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Chapter 1




T. S. “Scotty” Templeton was too focused on pushing the Porsche toward two hundred miles per hour to notice exactly when or where he picked up an unexpected passenger. It wasn’t your typical race-day casualty, not a bird crammed into the grille or a bug vaporized on the windshield. No, this guy had all appendages intact—two arms, two legs—and was still moving.

“Who the hell—?”

Scott wasn’t known for finesse on the best of days, and while racing at night?—forget about it.

The interloper in the passenger seat puffed up with pride and announced, “Larry Cooper, but everyone calls me Speed. Pleased to meetcha.”

As if Scott gave a flying fig. It was midnight, with little light bouncing off the moon. If he didn’t pay full attention to the road course, it’d chew him up and spit him out.

He hadn’t pissed away recent months. He’d quit smoking. He’d given up cookies and hit the gym, and really, for that alone, he deserved to win another Rolex. He’d given up drinking; not that he had a problem, except he finally had to admit that booze just tore his stomach all to hell and wasn’t worth it. And truth be told, he felt better. Sharper. Quicker. On top of his game.

So why him?

There were a thousand predictable things that could end this race prematurely, and another thousand bumps of the unpredictable variety, but a few things were crucial. He, for one. Besides just loving to race at night for the sheer thrill of it, it gave him a psychological edge over drivers who let the darkness intimidate them. A ten-hour edge, this early in the year. On top of that, the Porsche was running like a striped-ass ape. And the team owner seemed happier than he’d been in years, which meant he’d stay off Scott’s back and let him do what he did best—drive.

That was pretty tough, given that he was no longer racing solo. A stowaway was impossible; there wasn’t room for a cockroach to hide in the cockpit.

A hitchhiker was out of the question.

The alternative was too far beyond reason even to be considered.

And yet, there sat someone. Sandy hair, mustache, average height and weight, outdated racing suit. Between the tight turns and a plethora of opponents flying along the track, each class running at different speeds, each driver on the alert for accidents and debris, there really wasn’t time to take in more than that.

“Uh, you might want to watch the next turn, son.”

“Get the fuck outta my car!”

It was second nature to key the radio. Dumb as dirt, too, because the next thing he heard was the owner’s voice crackling over the headset.

“Something wrong, Scotty?”

“Who is this guy?”

After a slight pause, the answer came. “There’s nobody on you right now, buddy.”

As far as the owner could see, that probably was true. It was a perfectly clear night in late January, nice and cool, easy on the engine. The 24 Hours of Daytona was the most difficult road course of all, at times compared to Le Mans. Last year Scott had won the coveted Rolex watch. He intended to start this season with another win, a wider margin. More victories meant more sponsors. More championships meant owning his own team sooner.

But instead of thinking ahead to the next turn, which was coming up in seconds, Scott was obliged to check out a guy who couldn’t possibly be there.

“Hey, boss…” How to ask this over the two-way without sounding crazy? “The name Larry Cooper mean anything to you?”

“Speed Cooper, sure, stock car great. Back in the seventies. Know why he was a champion, Scotty? Because,” the owner roared, “he kept his mind on what he was doing!”

“You gotta watch out up ahead,” Cooper warned, and Scott snarled, “I know what I’m doing.”

“I sure as hell hope so,” the owner shot back.

Scott slowed for a turn. He was covered from head to fingertip to toe in fireproof gear, and his body strained against the harness. His passenger lounged in the open space beside him, as calm as a statue, and said, “Next corner’s a bad one.”

“Feel free to step outside.”

“Is he on somethin’?” The owner wasn’t questioning him now; probably the crew chief. “Goddammit, Scotty—”

Scott tuned out the owner when Cooper said, “I’ve been waiting for you to come back to the track for weeks.”

“You’re a hologram, right? Some projected image.” Scott was buckled in too tightly to reach up and wrench out the car cam, but at least this time he’d kept his finger off the PTT button.

“Can a projector do this?” Cooper vanished, only to reappear smack-dab in the middle of the hood.

Scott swerved. First out of reflex, then back and forth a few times out of pure orneriness.

“Whoa, watch it there, Scotty,” the owner said. “What’s up, buddy? Talk to me.”

“I’m a little busy right now, boss.” Scott tapped the brakes to throw Cooper’s ass off the hood, but nothing dislodged him. Nothing even threw him off balance. He just perched there like a friggin’ hood ornament.

“Yeah, I can see that. You smoke something a little funny this morning?”

“I don’t do funny.”

“Great, I always like it when one of my drivers hallucinates. Say, Scotty…”


“Yeah, boss?”

“Get your sorry ass in gear before you wreck my car!”

Cooper reappeared in the passenger seat, a self-satisfied smirk on his face. “Say, you’re not very good at this.”

“You’re throwing off my timing. Go away.”

From the rattle and thump over the headset, Scott figured the owner had just thrown his across the pit.

“You’re a ghost, right? Not an angel.”

“An angel?” Cooper sounded stumped for a moment. “Oh no no, nothing like that. I’m not here to take you to heaven.” He made Twilight Zone noises and laughed at Scott. “I just want you to deliver something.”

“Mind if I finish the race first?” At this point, Scott didn’t care if it was a ghost or not, but whatever it was was cutting his lead. He’d agree to anything to make it disappear. “If I do, then you’ll go away?”

“Upon delivery, you’ll never see me again.” Cooper crossed his heart.

“I doubt that counts in your condition.”

“It’s the sentiment.”

