whole process reinforced his belief that this had had to be done to get where he needed to go.

				The silence afterward was as gripping as it had been the day he’d hanged Dick Phillips. He hadn’t planned on doing this tonight, but first driving by and seeing Jackson working late, then parking in the alley and finding the door unlocked, it had seemed as if fate had lent him a hand. The opportunity was too good to pass up. He was surprised by how easy this one turned out. He didn’t even have to get his hands dirty. No muss. No fuss. No noise. Only one thing left to do. He wiped his prints from the lift release and the doorknobs, and made a quick exit as the blood began to run out from beneath the car.

				* * *

				Lissa hitched a ride to the station to pick up her car with fellow teacher Margaret Lewis. They were bemoaning how muddy the playground would be as Margaret pulled up to the station to let her out.

				“Thanks for the lift, Margaret. I’ll see you at school.”

				“I’ll wait just to make sure Mr. Jackson is through. Otherwise you’ll still need a ride. Leave your things here until you know for sure,” Margaret said.

				“Okay, give me a minute,” Lissa said.

				Margaret grinned to herself as she watched Lissa hurry toward the station. That girl never walked when she could run. She saw Lissa enter the station, then move through the door leading into the garage. A couple of moments passed as she lost sight of her, and then she saw her running back.

				At first she thought Lissa was only coming back to get her things. It took a few moments for her to realize her friend was screaming. Margaret jumped out on the run.

				“What happened? What’s wrong?” she yelled, as Lissa came flying out of the station.

				“He’s dead! Mr. Jackson is dead. Oh, my God, my car fell on him! Call an ambulance! Call the police!”

				Margaret gasped and ducked back in her car to get her phone, while Lissa sank to her knees and covered her face, too shaken to stand.

				* * *

				Police Chief Trey Jakes was already on his way into Mystic when he got a call on his cell. When he saw it was from the dispatcher, he wondered why he hadn’t used the radio.

				“Hey, Avery. What’s up?” Trey said, as he topped the hill just outside town.

				“You need to go straight to Jackson’s gas station. A customer found him in the garage. Car fell on him. He’s dead.”

				Now he understood the need to keep this news off the radio and as quiet as possible for the time being.

				“Oh, hell. Who’s on duty?” Trey muttered.

				“Earl had just clocked out, but he’s there now.”

				“Tell him to secure the scene and not to touch anything until I get there. Did you call the coroner?”

				“Yes, sir. They said it will be a couple of hours.”

				Trey turned on the lights and siren. “I’ll be there in five, maybe less. Keep radio traffic vague.”

				“Yes, sir.”

				Trey disconnected and accelerated. This was going to be one hell of a hard day. Paul’s only son, Mack, was a friend. And with that thought came another that made the skin crawl on the back of his neck. Paul was his mother’s old boyfriend and one of the survivors of a bad car crash his mom had been in when they were teens. The investigation into the death of Dick Phillips, who’d been in that same wreck, was still ongoing. First Dick, now Paul. Trey had been a cop too long to be a big believer in coincidence.

				He hit the city limits of Mystic running hot. The early hour automatically ruled out excess traffic, but as he pulled up at the gas station, it appeared by the size of the gathering crowd that word was spreading anyway. He sighed. The joys of small-town living.

				He saw Melissa Sherman sitting on the curb as he got out. She was crying so hard she was shaking, and he wondered what part she had in this hell. Then he saw his officer putting up crime-scene tape around the area, blocking off access to the gas pumps and the station, and headed for him.

				“Earl?”

				Earl was tight-lipped, his expression grim.

				“Damn, Chief! It’s an ugly sight. Looks like the lift failed. Blood is already drying, so it must have happened some hours back. Miss Sherman found him. She said he’d offered to work late on her car so she could have it first thing this morning. I took her statement. She’s convinced it’s her fault he’s dead because it was her car that fell on him.”

