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T. S. “Scotty” Templeton was too focused on pushing
the Porsche toward two hundred miles per hour to no-
tice 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 smok-
ing. 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
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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 cru-
cial. 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, av-
erage height and weight, outdated racing suit.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,
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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 no-
body 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 spon-
sors. 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
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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 question-
ing him now; probably the crew chief. “Goddammit,
Scotty—"

Scott tuned out the owner when Cooper said, “T’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, | always like it when one of my drivers hal-
lucinates. Say, Scotty . ..”
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“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 fig-
ured 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.”
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“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 busi-
ness.” 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 re-
membered 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.”
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“Watch me.”

Scott wiggled halfway out of the window before he
felt something cold on his thigh, right through his rac-
ing 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
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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 want-
ed 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
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Scott’s living room. When he was growing up, his grand-
mother’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 unenjoy-
able. 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 nois-
es 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,
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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 fin-
gers, 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 expec-
tantly.

“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’1l 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.
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“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 busi-
ness.”

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 passen-
ger 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 morn-
ing, 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
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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, any-
time. 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 some-
thing 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
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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 be-
hind 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
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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 got-
ten his casts, justifying his slip by thinking maybe he’d
been hallucinating from withdrawal, which, unfortu-
nately, turned out not to be the case.

“What’re the odds your mother will believe my en-
gine 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.”

% sk ok
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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, fur-
nace, and an emergency stash of food, water, and vari-
ous 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 flan-
nel 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?”
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“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 earth-
quake.”

“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 hon-
eymoon far, far way, with no plans to return.

“Today’s Monday,” Maggie said, summoning patience.
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“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 acces-
sorize 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.”
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“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’1l 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
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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 apart-
ment 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 regis-
ter. Grammy, of course. Up went the windows. Off went
the radio. With a hands-free connection, Maggie contin-
ued 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
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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 call-
ing 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 recog-
nize. “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 some-
thing 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.”
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“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.”
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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 mes-
sage.

It was an odd lot of people her son had sent her
way over the years. A couple from Idaho just pass-
ing 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
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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 re-
treat. 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.
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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 mov-
ing, 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
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an engine to her door. Unless she was a gearhead her-
self, 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 trem-
bled, too. His grandmother had been like that near the
end. At the very end, he couldn’t says; 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.”
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“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.”
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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 equip-
ment 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
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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 think-
ing,” 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 sarcasti-
cally. 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?”
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“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 in-
deed 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 for-
ward 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.



30 Jenna Melnight

“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 look-
ing 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 men-
tion 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
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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 bot-
tom 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
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officers faded into the background, taking care of busi-
ness 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 legiti-
mate 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 grandmoth-
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er’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 some-
thing more. Like most drivers she’d met, he displayed a
Texas-sized ego in that department.
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“Much as I'd like to,” he said without a shred of re-
gret, “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 head-
ed 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 au-
tograph 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.”
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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’” be-
fore 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 stiff-
ened 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 ap-
proach that might work better.

“Fine,” she said matter-of-factly, remounting the steps
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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 any-
way. 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 with neither cane nor limp, and for heaven’s
sake, she’d changed out of her pajamas, too. “Chili’s al-
most ready. Come inside or I’m closing the door. I can’t
afford to heat the whole darn neighborhood.”

“Look at her,” Maggie said gently, trying to appeal
to Scott’s sympathies. “If she were your grandmother,
would you want a stranger sleeping in her house?”

“He’s not a stranger,” Grammy said, waving her hand
dismissively as she gave up on their rushing to supper.
“He’s an old friend of your father’s. Come in when
you’re ready, then.”

“He’s not old enough to be an old friend of my fa-
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ther’s,” Maggie retorted as the front door swung shut
behind Grammy.

Maggie glared up at Scott. His lips were cocked with
amusement. This had to be new, a woman hell-bent on
getting rid of him. He probably saw it as a game.

“I’m harmless,” he said with sincerity. “Really. I just
have to deliver that engine”—he indicated it with a nod
of his head—*"and then I’ll leave.”

“Great.” She stepped aside, giving him full access to
the stairs. “Have at it.”

“Truck won’t start.”