Scott bit the bullet and sighed, planning how soon after the race he could get his hands on a cigarette. “So what do you want delivered? A secret message from the grave? You annoyed someone until he murdered you, and now you want everyone to know who it was?”

“Son, you got a sinister mind.”

“It came with the company.” Outside a race, Scott would’ve glared him right out of the Porsche, but right now he couldn’t spare the effort.

“It’s an engine.”


“Well, at least it’s not something stupid.”

“No way,” Cooper said. “This is a 1971, 426 Hemi.”

“That’s a bitchin’ engine,” Scott said with reverence. You didn’t have to be a driver or a collector to know one of the great engines of all time. It wasn’t a legal racing engine, but any driver’s wet dream. He’d bought one three weeks ago and dropped it into the sweetest Charger. “Hey, wait a minute. Not my Hemi.”

“It’s not yours.”

“I paid for it!”

“It was mine, and I never sold it. Are you watching this turn?”

“What I’m doing with this turn is none of your business.” Scott purposely missed his braking point and moved up on a Ferrari he’d already lapped.

“If you kill yourself, I’ll just have to haunt the next guy. And to tell you the truth, I’m getting a little tired of all you piston-headed—”

The Ferrari swerved; Scott had no idea why. If he’d had his full attention where it belonged, he would’ve remembered he was running on new rubber and adjusted for it. He never would’ve lost control of the Porsche. Never would’ve spun out, watching the flash of his headlights go ’round and ’round until he hit the wall.

“Dammit!” Before the car even came to a standstill, Scott had his harness unbuckled. He threw his helmet at it, but that had no effect whatsoever, so he pulled the wheel and started to climb out of the Porsche.

Cooper laughed at him. “You can run, but you can’t hide.”


“Watch me.”

Scott wiggled halfway out of the window before he felt something cold on his thigh, right through his racing suit. Icy cold. Freaky. When he twisted to get away from it, he lost his balance and pitched headfirst toward the track. Before his ankle was clear. He didn’t hear the bone crack as a Corvette roared by, but he sure as hell felt it.

“Damn.”

Cooper appeared beside him, arms akimbo. “Told you to watch the turn. Break anything?”

He was screwed. Back to the crash house.

“Change your mind yet?” Cooper asked.

“Man, you can break every bone in my body, but there’s no friggin’ way you can make me give away my Hemi.”

Cooper held his reply until a half-dozen more cars sped by, cutting them a wide berth. Then he hunkered down next to Scott. “You’ll be in a cast, what, about eight weeks? I’ll be with you every day, Templeton. All day. All night. You’ll change your mind.”

Scott tried to scoot away on his butt. That’s when he figured out his arm was broken, too.

“Oh, seems I was wrong,” Cooper said with a smirk. His mustache twitched with suppressed laughter, his voice a ghostly singsong as he added, “You can’t run, and you can’t hide.”



At the end of six long, long weeks, Scott’s perpetual roommate had seen to it that he had no love life. Seems women tended to get distracted by an unseen entity doing a war dance on the mattress beside them.

All his friends were suddenly very busy; no one wanted to hear another word about a ghost named Cooper making every day a living hell.

He’d lost all credibility with the team owner, who’d written him off weeks ago and wouldn’t put him in a car again if he was down to the dregs of drivers. Even Scott’s brother ignored his phone messages after the third week, and Jeremy was about as loyal as they came.

He’d lost weight, no thanks to Cooper making such a nuisance of himself at mealtime.

“What is that? McDonald’s?”

“Go away,” Scott said with his mouth full of Big Mac. No sense wasting manners on a ghost. He’d hoped when he returned home to Indianapolis to recuperate, Cooper’d stay behind in Florida.

No such luck. He’d known it as soon as he’d pulled out of Daytona—he hated to fly; dangerous damn way to travel, no wheels on the ground. Would’ve been ten times as bad with a ghost up there, bugging the pilot.

So here he sat in Indianapolis, riding the sofa, same as every day, the foot of his long leg cast resting on the engine block that served as a coffee table. A video of Le Mans was on television. Forget that it had a vague plot. Forget that the storyline was slow. He wasn’t watching it for that. If he couldn’t race, he at least could speed around the track from Steve McQueen’s perspective.

Dozens of crumpled hamburger wrappers, french fry containers, and empty soda cups dotted the landscape of Scott’s living room. When he was growing up, his grandmother’s kitchen had been one of his favorite places in the whole world. He’d learned how to cook from her, but two casts and a pair of crutches—one modified to use with a broken wrist—made that downright unenjoyable. It wasn’t that he couldn’t get out on his crutches for more than fast food, but what was the point? He took his troubles with him wherever he went.

Cooper closed in from behind and made sniffing noises over Scott’s shoulder, but that never satisfied him. “Does it smell good? Are the onions hot?”

“Fuck off.”

“Come on, you eat that stuff every day and you never tell me nothing. You’re driving me nuts.”

“Then I was wrong. Things are looking up.” Scott grinned, as giddy as if he’d just lapped the second place car for the tenth time.

Cooper grumbled.

Pressing the advantage, Scott set his hamburger down on the wrapper and looked contrite. “Aw, gee, I’m sorry, Coop. I’ve been a real bear.”

The ghost looked suspicious.

“Let me make it up to you.”

“You’ll deliver it now?” Cooper suggested hopefully.

“What? Oh, the engine. Nah, I’m thinking of doing something special for you tomorrow.”