				Trey felt sick. “Finish stringing up that tape and then disperse the crowd.”

				“Yes, sir,” Earl said. He then turned to look as officers Carl and Lonnie Doyle drove up in their cruisers. “Carl and Lonnie are here, Chief.”

				“Good. You’re clocked out, so as soon as you finish up, go home and get some sleep. I might need you again soon, and you need some rest.”

				Earl shuddered. “Oh, hell, Chief. I don’t wanna sleep. All I’ll see when I close my eyes is the body.”

				Trey sighed. “When you’re through, go write up your report and go home anyway. I’ll call if I need you.”

				Earl began tying off the crime-scene tape as Trey backtracked to where Lissa was sitting. When he touched her shoulder, she screamed, then leaped to her feet.

				Trey sighed. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you.”

				Lissa’s eyes were swollen from crying.

				“My car... It fell. He stayed...should have said no. Oh, my God, it’s my fault.”

				“No, it’s not,” Trey said. “Come sit in my car. I’ll take you home later.”

				The suggestion seemed to shake her out of her hysteria. She began pulling herself together, wiping tears off her cheeks and pushing wayward curls from her forehead.

				“No, no, I can’t go home. I need to get to school.”

				“I don’t think you’re in any shape to—”

				“I’ll be okay.” She shuddered, then drew a deep breath. “I don’t want to go home. I need to think of something besides what I saw,” she said, and dug a tissue out of her pocket and blew her nose.

				“Then, for the time being, take a seat in my car.”

				“Yes, thank you,” she said, before gathering up her things and moving toward the police cruiser on shaky legs as Trey headed back to the gas station. He went straight into the garage and then stopped, shocked to the core.

				“Dear God,” he muttered. He gritted his teeth and began looking at everything but the body.

				At the outset, it seemed obvious the lift had failed. It happened. He would have to check on the whereabouts of the other mechanics who worked for Paul to see if they’d been with him earlier. After a quick survey of the garage, he was disappointed to find out there was no security camera on the premises. It would have helped to know if Paul had been alone. He would send his officers to check if any cameras from surrounding businesses had a view of the station. He met Carl and Lonnie on his way out.

				“Carl, is that department camera still in your cruiser?”

				“Yes, sir,” Carl said.

				“You know what to do. Get plenty of pictures from every angle, and dust the control to the hydraulic lift and the front door for prints. Lonnie, you make sure and keep this scene clear. The coroner will be showing up in a couple of hours.”

				Lonnie’s eyes widened. “Are you saying—”

				“I’m just covering all the bases,” Trey said.

				“Yes, sir,” Lonnie said, adding, “This just feels so weird. We don’t have stuff like this happen here in Mystic, and now two of our locals are dead within a month, although Dick Phillips’ death wasn’t an accident.”

				“Yes, and we need to make damn sure this was an accident before we close this case, understand?”

				Both officers nodded.

				“You and Carl stay on the premises until the coroner is finished, and make sure this place is locked before you leave. Since the lift failed, you may need to call in the fire department to help the coroner remove the body.”

				“Yes, sir,” Lonnie said.

				One issue dealt with, Trey thought. Now he needed to talk to Lissa.

				
			

		

	
		
			
				Two

				Trey’s phone rang as he was heading for his cruiser. He glanced at the caller ID and frowned as he answered.

				“Hello, Mom. What’s up?” he asked.

				Betsy Jakes’ voice was shaking. “Is it true Paul Jackson is dead?”

				He paused near the back of his cruiser.

				“Damn, bad news spreads fast in small towns. Yes, but I have yet to notify the next of kin, so I need to do that now before someone does it for me.”

				He heard his mother gasp, then begin moaning as if in great pain.

				Trey frowned. “Mom?”

				When the line went dead, he realized she’d hung up on him. His frown deepened. When Dick Phillips had died, she had scared him with her behavior, although he’d chalked up her reaction to being the one who’d found his body. Now she seemed on the verge of going down that road again. Damn it. He needed to be in three places at once. Then he thought of his fiancée, Dick Phillips’ daughter, Dallas. She could go check on his mother.