“That shouldn’t be a problem for you.”

“See, I’'m delivering it for . . . Well, sort as a favor for
your dad.”

With a large sweep of her arm, she indicated that the
entire front yard was at his disposal.

“It should go in the barn,” he said.

“There’s no room.”

Scott cocked his head, as if listening to another voice.
“There’s more than one barn.”

He was observant, Maggie’d give him that. “They’re
both full of junk. Junk that my father collected his entire
life. Plus more junk that he’s had delivered”—she sur-
rounded that with finger quotes—*“over the years.”

Scott looked astounded. “Really? I’m not the first?”

Satisfied now that she knew exactly how to get Scott
away from their front door, Maggie grinned. “Follow
me. Just let me change my shoes first.”

She stopped by her car to change into Keds, and while
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she was there, she grabbed her phone and wireless ear-
piece.

Scott kicked the front tire and said, “Looks low.”

“The ground dips there.”

The main barn stood two hundred feet away from the
house, to the side and back. The slightly downhill track
was seldom used, but the clay had been so packed over
the years that not much grew along it; sparse weeds, a
little spring grass here and there that would die in the
heat of summer.

Scott trekked behind her the whole way. Maggie
turned around once to see how he was doing—maybe
she should have driven him that far in her car—but he
hobbled along in his cast just fine, grinning to himself.
She caught him studying her backside, so she didn’t ask
what he found so amusing.

The large barn door wasn’t any easier to slide than
the last time she’d been out there a couple of years ago.
Scott leaned in close. Heat poured off his body as he
reached over her head and sent the door flying to the
right. He massaged his arm afterward.

“It doesn’t get used much,” she said, meaning the
door.

“It’s nothing. I just took the cast off a week ago, and
it’s still stiff.”

“You took it off?”

“It was time.”

“Wow.” Maggie flipped on the overhead lights.
“Hometown hero and a doctor. Whenever do you find
time to race cars?”
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The interior of the two-story brick barn was cold from
the long winter and so stuffed with her father’s “collect-
ibles” that they couldn’t take more than two steps inside.
Lamps, dishes, toys, tractors, tools, lanterns, political
statues, neon lights, stereos, Christmas ornaments—
you name it, it was in there. Horse collars, for God’s
sake. And that’s just what she could see from where she
stood. Besides all that, there were the mystery boxes,
their flaps still folded or taped shut, stacked here and
there with no regard to order or structure. Heavy boxes
smashed the ones below, tilting them to crooked angles.
Shorter stacks had boards across them, forming tables
upon which more crap was piled.

“Good Lord,” Scott said in awe.

“Yeah. A highway-variety antique mall gone awry.”

“Is that a path through there?”

Maggie shrugged. “Maybe.”

“Cooper sent all this here?”

“He accumulated most of it himself. After he died,
Grammy used to say there was a chain letter going
around that said, ‘If you don’t want ten years of bad
luck, buy any old piece of junk and drop it off at number
3 Cherry Lane.””

“What do you think?”

She looked him square in the eyes, impressed that he
wasn’t intimidated by her. Vexed, but impressed. ““I think
Grammy made it up. I think this is how she doesn’t deal
with his death. I think if there’s a chain letter out there,
she started it.”

“I didn’t get one.”
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“Yes, let’s get back to you. Fifteen years of additional
junk, and now you show up with an engine, of all things.”
She tipped her head and studied him. “Everybody else
just left. Why aren’t you leaving?”

“Like I said, my truck won’t start.”

“I’m sure you’ve been taking engines apart and put-
ting them back together since you were twelve.”

“Ten, but that’s beside the point.”

A dimple appeared when he smiled; just one, just on
the left side. When Maggie found herself studying the
other cheek to see if a second would appear, she almost
slapped herself.

“It won’t start again until there’s a spot here for that
engine,” he finished, and she had no idea if he’d said
anything in between.

“Right.” Dimple aside, if he wasn’t going to take re-
sponsibility, Maggie wanted nothing to do with him.
“I’ll bet you can have a sizable spot cleared in a couple
hours.”

“With a little help, I can be done before supper.”