Cooper still looked suspicious, but hopeful, too.

“I was thinking, tomorrow how’d you like a Big Mac of your own?”

It was the first time Cooper threw something at Scott, who roared with laughter until he fell off the sofa and cracked his arm cast on the edge of the block.

“Hey, look at that.” Lying on his back in the narrow gap between the furniture, Scott wiggled the cast and discovered a rough, eighth-inch separation running down his forearm.

“Does it hurt?”

“No,” he said with surprise. “Not at all.”

“Too bad.”

He sat up and played with it until the crack doubled. Still no pain. He wiggled his arm around, flexed his fingers, tried to do the same with his wrist, but that was stiffer than a new truck suspension.

“I need some tools.” Scott looked at the ghost expectantly.

“So?”

“So…you can move things. Go out to the garage and get something to cut this off.”

“Then you’ll head for my ma’s?” That was where the ghost wanted the engine delivered. Go figure.

“Then I’ll think about it.”

By the end of the day, Scott had removed his arm cast entirely and cut the leg cast down to below his knee. He hobbled around on it well enough to bag it in a trash bag, seal the top to his thigh with duct tape, and head for the bathroom. His first real, almost-full-body shower in six weeks felt like heaven—until Cooper crammed into the tub with him. It wasn’t as if Scott had anything to hide; Cooper’d made a habit of popping into the john just to make him jump.


“How’s the water feel?” The ghost sounded jealous enough to start drooling.

“None of your business.”

“Don’t be a hard ass. Tell me how it feels.”

“It feels so good that if you don’t get out of here, you’re going to see something else that isn’t your business.”

In a second, the water spray went from hot to frigid, and Scott wrenched his broken leg darting out of the way.

“Ooh, the language,” Cooper said when Scott let loose. He laughed and held his ears—a real drama ghost. And he looked too thoughtful for comfort.

Scott’s utilities shut off the next day. Now that he could drive again without jutting his right leg onto the passenger side, his truck quit. His cell phone disappeared. The one time he managed to get out with a buddy’s help, he discovered his credit cards were demagnetized. Another week of that was all he could take, so Monday morning, with the ghost’s permission, Scott drove out to the heated garage he shared with several car buddies and pulled the 426 out of the Charger. It was like ripping out his heart. He dumped the engine into the back of his three-quarter-ton pickup, ready for delivery.

No wonder it had been so cheap.

“Don’t feel bad.” Cooper stood close to Scott and watched him hang his head over the coveted engine. “I hounded ten other guys who had it before you. You held out pretty long.”

“Oh yeah? The guy who sold it to me didn’t have a broken leg.” Scott sagged against the side of his black pickup, resigned to his fate. “How’d they manage to get rid of you?”

“Not sure, really. Maybe broken bones sapped your energy. Maybe I’m getting better.”

“Mr. Templeton? Scotty?” A boy approached slowly, about twelve, wearing faded jeans and a hopeful smile. “I knew it was you. My dad says you won’t mind if I ask for an autograph.” He held out a copy of Scott’s book, Going the Distance. From the tattered looks of it, it had been read many times.

“What’s your name?” Scott pulled his pen out of his breast pocket—he always kept one handy—and opened the book to the title page.

“Kenny. Ken,” he corrected, as all boys do when they want to appear more grown up.

Scott grinned. He loved autographing anything, anytime. Today, though, he particularly liked someone looking up to him and talking to him without making him the brunt of a joke.

“Hey, nothing wrong with Kenny. I go by Scotty at the track, you know. So, you racing anything yet?”

“Yes sir, I’m doing pretty good. Can you write something to make my friends jealous?”

“Something like, ‘Come by anytime and we’ll work on the engine some more’?”

“That’d be cool!” After getting his book back, Kenny ran off to show his dad. And maybe his friends.

Scott blew on his pen as if it were too hot to handle, kissed it, and tucked it back into his pocket. Half the fun of racing was driving fast. The other half was being famous.

“You wrote a book?” the ghost said.

Shit; still here.

“The sooner I get rid of the Hemi, the sooner I get rid of you, right?” He was no fool; he’d tried to sell it before his phone had gone AWOL.

“That’s what I’ve been telling you for seven weeks now.”

Scott sighed, admitting defeat. “Okay. Where to?”

“You know, I didn’t like you at first.”

“You’re breaking my heart.”

“I kinda got used to you now, though.” Cooper moved into the passenger side without opening the door. “It’s a long way. Somebody’s gotta keep an eye on you. I’ll tell you as we go.”

“Great, a road trip with a ghost.”

“I knew you’d like it.”

“It’s always been my fondest dream.” Scott slid behind the wheel, prepared to drive to the ends of the earth to get rid of Speed Cooper, the former champion who’d died on the very track where Scott had acquired him. “If you insist on coming along, open your window.”

“You saying I smell?”

“Like a damn pipe.”

Coop grinned in memory. “Yes sir, the ladies always liked the aroma of my tobacco. Still hangs around me, huh?”

“I’ll have to get my truck fumigated when I get back.” Scott pushed the button and lowered the window for him. “Wind won’t be a problem, will it? Blow you out on the highway or something?”

“You need to tell anyone you’re leaving?” Cooper jabbed. “Friends, maybe?”

“You’re not going to talk the whole way, are you?”

“Oh, that’s right. I forgot. All your friends don’t know you no more.”

“Swear to God, if you don’t shut up, I’m heading for the nearest priest and getting you exorcised.”