				He made a quick call home.

				Dallas answered on the second ring. “Hey, honey, did you forget something?”

				“No. Shit hit the fan early today. Paul Jackson is dead. Looks like the lift fell on him. Would you please go check on Mom, and if she’s acting weird, stay with her for a little while until I can get over there? I need to talk to her, but I can’t get over there for a while.”

				Dallas was horrified. With her father’s murder still fresh in her mind, she immediately empathized.

				“Yes, I’m on my way. I’m so sorry, sweetheart. I’ll stay with her until you can get there.”

				“Thanks,” he said, then pocketed his phone and got in the car with Lissa.

				It appeared she’d been doing a repair job on her makeup. Her eyes were still red and slightly swollen, but she had reapplied some makeup and seemed calmer.

				“Are you sure you want to go to work?” Trey asked.

				“Yes, I’m sure,” she said. “If I need to sign anything, just call the office and leave me a message. I can drop by the station after school.”

				“Earl said you already gave him your statement?” he said as he started the car and pulled away.

				She nodded. “There wasn’t much to tell. I went in to see if my car was ready and...” She swallowed around the lump in her throat, then took a deep breath. “I went in and saw what had happened. I ran back out crying. My friend Margaret Lewis called the police.”

				“Did she go inside?” Trey asked.

				Her voice was shaking again. “Oh, no, no one else did except your officer.”

				“I’ll ask you not to talk about the details, okay?”

				She shuddered. “Of course.”

				A few moments later he turned the corner and pulled up to the front walk of the school building.

				“So here you are. I still think you should have gone home.”

				She gave him a brief smile. “Thank you for the ride,” she said, jumping out and fumbling with her things as she walked away.

				Trey drove back to the station. He wanted the privacy of his office to call Paul’s son and was dreading this call almost as much as the one he’d made to Dallas when Dick Phillips’ body was discovered.

				Inside, he sat down behind his desk, searched online for Jackson Lumber in Summerton and said a quick prayer.

				* * *

				Mack Jackson was outside in the breezeway of his lumberyard, watching one of his employees loading up an order. He eyed the short line of trucks and pickups behind it, four of which were also being loaded. After satisfying himself that all his customers were being helped, he headed back into the main building and then down the hall toward his office.

				He was well liked by his employees and was one of Summerton’s most eligible bachelors. He had no interest in changing that. He stayed friendly but kept everything casual when it came to feminine companions. His bookkeeper, a middle-aged woman named Bella Garfield, had told him that he looked like a dark-haired Daniel Craig, which always made him grin. Being compared to the current James Bond wasn’t a bad thing.

				He paused in the hallway to get a can of Coke from the machine and had just popped the top when Bella stepped out into the hall and waved him down.

				“Mack! Phone call for you on line four.”

				“Thanks,” he said, lengthening his stride. He shut the door behind him and set the can on his desk as he picked up the call. “This is Mack. How can I help you?”

				“Mack, this is Trey Jakes.”

				Mack smiled as he plopped down in his chair. “Well, hello, stranger. What can I do for you?”

				“I’m afraid I have some bad news. Are you alone?”

				Mack’s smile disappeared. “Yes, I’m alone. What’s happened?”

				“I’m so sorry to have to tell you, but your father was found dead in his shop this morning.”

				Trying to make sense of what he’d been told, Mack reeled as if he’d been slapped.

				“What? No! Oh, God, no! Was it a heart attack? Did—”

				“No, Mack. No heart attack.” Trey braced himself for the rest. “He was working on a car late last night, and it appears the lift failed and crushed him beneath it.”

				When Mack went silent, Trey didn’t know what to think. “Mack? Mack?”

				Mack’s voice was shaking, and his eyes were so full of tears he couldn’t see his desk. “I’m on my way.”