She was just about to tell him she’d let him in the
house to eat when hell froze over, but the ka-ching of
her cell phone interrupted.

“Maggie, just calling to make sure you’d left.”” Her
boyfriend, Kevin, lived in Chicago. Besides her inter-
view tomorrow, they had big plans this week. He’d be
so disappointed if he knew she’d been delayed.

Maggie stepped aside for some privacy. “You know
me,” she said with a chuckle. “Get out of St. Louis be-
fore rush hour.”
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With luck, she’d be back on the road within the hour,
so what harm was there in a little lie? She’d drive faster.

“Great, I'll wait up. How’s Grammy?”

“Still being a pill. I'll tell you all about it tonight.”

“I’ll give you a massage,” he said, and disconnected.

Maggie regretted that she wasn’t there getting one
right now, and she quickly closed the gap between Scott
and her again. “Tell you what. You get that engine out of
your truck in the next ten minutes, and I’ll pack a nice
hot meal for you.”

He was holding a box he’d plucked off the floor,
searching in vain for an out-of-the-way place to move it
to until his gaze shifted to her. “Like I said . . .”

“In this suit? Not a chance.” She headed toward the
house without turning her back on him because, really,
he was a lot bigger than she was, and in spite of the
cops knowing him, she didn’t. “Oh, I don’t know what
you did to scare the dogs away, but I doubt it works on
recluses.”

Scott froze, right after extending his arms so the box
was nowhere near his body. “I hope to hell you mean
old men who live alone and don’t shave for months on
end.”

Maggie grinned. “Only if they have eight legs, seg-
mented bodies, and violins on their backs.”

As Scott hobbled to his pickup for a heavy pair of
gloves, he muttered very unflattering things to Cooper
about his daughter, ending with “Jesus Christ, she acts
as if [ want to stay. Not that I’d mind getting to know her
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a little better, mind you, because I gotta tell you, I'm a
leg man, and she’s got legs up to—"

“Keep your goddamn hands off my daughter.” Cooper
loomed close and scowled at Scott, who walked right
through him.

“Shit, Coop, don’t do that! It freaks me out.”

“Maggie’s too good for you.”

Scott pulled leather gloves out from under the seat
and shook them at the ghost plaguing him. “Maybe.
But once I deliver this baby”—he patted his prize en-
gine—“you’re outta here, remember? She’ll give me
her number or my name’s not Scott Templeton. Now
don’t make me walk through you again. I have stuff to
move.”

He hobbled back to the barn and strode through the
door to find the nicest ass poking up in the air, encased
in a tight pair of put-your-hands-right-here jeans. Weeks
of abstinence aside, it was a very nice ass. It took an
extra moment to corral his thoughts and realize Maggie
was struggling to lift a box too heavy for her.

“Whoa, wait a minute, let me help you with that.”
Scott rushed forward, pulling on the gloves as he went.
He added his pair of hands to safe territory, the card-
board box. When he and Maggie straightened up, they
were close. Very close; only an eighteen-inch box sepa-
rated them. “I thought you weren’t going to help me.”

“Are you kidding? I can’t leave until you leave, and
I have to leave. So no matter how much Grammy asks
you to stay, no matter how much you want to stay, you
have to go.”
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“I don’t want to stay.”

“You don’t?”

“I didn’t want to come here in the first place.”

“Then why did you?”

“Your father—”

“Is dead,” Maggie snapped, giving Scott his first in-
kling that she was not as open-minded as her grand-
mother.

“No kidding.”

“Save your breath,” the ghost grumbled from atop a
tall stack. “She’ll never admit I'm here.”

Pressing the matter sure wouldn’t win him any points,
so Scott bit his tongue and helped Maggie with another
box.

Cooper took advantage of the silence, not that he
wasn’t prone to butt in any other time. “I can’t believe
my mother saved so much. I mean, I expected her to, but
still, I can hardly believe it. My fortune’s still here.”

Fortune, my ass. Scott tuned him out. He’d much
rather talk to Maggie. “Why are you keeping all this
stuff?”