“Won’t work,” Cooper crowed with delight. “I’m not in you.”

“Hell, according to all the friends I used to have, you’re not here, period, so let’s just get this over with. Where to?”

“St. Louis.”

Home. Connections. Things were looking up already. The pickup roared to life with the first turn of the key. Maybe he’d make it through another day without a smoke. He’d gone through half a pack the day he’d gotten his casts, justifying his slip by thinking maybe he’d been hallucinating from withdrawal, which, unfortunately, turned out not to be the case.

“What’re the odds your mother will believe my engine is from the ghost of her dead son?”

“Aw, she won’t be any problem,” Cooper said. “My wife would be, but she just got married and moved. No, we’ll be fine, as long as my first daughter’s not there. Now Maggie, she’d be a problem.”




Maggie Cooper risked her peep-toe, crisscross-strapped Manolo Blahniks on the crooked stairs descending into her grandmother’s dim, musty, dirt-floored cellar. Come to think of it, she was risking her neck or, at the very least, both ankles. Fortunately, Grammy didn’t have to come down here often. Other than the water heater, furnace, and an emergency stash of food, water, and various supplies to weather power outages, the cellar wasn’t used for anything.

Grammy followed slowly, using both feet on every tread. Not her normal style, which was darting around at the speed of light, her body keeping pace with her quick mind. Today, however, she was attempting to delay Maggie’s departure. Thus the trip into the cellar. Before that, she’d gotten out a rickety cane with no rubber tip, flattened her gray hair, wore a faded blue robe over flannel pajamas, and just generally looked like a sorry old hound dog left out on the porch. It was three o’clock in the afternoon.

“You should hold the railing,” Grammy said.

Forget that. Maggie hugged her pearl-colored Armani suit jacket close to keep it from brushing against the damp walls. “I don’t know why you wouldn’t let me change first.”

“There. Look at it.”

The only way to avoid hitting her head on the rafters while staring at her grandmother’s brand-new water heater was to hunch over. Looked fine to her. “What’s wrong with it?”


“It’s not strapped to the wall. He should have installed it just like the old one, so it won’t fall over.” Seventy-year-old Grammy spoke slowly and clearly, as if Maggie were addle-brained.

“It’s hooked into a rigid water pipe,” Maggie said just as slowly and clearly. “It’s not going anywhere.”

“Why, an earthquake could rip that right out of there and tumble it over,” Grammy grumbled. “Then the gas line would break and start a fire, or worse, an explosion. Do you want us to blow up in an earthquake?”

“Grammy—” Maggie sighed audibly. She gazed into eyes just as green and stubborn as her own and took a deep, calming breath. “There won’t be an earthquake.”

“We’re on the New Madrid fault, you know.”

“There won’t be an earthquake,” she said, trying to soften the frustration in her voice.

“Don’t take it out on me just because you got another speeding ticket.”

Maggie bit her tongue, counted to five, then calmly said, “It was a warning,” for the hundredth time.

Grammy’s left-on-the-porch, hound-dog look morphed into that of an arthritic old canine left out all night. In midwinter. “Your mother wouldn’t let them get away with this.”

Mom, my butt. Grammy always called the shots in this household, which explained why Maggie’s widowed mother had finally eloped. Right now, she was on a honeymoon far, far way, with no plans to return.

“Today’s Monday,” Maggie said, summoning patience. “I’ll be back in a week. If you need help with it before then, tell Ruby.”

Grammy scoffed. “She can’t even get her makeup on right. Her lipstick is black.”

Maggie grinned because, at twenty, her younger sister had a style all her own. “It matches her nails.”

“Yeah, the ones dangling from her ears.”

“Those are crosses.” Maggie checked her watch on the sly, a knockoff, because ninety percent of the time it went walkabout, and she didn’t want to worry about never seeing it again. It was getting late. Rush hour started at three-thirty. “Just because she doesn’t accessorize your way doesn’t mean she can’t help.”

“But what if—”

“It’s only a week,” Maggie said gently but firmly.

“You’ll ace the interviews and then you’ll move, I know you will.”

If she didn’t just go, this could drag on another hour, maybe more. It’d be kinder to get it over with. Maggie tiptoed gingerly back up the stairs, then inspected her shoes for scuffs.

“If you have any questions, I programmed Kevin’s number into the kitchen phone. You still push Memory and one to get my cell. His condo is Memory and two. I’ll be there in four hours.”

“It’s a five-hour drive to Chicago,” Grammy nagged as she followed her up the stairs at a snail’s pace. “You’ll get another ticket.”

“I have a radar detector, remember?”

“Didn’t work this morning.”


“It works better outside the city.”

Resuming her three-point gait in the kitchen, Grammy shut the basement door. She stared at it wistfully. “Sure would be nice to have a lock on that.”

“I know.” Maggie smiled to herself and pressed a fond kiss on the older woman’s wrinkly cheek. “The odds of someone tunneling into the cellar and coming upstairs in the middle of the night, well, what can I say?”

“It has a door.” Leading outside, she meant.

“Solid wood, and you lost the key twenty years ago. It won’t kill you to say you’re going to miss me, you know.”

Grammy sighed heavily, endlessly. “Well…I guess I’ll just have to get used to it. First your father left. Then your mother. Now you.” She didn’t mention Ruby’s being away at a Goth event in Minneapolis. Or that Maggie’s father had died fifteen years ago.