				“Look, Mack, the coroner isn’t here yet and—”

				“Are you telling me he’s still there? Under the car?”

				“It’s procedure in an unattended death. The coroner has to see the scene intact.”

				“Are you implying it wasn’t an accident?” Mack asked.

				“No, I’m not implying anything, but it’s my job not to assume anything, either.”

				“I hear you—now you hear me. I’ll be there.”

				“No, man, you don’t want—”

				The line went dead in Trey’s ear. He sighed. This was the second time that morning someone had hung up on him. He left the police station through the back door and returned to the scene of the accident.

				* * *

				It took Mack less than thirty minutes to put the lumberyard into his sympathetic manager’s hands and go home and pack. He’d made the drive from Summerton to Mystic countless times, but never like this. This time he was scared to go home.

				Once, when he was six, he got mad because he couldn’t go to his grandparents’ house and ran away. He didn’t get far before he realized he didn’t know how to get there, so he stopped, then was scared to go home because he was afraid of the consequences. He felt like that now, afraid to go home because of the consequences awaiting him.

				He was also bothered by how his father had died. He had been such a stickler for safety in the garage that this scenario seemed improbable. Of course hydraulic lifts could fail, but he’d never imagined them dropping so fast a man couldn’t escape. The horror-filled image in his head kept getting worse with each passing mile. Had his dad cried out for help and no one had heard? Had he suffered?

				He didn’t know he was crying until his vision finally blurred to the point that he couldn’t see the road. He pulled over onto the shoulder, slammed his SUV into Park and then laid his head down on the steering wheel and sobbed. One image after another swept through his mind from when he was a child. All the nights when he was little and his dad had read him a story to put him to sleep. The countless holidays spent together with his parents. The year the front porch had collapsed from a heavy snow and they couldn’t use the front door for two months. Losing his mother when he was only ten. Mack and his father had become inseparable afterward. Now the thought of his father dying alone in excruciating pain was horrifying. His dad had been there for him when he’d needed him most, but in Paul’s darkest moment, he’d died alone.

				Overwhelmed with grief and guilt, Mack lost track of time.

				It wasn’t until a semi rolled past him so fast it shook his car that he pulled himself together and resumed his journey. He had always thought the worst thing that could ever happen to him had been when he’d found out Melissa Sherman, the girl he’d loved more than life, had aborted their baby, but he had been wrong. Today was, without question, even worse.

				* * *

				Trey was at the garage with his officers, absorbing the implications of what they’d just told him, when Mack Jackson arrived. Trey could tell he was in shock as he got out of his car, and his hesitant steps bore witness to how much he dreaded going into the garage, yet he kept moving forward.

				Trey went to meet him. “Mack. I’m so sorry.”

				Mack couldn’t look at the sympathy on Trey’s face without breaking down again, so he nodded without meeting his friend’s gaze.

				When he started into the garage, Trey stopped him. “I’m telling you again, you don’t want to go in there.”

				Mack looked up then, with anger in his eyes. “Hell no, I don’t want to go in there, but he’s alone, damn it! He’s alone! That’s not right. It’s just not right.”

				Trey stepped back. “Then, I have to go with you. You can’t move anything. You can’t touch anything.”

				“I know,” Mack said.

				Mack kept his eyes on the back of Trey’s head until they were inside the garage, and then he looked down.

				He saw the car, then the pool of drying blood, and then he saw a work boot, and that was enough. He turned away, and his voice was trembling with shock and emotion when he spoke.

				“I see and still don’t believe. He was all about safety measures. He was careful, so damn careful,” he whispered. And then he looked up at Trey, unaware that he was crying again. “I need to stay with him. Show me where I can stand.”

				Trey sighed. “Just stay where you are. The less we move around, the less likely we’ll disturb anything vital.”

				“I won’t move,” Mack said, taking a stance not unlike a soldier standing guard at his post.