“Not me,” Maggie said. “I don’t keep stuff. I don’t
collect things.” She made a face, as if the very thought
of collecting anything left a bad taste in her mouth. “As
a matter of fact, I would love to get rid of it. I put my-
self though college as an auctioneer. There’s nothing
like taking a full auction hall and watching it empty in
front of your eyes. Going once, going twice, bang the
hammer, and by the end of the day, completely cleared
out”” As Maggie paused in her work, a little shiver of
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pleasure rippled through her, obvious even to Scott as it
punctuated her words.

His gaze roamed the contents of the barn, his silence
speaking volumes.

Maggie caught his drift and laughed lightly. “Why do
you think I liked what I did? It was vicarious pleasure,
believe me, because I grew up with this instead of a fa-
ther. My mother was married to this instead of a man.
Which is, I'm sure, more than you want to know.”

Blushing from revealing too much, she bent over and
tackled another box, one more her size. Scott didn’t
help, but gave her the space she sought.

“This needs to be sold,” Cooper said, looking as if
he’d pass out from the excitement. “Every bit of it.
Ruby should be in college. Lord knows, that girl needs
some direction. And Ma’s not getting any younger. She
can move into one of those retirement places.”

Scott had two boxes in his arms, nowhere to put them,
and someone else he’d much rather listen to. “Hey,
Maggie, is there room up in the loft for any of this?”

“Nope. Loft is full.”

Cooper turned pensive.

Scott knew that look; he turned his back on the ghost.
No way he was getting trapped into anything else. He
quickly, desperately kicked several boxes into one an-
other, crushing them into a smaller stack. Anything to
clear more space fast.

“Okay, I think that’s enough room to get it in here.
Maggie, I hate to run, but if my truck starts, I need to
get on the road.”
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This was rushed and lame, but he didn’t want to leave
without her number and he didn’t dare dawdle. Better to
meet her again in ghostless territory.

“You think maybe I can call you sometime?”

“Only if you don’t mind my boyfriend punching you
out.”

Cooper stepped closer to Scott. “You can forget
dumping that engine without a hoist. And after that, Ma
could use some help. She’s an old woman. A strong guy
like you—"

Scott wheeled on the ghost, jabbed his finger at it, and
roared, “Don’t even think it. We had a deal.”

Anger at the ghost didn’t prevent Scott’s noticing that
Maggie’d stopped moving things. Empty-handed, she
inched toward the big door, cutting him a wide berth.

“Don’t leave,” Scott begged. “Don’t leave me alone
with him.”

Maggie’s gaze darted around the interior.

“Come on, your grandmother knows he exists. She
must have told you.”

“You think you’re talking to my father?”

“Mostly he’s talking to me. He wants— What the hell
do you want, Cooper?”

Cooper smirked, as if he’d won. “I guess it all needs to
be appraised first. Wouldn’t want Ma to get cheated.”

“He wants—" When Scott turned, Maggie was already
halfway out the door. “He wants all this appraised and
sold so your grandmother can go to a retirement home.”

“Grammy? Get real.” Maggie stalked out, cutting him
a sideways glance.
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God, he hated that look. He barely knew her, and that
look meant he wasn’t ever likely to.

“You know what I said about fixing you a hot meal?
Forget it. You know what Grammy said about you
spending the night? You can forget that, too. Drop the
engine in here if you must, but then leave.”

“My truck won’t start.”

“So walk.”

“It’s getting dark.”

Maggie paused ever so slightly, just long enough to
toss parting words over her shoulder. “Good thing you
have a truck to sleep in, then.”

“It’s supposed to get down to forty tonight,” he called
after her.

She didn’t even slow down. She’d been enticing ear-
lier, charging at him in her skirt and heels. He was used
to women rushing toward him. Maggie was the first one
who couldn’t wait to get away.

Damn, he needed to stay until morning and try this
again. But as soon as he talked her into giving him her
number—and he would—he absolutely had to get away
from the friggin’ ghost.
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Cooper’s laugh was annoying as hell. It grated on Scott’s
nerves. Every time he heard it, he wanted to grab him by
the throat and throttle him. Pretty damn hard to do to a
ghost, though.

“You ain’t doing so well, son.”

“A little less audience participation would help,”
Scott shot back. He kicked a cardboard box, found it
relatively solid, and did the only thing he knew Cooper
wouldn’t like. He sat on it.