Maggie hugged the older woman soundly, bussed her again, then straightened her back and walked out the door toward her two-year-old red Mustang. She’d planned on changing into casual clothes for the three-hundred-mile drive, but that would have drawn out her grandmother’s passive-aggressive role. She could change in a restroom along the way.

With the heat on low to warm her feet, Maggie drove with the windows open and fresh air pouring in. Spring was alive in St. Louis. Redbuds on the bluff along the highway were starting to bloom. The radio was on high. Singing reduced stress, she’d found. So did putting the top down, but that would be silly with hours of highway driving ahead of her. Anyway, those were the nice things about spring in St. Louis. Then there was the skunk in the yard last night. Ticks on the dogs. Chiggers wouldn’t be far behind. She looked forward to a high-rise apartment in a concrete city with little patches of green.

She didn’t even make it out of the county before her cell phone ka-chinged like an old-fashioned cash register. Grammy, of course. Up went the windows. Off went the radio. With a hands-free connection, Maggie continued to cover miles in the fast lane. Now that she’d made her break, she had everything in perspective again.

“Miss me already?” she asked fondly.

“Maggie, Maggie—” Grammy sounded breathless. “A man just pulled into our front yard.”

Surely she meant in front of the yard.

“He’s got this really big black truck. He’s coming up on the porch!”

“Well, don’t open the door. Just ask him what he wants.”

“He’s dressed in jeans, with one leg tore up the side. He’s got on a jean jacket and a cowboy hat.”

“Okay, then,” Maggie said, her sense of humor still intact. “Thanks for the play-by-play.”

“And wait, let’s see, what is that? Oh, a boot on his left foot and duct tape on his right.”

That seemed a little weird, and Maggie’s amusement disintegrated. At least they had three big dogs watching the place.

“I’m telling you all this so you can describe him to the police. You know, in case he kidnaps me. Wait, I’ll get the binoculars so I can read his license plate.”

“Binoculars, my behind,” Maggie muttered. Grammy saw 20/20 with her new glasses.

“S-P-D-D-M-N. That could be demon!”

“It could be Spider-Man, too. Ask him what he wants. Through the door!”

“Okay, hold on.”

Maggie toyed with putting Grammy on hold and calling the nearest neighbor to see if there really was a big black truck in the yard, but there was a thick stand of pines blocking the line of sight between their five-acre parcel and the next property.

“It’s okay.” Grammy laughed, suddenly back to her old self. Probably an old friend she hadn’t seen in a while. Someone with a new vehicle she didn’t recognize. “Sorry I bothered you for nothing.”

“So, who is it?”

“Oh, just the nicest young man, you wouldn’t believe. So tall and good-looking. He’s here to deliver something your father sent.”

“Kind of slow about it, isn’t he?”

“What, dear? I couldn’t hear you. Scotty was talking.”

“He’s still there?”

“Hold on.”

Maggie drummed her fingers on the steering wheel and wondered what she could promise her grandmother to bribe her into letting her visit Chicago in peace. Today.

“Maggie, you still there? He needs help unloading the truck. It’s so late in the day, I told him he could spend the night.”


“What?” Maggie shot across four lanes and flew up the next exit ramp.

“Well, none of the rental places will be open late enough. And he’s got a cast on his leg.”

Visions of Ted Bundy leaped into Maggie’s head. “Don’t you dare let him in the house! I’m on my way back.”

“Don’t worry, he’s a perfect gentleman.” Grammy giggled like a woman a quarter her age. “He took off his hat and wiped his feet on the doormat. I offered him some hot coffee and—”

“Get off the phone. I’m calling 911.”

“Oh, don’t do that, dear. I’m so looking forward to hearing news about your father.”







    

Chapter 2




Lucille Cooper, a.k.a. Grammy to anyone she’d known more than five seconds, peered out the sidelight. The instant she spotted the engine in the back of the pickup, her heart leaped with hope.

Maybe this time Lawrence had sent a personal message.

It was an odd lot of people her son had sent her way over the years. A couple from Idaho just passing through Missouri had stopped at a flea market and been harangued by Lawrence into purchasing a set of china and delivering it to her front door; they’d barely said a word, just unloaded boxes and boxes onto her porch and jumped back into their car. A young woman had left two small children peeking out the windows of their minivan while she dropped off a box of faded, cast-iron toys; mostly trains, Model Ts, and banks. A middle-aged gal had delivered a rubber swimming cap, of all the stupid things; she’d talked all afternoon, but not about Lawrence.

They were just a sprinkling of the hundreds who’d crossed her porch. She used to ask about her son. How did he converse with them? What had happened on that racetrack fifteen years ago? What caused the accident that took his life? Was she to blame? Did he come with them?

Nobody answered except to say they’d come alone. Pinned by her plethora of questions, most stammered, stared into space, looked uneasy, and beat a hasty retreat. She’d given up without learning anything, not even what to do with whatever they’d brought.

Collectibles, Lawrence had called them when he was alive. He’d spent his winnings on them and swore they’d make the family rich someday, that they’d put both his girls through college with a lot left over. Mostly they just collected rust and spiderwebs.

This was the first time one of Lawrence’s finds had been delivered by such an outstanding specimen of masculinity. Grammy’d always been a sucker for a man in a cowboy hat, which he donned right after raking his fingers through the blackest hair she’d seen this side of midnight.

All three dogs suddenly sat back on their haunches, cocked their heads, and watched. Mighty peculiar for that bunch.