				Trey kept his distance, giving Mack the space he obviously needed to keep his emotions contained, but at the same time he was worried. He hadn’t heard back from Dallas, so he didn’t know if his mother was okay or if she had flipped out like she had before. He didn’t know if his sister, Trina, had left for work or if she was still at the house, too. Something was up with the two men dying so close together. He could feel it.

				* * *

				Mack kept his gaze fixed on a dirty spot on one of the windows directly across from where he was standing and didn’t look away. He’d spent countless hours in this place growing up. It used to be his favorite place to spend time with his dad, but once they took his father’s body away, there would be little need to come back other than to tie up loose ends.

				He and Trey stood without talking while the world went on around them. Through the window he could see cars driving past, people on their way to somewhere else. A kid rode by on his bicycle. A couple of men parked a few doors down and went into a used furniture store. Mack didn’t understand how life could be so ordinary out there and a living nightmare in here.

				Trey kept an eye out for the coroner’s vehicle. When a blue car wheeled in and parked, and a black van with a county logo on the doors pulled in beside it, Trey pointed. “They’re here.”

				Mack blinked.

				“I’ll be right back,” Trey said as he strode out.

				Mack watched the men getting out of their vehicles. When they opened up the back of the van, a chill swept through him. He could almost feel his father’s presence.

				“They’re here, Dad. Just hang on a little longer and we’ll get you free.”

				Moments later Trey came back, accompanied by a trio of men, one of whom Mack recognized as Pryor Addison, the county coroner.

				Addison knew the Jacksons and was disturbed to learn what had happened to Paul, but he frowned when he saw Mack. “You shouldn’t be here,” he said.

				“And he shouldn’t be under that car,” Mack said.

				Addison sighed. “You need to step outside, son.”

				“No, sir, with respect.”

				Addison shrugged and went to work directing his crew as to which pictures he wanted and from what angles, and then circled the car several times trying to decide which side they needed to jack up to remove the body. Until it was out from under the car, there was nothing definitive to see. “So the lift failed?” he said.

				“So we assume,” Trey said. “We haven’t moved or touched anything since the body was discovered.”

				Addison looked around for the lift controls and had pictures taken of that, too. “Okay, we need to get this car off the body without causing further damage.”

				Trey couldn’t get the thought out of his mind that this wasn’t an accident. Carl had already told him there were no prints on the lift control, which made no sense. There should be prints galore. Every time it went up or down someone had to use the control. Now was a good time to test it.

				“Do you have a problem with me trying out the lift?” Trey asked.

				Mack looked at Trey as if he’d lost his mind. “What are you saying?” he asked.

				“I’m not saying anything,” Trey said. “I just need to make sure the lift is inoperable before I call in the fire department to help remove the car.”

				Addison shrugged. “I have no problem with that. Either it will work or it won’t, right?”

				“Yes, sir,” Trey said, and reached for the control.

				The hydraulics kicked in, and the lift began moving up without a hitch.

				Mack caught a glimpse of his father’s body and turned his back. Trey had been right. He didn’t want this sight burned into his memory.

				The coroner frowned, and then glanced up at Trey. “What made you think to do that?” he asked.

				“My officers dusted for prints. There weren’t any,” Trey said.

				Mack picked up that something was wrong. “What the hell is going on here?”

				Trey held up a hand. “Come outside with me...please.”

				Mack left without looking back, but as soon as they got outside, he stopped.

				“Talk to me, damn it. That’s my father. I have a right to know what’s happening.”

				“Get in my car, Mack. I don’t intend to advertise this, and I expect you to keep quiet about it, too.”

				Mack got in the police cruiser, and as soon as Trey slid behind the steering wheel, despite the state Mack was in, he started questioning him.

				“What do you know about the wreck your dad was in the night he graduated from high school?”

				Mack was struggling with the notion that his father’s death wasn’t an accident and was clearly unprepared for such a seemingly random question.