“What’re you doing?”

“What’s it look like? I'm taking a break.”

Scott crossed his arms, daring the ghost to just try
to make him get up and work. Too bad the cigarettes
weren’t in his pocket. He could have tapped one out,
real slow. He could have taken his time lighting it, real
cool like. He could have blown smoke in Cooper’s face
and laughed when he tried to inhale.

Dang, he had to start carrying those.

“A break? You haven’t even been working. You been
hitting on my daughter the whole time.”

“You call that hitting on her?” Scott snickered. He’d
been jacked around enough to give as well as he got.
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Or as well as he could to someone who wasn’t alive. “I
haven’t even begun to hit on her.”

“You stay away from her.”

“Hey, man,” Scott said, affecting an innocent shrug,
“if the truck won’t run, I can’t leave. Can’t get much
simpler than that.”

With irritation still his prime objective, Scott stretched
his legs out in front of him, crossing his good ankle over
the cast. He grinned at the ghost and leaned against the
stack behind him for effect, but that was a mistake.
It wasn’t sturdy enough, and he tumbled awkwardly
into a jumble of boxes. If Cooper hadn’t doubled over
in laughter, Scott might have gotten up. As it was, he
wiggled his back and shoulders into a more comfort-
able spot and closed his eyes, feigning all the comfort
of snuggling into a feather bed.

“Wake me when the sun comes up,” he said.

“Fine. No skin off my nose.”

Within minutes, the ghost was off in deeper regions of
the barn, not so silent as he moved things around. No tell-
ing what he was looking for. No way Scott was asking.

The peepers worked up to a full chorus, their volume
rivaling that of any cicadas Scott had ever heard. It was
kind of nice, actually. A man could sleep pretty well to
that. Unless he got hypothermia in this frigid barn and
wandered off to the river in the middle of the night.

He wouldn’t mind wandering into the house and
running into Maggie. He wondered how serious things
were with her boyfriend in Chicago. She wasn’t wear-
ing an engagement ring. She hadn’t said, Sorry, I'm in a
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relationship. Looked like open territory to him.

“Sweet Jesus, it’s worse than I thought.”

Scott’s eyes flew open.

Grammy was bent over him, her brow wrinkled with
concern. “Did she hurt you? Can you get up?”

He quickly shoved several boxes out of the way so
he could stand up and dust himself off. One rattled like
broken china. With any luck, Grammy was a little hard
of hearing.

Standing a good foot shorter, Grammy tipped her head
this way and that as she looked him over. Scott wasn’t
quite sure what that was all about until she said, “Maggie
came in in such a snit, I was afraid she’d clunked you
over the head and left you to the wild animals.”

Scott grinned at the idea of Maggie trying to clunk
him anywhere. “Nah, I was just taking a break to annoy
Cooper.”

“Lawrence, you mean?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“He likes to be called Cooper?”

Scott shrugged. “He never said one way or the other.”

“Lots of people used to call him Speed, but I always
liked Lawrence. Sounds more dignified. Anyway, see-
ing as you’re fine, come on to supper and bring him
with you.”

“Do I have to? Bring him, I mean.”

“I need you to get some answers for me. You know, be
our go-between.”

“But Maggie—"

Grammy took him by the arm and started for the house.
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“Now don’t you go frettin’ about my granddaughter. I
know she can be a handful once you rattle her focus, but
that’s good, healthy spirit.” She winked up at Scott with
pride. “She got that from me.”

Halfway back to the house, Scott wanted to be clear
on something. “Does she sneak up behind people and
clunk ’em on the head often?”

Grammy muttered, “Don’t I wish,” and from her tone,
Scott thought it wise to leave it at that for now.

When he entered the warm, homey kitchen, the Mother
Goose cookie jar couldn’t have been more noticeable if it
had jumped up and down on the counter and started danc-
ing. Surely Grammy wouldn’t put store-bought cookies
in a nice old jar like that. Scott washed up at the sink,
anticipating dessert, sniffing the air for a clue as to choc-
olate or peanut butter—or hey, in a pinch, oatmeal raisin
would do—but all he could identify with any certainty
was chili. He’d just sat down to a steaming bowl of it,
smothered with onions and grated cheddar, when Maggie
joined them. She was mid-conversation, hands-free and
wireless, talking to someone about the need to leverage
his assets more efficiently, but quickly signed off.