Tall, broad-shouldered, a little rough around the edges, the stranger clunked up the wide porch steps in one cowboy boot. The other foot was duct-taped up to his knee; there might have been a cast hiding under that. Beneath his denim jacket, a cream-colored knit shirt stretched across his chest. If her son weren’t already dead, she would’ve killed him. If he had to send this much eye appeal, why couldn’t it be someone her age? Shoot, the same general age bracket would do.


He bypassed the bell and gave the door a good sound thumping.

“Who are you and what do you want?” she asked, her voice wavering purposely. After all, Maggie was still on the other end of the phone.

“Mrs. Cooper? Uh, ma’am, I’m Scott Templeton.” He glanced over his shoulder at the truck, shook his head, then spoke to the door again. “I’m here to—I mean, I’ve got an—Well, ma’am, I’m supposed to deliver an engine to you. It’s in my truck. In the back.”

Lucille hadn’t had any fun teasing anybody in a month of Sundays. Maggie was too focused to be any fun, and as for Ruby, how did you tease someone who lived in the attic and wore black lipstick?

“I don’t need an engine,” she said, tongue in cheek. “One came with my car.”

“Oh no, ma’am, this doesn’t go in your car. It’s, uh, from…someone you used to know.” Scott turned his head, held his hand up to his mouth to hide his lips moving, and said, “Shut up, I’m working up to it.”

The dogs darted sideways glances at the truck, and the hair stood up on their backs. They slunk off without so much as one bark among them. That could mean only one thing.

Lucille turned the lock and threw open the door. “He’s with you? My son is with you?”

Scott whipped off his hat. He held it in one hand and rubbed the back of his neck with the other. For hours, he’d discarded several ways to tell a mother, without scaring her, that her dead son had directed him to deliver an engine to her door. Unless she was a gearhead herself, what the heck was she going to do with his Hemi?

The bright light in the old woman’s eyes was at odds with the bathrobe and lifeless gray hair. Her hands trembled, too. His grandmother had been like that near the end. At the very end, he couldn’t say; it still ate at him that he hadn’t been there when she’d needed him most. That she’d hid her failing health and sent him off to race because his doing what he loved was that important to her.

“He’s never come with anyone before,” she said.

“You know about him?” Scott asked, dumbfounded.

“Where is he? Right here, on the porch?” Her gaze searched the wide wraparound porch without settling anywhere. “Lawrence, where are you, son?”

“She knows I hate that name,” Cooper grumbled.

Scott grinned, pleased to find another way to get Cooper’s goat. “Yes, ma’am, Lawrence is right here. In fact, Lawrence insisted on coming with me to bring you this engine.” He considered the icy jab in his shoulder a reward rather than a warning.

Cooper’s mother tilted her head back and gazed up at Scott with so much excitement in her eyes, it ate at his resolve to dump the engine and run like hell. He wondered if she made chocolate chip cookies like his grandmother used to, the old-fashioned way. Not with a store-bought mix or a roll of dough from the refrigerator section. Not with a food processor.

“Does he talk to you?” she asked.

“No way to shut him up except do what he wants.”


“So…you can hear him.” Her voice swelled with hope.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“You can ask him questions, and he’ll answer you?”

“Only if he wants. Most the time, he’s just ornery.” It felt good to talk to someone about this who, finally, didn’t think he was losing it.

She peered around Scott’s arm, toward the pickup. “Looks heavy. How’re you going to unload it?”

“I’ve been thinking about that all the way from Indianapolis. The simplest way is to open the tailgate and drive it up a steep hill.” Scott grinned when Cooper roared, “It goes in the barn!”

“What? Did he just say something? You look like he just said something.”

Scott rubbed his jaw to keep from laughing outright at Cooper’s expense. Didn’t seem like a good idea. Tempting, though. “Seems Lawrence didn’t like that idea.”

“You call me Lawrence once more, and I’ll introduce you to a whole passel of ghosts that’ll stay on after I’m done and gone. And won’t none of ’em be as nice as me, neither.”

“He’s talking to you again, isn’t he? I can tell by the look on your face. Oh, what’s he saying? Please tell me.”

“Seems he wants it put in the barn, Mrs. Cooper. So if you’re not real particular where it goes, I can just back up real fast and hit the brakes. It should slide right on outta there.”


Cooper was fit to be tied. “Didn’t the last seven weeks teach you nothing, boy?”

Scott sighed. “Or I can rent a hoist.”

“Oh my, this is just so exciting!” Mrs. Cooper grabbed Scott by his sleeve and dragged him into the house, so ebullient that she left the front door standing wide open.

He sniffed the air, convinced he smelled cookies. He could be had for fresh-baked cookies.

“Now you listen. I’m sure it’s too late to rent equipment today, so you’ll stay right here. And call me Grammy; everybody does.”

“Oh no, ma’am, I couldn’t,” Scott said without an iota of firmness behind it. Truth was, his finances were tied up for the long haul. He’d planned on enjoying the old Hemi for a while, fixing whatever was wrong with it that made it change hands so much, and then taking a nice profit on it. He figured to clear at least thirty times what he’d spent, a nice addition to everything he’d set aside for the team he’d own someday. He didn’t have forever; movie stars aside, endurance racing was a young man’s sport.

And now he was out one bitchin’ engine.

“Nonsense, I wouldn’t know you were talking to me if you called me anything else,” Grammy prattled on. “You can sleep in Lawrence’s old room. It’s upstairs. Oh! Can you see him, too?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Good.” She smiled brightly. “Then he can show you where it is while I start supper. You just go on now and make yourself at home. I’ll only be a few minutes.” She fluffed up her hair as she walked toward the back of the house, her back straight, a cane left hanging off the back of the sofa.