				“What the hell does that have to do with—”

				“I don’t know,” Trey snapped. “Can you answer the question or not?”

				Mack shoved a shaky hand through his hair. “Sorry. I...I know it happened. I don’t know much of anything else.”

				“Do you know the other people who were in it with him?”

				Mack was trying to focus on this conversation when his thoughts were on what was going on inside the garage.

				“No, I don’t remember. I think there were a couple more, but I don’t know if I ever knew who they were.”

				“You know Dick Phillips was murdered recently,” Trey said.

				“Yes, Dad told me. He was really upset and—” Mack stopped. All of a sudden the questioning clicked. “Was he one of the kids in the car with Dad?”

				“Yes, along with their girlfriends. Dick’s girlfriend, Connie, died that night. She was the driver. The other girl was your dad’s girlfriend, Betsy. The same Betsy who’s now my mom.”

				Mack’s eyes widened in disbelief.

				“Your mom? Your mom was my dad’s old girlfriend?”

				Trey nodded.

				“What does she say about all this?” Mack asked.

				“Nothing. You may or may not know that the survivors were injured so severely that none of them had a single memory of what happened after the actual graduation ceremony.”

				“Are you saying someone is after the three of them?” Mack asked.

				Trey shrugged. “I can’t say that the wreck has anything to do with why Dick died, but I’m a cop, and having one man murdered who was in that wreck is one thing. Having two dead within the same month feels like more than coincidence to me.”

				Mack was stunned.

				“Will the coroner be able to tell if my dad was murdered?”

				“I don’t know. But if we can ascertain there’s no mechanical fault with the lift, we’ll have to assume someone lowered it on him.”

				“I know the company Dad used to maintain it. The information is in his office at the house. I’ll get it to you,” Mack said.

				“I’d appreciate that,” Trey said. “When you go through your dad’s things, if you see anything like a journal or a diary, I need to see it.”

				“I’ll go through his things, but honestly I don’t expect to find anything. We got real close after Mom died, and I’d swear on a Bible there were no secrets between us.”

				Trey nodded.

				“I understand, but just keep it in mind, and remember, I don’t want a word of this repeated. If these deaths are related to that wreck, the last thing we want is for the killer to be forewarned that we’ve figured out the connection.”

				Mack was shaken to the core. Here he’d thought the worst thing to happen was that his father had died, but to think he might have been murdered seemed worse, almost obscene.

				“Understood,” he muttered.

				“So I guess you’ll be around the rest of the day?” Trey asked.

				“I’ll be staying in Mystic for sure until after Dad’s services,” Mack said.

				Trey frowned. “I don’t know when the coroner will release the body.”

				“I understand.” Mack glanced out the window at the crowd gathered on the other side of the street. “I never did get the need to witness other people’s grief.”

				“Some thrive on being the first with the latest news, true or not,” Trey said.

				It was the word first that made Mack wonder who’d actually found his dad.

				“Who discovered the body?”

				“Melissa Sherman. That’s her car on that lift, and she took it really hard. She’s blaming herself because your dad offered to work overtime on it last night so she could have it this morning.”

				Mack was in shock. He saw her face in his mind, the way she’d looked when they made love, the way she’d laughed, the way that little mole at the corner of her mouth had always drawn his gaze to the supple curves of her lips, and then the way they’d parted. It hadn’t been pretty, and he still held a serious grudge. It was inevitable that he would now be forced to see her whether he wanted to or not. How bizarre that they would be thrown together again like this.

				“I didn’t know she’d moved back to town,” he said.

				Trey nodded. “Just this year. She inherited the house she grew up in when her mother died. She’s teaching first grade at the elementary school.”

				Mack hunched his shoulders against the sudden ache in his chest. He didn’t want to care about her, but he kept thinking how awful it
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“Perfect entertainment for those looking
for a suspense novel with emotional intensity.”
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