Maggie glared at him, and both fists landed firmly on
her hips. “I made myself perfectly clear—"

“Mr. Templeton is our guest,” Grammy said softly, as
she set another bowl of chili on the table.

After that, Maggie didn’t berate him anymore, but the
way she yanked out her chair said plenty. She sat ramrod
straight, primly almost. If a woman’s gaze could sling
darts, Maggie was adept.
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She probably thought she was scary, but Scott only
noticed nicely rounded breasts thrust forward and pas-
sion flaring in the depths of her green eyes. He was
smart enough to keep that to himself.

Grammy seated herself opposite Scott. “Where’s
Lawrence now? Should I pull out a chair for him?”

Scott perused the kitchen, puzzled but pleased to see
it was just the three of them. “That’s odd. He’s always
around for meals.”

Grammy hmphed in a typically maternal fashion,
clearly put out. “I told you to bring him.”

“He doesn’t listen,” Maggie chimed in.

“That’s for sure,” Scott agreed.

“I meant you.”

“I listen just fine.” Scott grinned, pleased Maggie was
still talking to him. He couldn’t pass up the opportunity
to show her how well he listened. “Your boyfriend still
expecting you this evening?”’

“Of course not. I called and explained how stubborn
you are.” If possible, Maggie sat even straighter and
raised her chin in challenge. ““You owe me a massage,
too.”

“Mind if I eat first, darlin’?”

“I didn’t mean personally.”

Scott held the fiery gaze in Maggie’s eyes. Didn’t mat-
ter how hard she glared at him, he wasn’t giving in first.
He couldn’t help grinning, which made her glare harder,
which made him grin more. She had a hint of chili sauce
on her bottom lip. It was up for grabs whether he’d dab
it off with a napkin or his own lips.
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“If you two don’t mind, I’d like to know if my son has
finally sent me a message.” Grammy broke Maggie’s
concentration, which rescued Scott from reaching out
and make a complete ass of himself.

“That reminds me...” He forced himself to stop star-
ing at Maggie; no sense giving her the upper hand.
Instead, he addressed Grammy’s request. “When Coop
saw all the stuff in the barn, he couldn’t believe it. He
said it ought to be sold.”

Grammy’s gaze narrowed on Scott, then Maggie, then
flitted back and forth, not about to let either of them
off the hook. A black-and-gray marbled cat wound itself
around Scott’s good leg and meowed for something. He
doubted it was chili, and even if it was, the cat wasn’t
getting any of his.

“He said to tell me that?”” Grammy asked.

“No, he just said it. You know, just shook his head at
the mountain of stuff in there and said it needed to be
sold. All of it.”

Grammy’s lips thinned ever so slightly, as if she was
displeased but didn’t intend to show it. “Is this some
kind of trick?”

Taken aback, Scott and Maggie both shook their
heads in quick denial. He didn’t know how Maggie felt,
but personally, Scott was shocked to be accused of such
a thing.

“My Lawrence worked so hard to collect everything.
Maggie’s been after me to get rid of it since she turned
sixteen. But, Scott Templeton, I’m surprised at you. You
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seemed like such a nice young man. Hardly the type to
try and fool an old lady.” Grammy sniffled.

Scott felt like a heel, even though he’d done nothing.

Maggie was quick to pat Grammy’s hand. “I’m sorry.
I had nothing to do with this. I knew we shouldn’t have
let him in.”

“Hey!” Scott objected, sick to see the hurt in
Grammy’s eyes. Desperate to redeem himself, he said,
“There’s more.”

Grammy folded her hands in her lap and very primly
said, “Go on.”

“He said Ruby should be in college.”

Grammy’s lips twitched, and then she hooted. “Our
Ruby?”

“She could study clothing design,” Maggie said, rush-
ing to her sister’s defense. “Or cosmetology. I offered to
help her with tuition, but she says she can do better out
on her own.”