Left to his own devices, Scott took a look around from the threshold. The front door of the old farmhouse was near one corner of a large, high-ceilinged living room stuffed with comfortable-looking furniture, area rugs, soft throws, and lots of books. Stairs rose up the wall to his right. He debated the wisdom of spending the night in Cooper’s old room; better take the sofa and let the ghost have his territory all to himself. Ten minutes alone was all Scott needed. He wasn’t kidding about getting a good run in reverse and slamming on the brakes. One engine, delivered. One haunted driver, outta there.

“Just in case you’re thinking what I think you’re thinking,” Cooper drawled with a get-even grin, “your truck ain’t running so good again. Might as well take your bag in. My room’s top of the stairs, second door on the right.”

“Don’t go to any trouble for me,” Scott said sarcastically. He was tempted to slam the front door in the ghost’s face, but experience had taught him it was useless.

“Oh, no trouble,” Grammy responded from the other room. “I’ll just heat up some leftover chili. If I know Maggie, she’ll be flying in here any minute.”

Scott enjoyed watching Cooper’s face segue from a get-even grin to out-and-out horrified. This was too good to let slide.

“Say, Coop, isn’t Maggie your daughter?”


“She’s supposed to be in Chicago.”

“I take it you two don’t see eye to eye.”

“Just like her mother, that one.” Cooper scowled. “Too hard on a man. They never understood what I was doing, how I was seeing to their future.”

Scott tossed his Stetson onto the top of the coatrack. “My truck better run like new come morning.”

Ten minutes later, he’d confirmed that the truck indeed would not start. He stood on the porch, beer bottle in hand, duffel bag at his feet, and seriously considered going for his emergency pack of smokes. He’d bought them at the start of the road trip. They’d been riding on the dash ever since. They called to him constantly, mostly when Cooper was visible and verbal, which was too damn often to suit him.

He hoped Maggie could see Cooper; he looked forward to watching her light into him. It’d make the whole trip worthwhile.

“What’s that noise? Crickets?”

“Spring peepers,” Cooper answered.

“What’s that?”

“Tree frogs.”

“Fine, don’t tell me.” Scott took a swig of beer. He’d refused it at first, until he’d seen the look of longing on Cooper’s face when Grammy had offered it. Yes sir, coming to St. Louis just kept getting better and better.

“How’s that taste?”

Scott smacked his lips and sighed with pleasure. “Prime stuff. Too bad you can’t have any.”

The ghost grumbled.


“You know what would top this? Chocolate chip cookies. Your mom know how to make those?”

He wasn’t surprised when Cooper didn’t answer. Talked when he shouldn’t, wouldn’t talk when it’d be useful. Just downright cantankerous.

“Nice of your mother to offer me your room,” Scott said, intending to add insult to injury. He expected Cooper to change his mind and tell him to stay the hell out of his room, but he didn’t.

The peepers stopped abruptly, as if all were on the same switch. Seconds later, sirens pierced the ensuing silence, wailing closer until finally three squad cars roared down the street. Light bars flashing, the cops braked around his truck, raising dust as they hemmed it in. Grammy shot out onto the porch about the same time they killed the sirens. He was pleased to see her looking less haggard than when he’d arrived. She’d brushed her hair and donned a pretty pink sweater and stretch pants.

“Your granddaughter’s a cop?” Scott asked hopefully. If not, he figured he was about to lose his beer and miss out on a good home-cooked bowl of chili, not to mention getting shoved up against a patrol car with his legs spread.

Grammy hmphed. “It’d be cheaper for her if she was.”

A zippy little red Mustang, top up, slid to a stop six inches from the rear bumper of the last squad car. The red paint was splashed and dripping from barreling across the creek at the head of Cherry Lane.

A lovely wisp of a creature popped out; straight blond hair, flashing green eyes, wearing a suit the color of pearls.

“Goddammit, Maggie.” The cop riding drag rounded on her, leaving Scott to the other two. “I told you to let us handle this.”

So, this is Maggie.

“You’re afraid of her?” Scott whispered to the ghost as the cops approached the porch.

“I ain’t afraid of nobody,” Cooper snarled. But his gaze shifted away to the tree line.

Shiny, shoulder-length hair bounced with agitation as the delectable Miss Cooper darted between bumpers on impossibly high heels. Her suit had to be top-of-the-line, the way it flowed with every inch of her body as she charged across the narrow lawn. Worry creased the delicate features of her face. Eyes flashed a mix of fire and anger, and promised revenge if he’d so much as harmed a hair on Grammy’s head.

The uniformed cop body-blocked Maggie at the bottom of the steps. She didn’t stand still for that, though, not this exquisite creature. She dodged and darted and peeked around the uniform, shouting, “That’s him!” and “Grammy, are you all right?”

To think Cooper could have sired someone so pretty, so utterly enticing, was beyond comprehension. Scott would have told him so, too, but conversing with a ghost in front of three cops who were partial to Maggie couldn’t possibly play out in his favor. Besides, after seven long, long weeks of abstinence, everyone else was about as noticeable as wallpaper. Grammy and the officers faded into the background, taking care of business as Maggie climbed the steps.

“You,” she said with recognition.

Fame had many benefits. The fact that she already knew who he was would make getting to know her a whole lot easier. Being the daughter of a champion, she probably followed the circuit religiously. Women didn’t throw their bras and panties at him, but he’d been known to autograph a few.