Grammy pressed her lips together firmly this time,
as if she wanted to add something uncomplimentary to
that, but wouldn’t, not in front of an outsider.

“Anything else?” she dared.

Scott debated the wisdom of continuing. Everything
so far had gotten him in hot water.

“Oh, go on,” Maggie said, grinning. Probably think-
ing he’d really put his foot in it, and then Grammy’d
send him packing.

Grammy waited patiently.

“Okay,” Scott said with a long sigh. “But only be-
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cause you’re making me. He said with the money you’d
get from selling everything, you could look into a nice
retirement home.”

“Leave my home?” In an instant, Grammy looked as
old and tired as when she’d first opened the front door.

“That does it.” Maggie slapped her hands on the table
and made a big to-do about getting to her feet. “I’ll be in
my room. Loading my gun in case Mr. Templeton can’t
find his way out.”

She’d barely exited the kitchen before Scott rushed
to apologize. He hadn’t forgotten how much his own
grandmother had been attached to her home; he just
hadn’t been thinking.

“Grammy, I’'m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you. I just
wanted to be honest about what Coop said.”

“Retirement home,” Grammy scoffed. She pushed her
bowl away, leaving her supper untouched. She sighed
and stared in the general direction Maggie had taken.

So did Scott. “Uh, she doesn’t have a gun, does she?”

“Oh, don’t worry. She’d never go out and buy one on
her own.”

That settled, Scott tasted the best chili he’d had in
years, but with both women upset, it lost some of its
appeal.

“Although,” Grammy said with a hint of a smile.
“Lawrence bought a lot of different things. No telling
what Maggie found out in that barn.”

Maggie cracked open her bedroom window for fresh air,
curled up on the window seat, and kept watch. Her room
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was dark, so Scott couldn’t see her if he looked up, but
she’d know the moment he left the house.

Interesting how deferential he was to Grammy. When
Grammy’d pouted about his suggestion to sell every-
thing, he’d looked as if he’d tear his heart out and give it
to her if she’d just smile again. A man didn’t fake that,
not the hurt she’d seen in his eyes. It probably would
be perfectly safe if he knew she planned to leave town
tonight, but a vision of herself on the nightly news, say-
ing, He seemed like such a nice man, was enough to
keep her cautious.

Speaking of which, how long did it take to eat a bowl
of chili, anyway? She’d sit here another five minutes,
but that was it.

The lights were still on in the barn. The dogs milled
about nervously just outside the open door, occasion-
ally charging it with a rousing bark, then backing off.
Chances were a raccoon or opossum had a home in
there. Shoot, as seldom as anyone went inside, both
barns probably’d been colonized by any number of ani-
mals.

The spring peepers’ chorus covered the sound of
Scott’s footsteps, but once he was in the yard where she
could see him, Maggie went on alert. He headed for the
barn; she raced downstairs and locked up for the night.

Grammy had just finished kitchen cleanup. She fold-
ed the dish towel in half and draped it over the edge of
the sink to dry. “Did you really tell him to sleep in his
truck?”

“He’s just a stranger, like everyone else who’s ever
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brought something by,” Maggie said reasonably. “I
don’t recall you inviting them to spend the night.”

“He’s a race car driver.”

“Please, that says something in itself, don’t you think?”
Through the mullioned window in the top half of the
door, Maggie watched the dogs turn away from the barn
and charge Scott. “Have you fed the dogs yet?”

“They’re more interested in whatever’s in the barn.”

“Is he feeding them? He’s feeding them!”

“He asked if he could take them some treats.” Grammy
joined Maggie at the window. “For heaven’s sake, I’'ve
never seen them quite like that before. What are they
doing?”

“It looks as if they’re . . . blocking him?” The dogs
were big, a good eighty to a hundred pounds each. They
leaned, jumped, and shoved against Scott; he swayed
through them like a drunken sailor on leave. Once he
entered the barn, the dogs went back to skulking and
barking. “Geez, they’re useless.”

“They just don’t take well to Lawrence. My goodness,
look at that man work. He lifts those boxes like they’re
empty.”