She was dressed professionally; he extended his hand in like manner. Women enjoyed that sort of thing.

“Nice to meet you,” he said.

The fire didn’t leave her eyes. In fact, it had a hot, searing edge to it that didn’t bode well for their first meeting. She didn’t even hesitate as she topped the last step and advanced on him, though she was a good head shorter. “You owe me five hundred dollars.”

“Excuse me?” He tucked his hand safely away. For a second, he entertained the idea that they’d met before, that money was somehow involved and she had a legitimate claim he’d forgotten. But those green eyes? Uh-uh, no way he’d forgotten her.

“You picked a helluva time to hit the wall,” she said.

A lesser man would have run. Not Scott Templeton. He’d stared death in the face more than once. No way a little slip of a woman like this could back him against the house.


Maggie approached high-and-mighty Scotty Templeton with the full intention of getting him off her grandmother’s porch and on his way within the next sixty seconds. She’d allow an extra thirty solely due to the duct-taped cast on his foot. It wasn’t that she had no sympathy for his plight, but Grammy was, at times, too gullible for her own good, and Maggie needed to be in Chicago.

And of course he was at fault for hitting the wall seven weeks ago and costing her a bet.

“Ah,” Scott said with a grin. His hazel eyes twinkled back at Maggie with a ray of understanding, and a crease dimpled one cheek as he stood his ground and deciphered the debt she’d accused him of owing. “A betting woman.”

“No,” she said flippantly. “I like giving away brand-new radar detectors.”

Scott’s lips puckered into a low whistle. “Nice one, five hundred dollars.”

She circled around, putting herself right where she needed to be, between him and the door. “That includes the speeding ticket I got because I had to rely on an old piece of crap.”

“Just out of curiosity, what did you stand to win?”

“Certainly not you on my grandmother’s porch. Nice of you to stop by, though.” She picked up his duffel bag and thrust it into his arms. It was like hitting a brick wall, no give at all.

His smile was lopsided, both amused at her attempt to push him off the porch and unabashedly interested in turning a less-than-stellar first meeting into something more. Like most drivers she’d met, he displayed a Texas-sized ego in that department.


“Much as I’d like to,” he said without a shred of regret, “I can’t leave.”

“I’ve got three cops with me,” she said, implying that they’d haul him away, given the word. Only then did she notice they were taking their leave.

“Bye, Grammy. Bye, Maggie,” they said as they headed for their respective patrol cars.

“Geez,” she said flatly, fisting one hand on her hip. “You guys are cops, you’re supposed to have a clue.” She’d gone to school with two of them; Bobby’d sat behind her in sixth grade, and she’d dated Chris in high school. He was her best friend’s brother.

“Sorry, Maggie. Grammy says she invited him to stay.”

Scott’s duffel punctuated that as it hit the floorboards behind her.

Bobby snapped his fingers as if he’d just remembered something, like his duty, and approached the porch. When he pulled a notebook out of his pocket, Maggie was pleased to see that he was going to get official.

“Mr. Templeton, I almost forgot. Could I get your autograph for my little boy?”

Maggie growled with frustration and made no attempt to hide her annoyance as she trotted down the steps for a personal chat with the other two. “Look, guys, Grammy doesn’t know him from Adam. I need to go to Chicago and I can’t leave her here alone with him.”

“She’s an adult, Maggie,” Chris explained patiently. “It’s her house. She invited him. There’s nothing we can do.”


Maggie turned to appeal to her grandmother’s good sense, but caught only a glimpse of the older woman’s back as she darted indoors.

“Fine.” She folded her arms. “Better confiscate his beer bottle for fingerprints, then. You know, just in case our bodies are missing when you get around to checking back in three days.”

“Shoot, Scotty Templeton went to Webster. I played against him in the Turkey Day game. We don’t need prints.”

Maggie threw up her hands. Who could argue against a local-boy-made-good, former football jock?

“Call us if you need anything else, though.”

“Yeah, right.”

“And for chrissake, slow down!”

Abandoned by the cops, who examined the load in the back of the pickup and proclaimed it “bitchin’” before they left, Maggie had no choice but to handle this herself. She took a deep breath and slowly turned back to Scott, rooted up there on the porch. A cool breeze ruffled his dark hair and dislodged a lock to fall over his forehead, threatening to distract her. He probably paid big bucks to have it styled to do exactly that. She stiffened her resolve.

“You can’t stay here.”

“Grammy invited me.”

Maggie gritted her teeth at his familiarity. She quickly brushed off her aggravation, though, in favor of an approach that might work better.

“Fine,” she said matter-of-factly, remounting the steps to gain equal advantage. “I think you’ll find our dogs aren’t quite so gullible.”

“Dogs?” He glanced around pointedly.

“Big ones,” she said. “Huge. A hundred pounds each. I don’t know why we keep them, they’re half wild anyway. Someday they’re liable to eat somebody whole.”

“You mean those three mongrels cowering under the porch?” Scott snickered.

“Highly unlikely.”

“Well, let’s just see, shall we?” He whistled, but got no response. Then he clapped his hands, called, “C’mon, boys!” and whistled again. “C’mon! Time to eat.”

They whined.

Maggie leaned over the rail just in time to spot the big, black, hairy one duck its head back under the porch. She turned on Scott. “What did you do to our dogs?”

“He didn’t do anything.” Grammy returned to the threshold
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