Maggie tried not to stare. When she noticed Grammy
grinning at her with a speculative sparkle in her eyes,
she flung herself away from the view with a snort of
disgust.

“So what are you going to do now?” Grammy asked.

“Wait until he goes to sleep. Then I’'ll drive to Chicago,
catch a nap, and go to my interview. If he’s still here
when I’'m done, I’ll drive straight back.”
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Grammy’s face fell, a la kicked-canine déja wvu.
“You're still going?”

“Yes, so please don’t start moping around again. When
he gets up in the morning, you can say I just ran out to
the store or something, that I’ll be back any minute.”

“Oh, he doesn’t scare me.”

“Yeah, that’s what worries me.” As long as the topic
had been raised, Maggie pressed for what she’d wanted
for years. “He’s right, though, about selling everything
in the barns. That’s a fire hazard out there. With our
luck, it’d go up in flames when the lines are down, and
we wouldn’t be able to call the fire department.”

Grammy sighed. “I’ll think it over.”

Maggie ran outside without a jacket and moved her
Mustang so she wouldn’t wake Scott later when she
started it. Then there was nothing left to do but curl up
again on the window seat in her bedroom and wait.

When observing his every move involved a pair of
binoculars, she rationalized that she was just waiting for
him to do something that would give her grounds to call
the cops.

Peering at him had absolutely nothing to do with
watching him doff his jacket and work in his shirt.

Fine-tuning the binoculars for the best view had
nothing to do with admiring the strong back and well-
muscled arms it took to lift some of those boxes.

Absolutely nothing.

While Scott shifted dirty, dusty antiques for a couple of
hours, the ghost went off and pouted at the news that his
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mother had balked about selling everything. Previously,
Scott would have said the ghost’s absence was the high-
light of his day. Now that he’d met Maggie, though, it
came in a distant second.

Was there as much substance there as he suspected?
Maggie was as protective of her grandmother as he’d
been of his. Anyone could call 911 and send the cops
to the rescue. How many people almost beat them
home? And then canceled their plans and stayed? She
had something going in Chicago, something important.
Cooper had said so. Her whispered phone conversation
had said so.

And yet . . . she was still here.

He worked up a sweat, shed his jacket, and kept going
until he’d moved, mashed, and relocated enough stuff to
make a sizable bare spot, starting at the door and going
in about fifteen feet. As long as he had to wait until to-
morrow for a hoist, he might as well make a home for
the engine away from the weather, away from where
people who came after him would stack who knew what
on top of it. Come morning, he’d put it down nice and
easy, then barricade it with a protective wall of sturdy
boxes.

Finished with that, he retired to the passenger side of
the truck, where there was more room to catch some
sack time. The ghost followed and resumed making a
pest of himself, carrying on endlessly about this collect-
ible and that collectible, and how their value must have
soared by now. It was all terribly boring.

“I wish you’d quit moving around,” Cooper com-
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plained every fifteen minutes until Scott could no longer
ignore him.

“I’m trying to stay warm.” Scott stamped his feet and
rubbed his gloved hands briskly over his thighs. If that
annoyed Cooper, so much the better. “You remember
what it’s like, being cold?” he taunted.

“You should have a hat. A hat blocks a lot of heat loss
through your head.”

“It’s on the coatrack.”

“Don’t do you any good in there.”

“You know, if I have to have company, it should be
someone who has body heat.” Scott reached for the
door handle.

“Fixing to go get it?”

“I’m gonna take a leak, do you mind?”

“Be careful the dogs don’t bite it off.” Cooper cack-
led and added, “Oh, never mind. It’s so cold, you’ll be
lucky if you can find it.”

“At least I have one.”

The dogs didn’t make an appearance, which was too
bad. Scott was seriously considering inviting them to
sleep in the truck. They couldn’t be any more annoying
than Cooper and had to be a heck of a lot warmer.

He thought he saw movement in the house, which was
mostly dark except for some dim lamps or night lights.
He glanced at last year’s Rolex. Ten-thirty wasn’t all
that late. Maybe Maggie was still up. He really needed
that hat.

Maybe she was in her nightgown. Which meant she’d
be annoyed as heck to answer the door at night, but
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Maggie in a snit would be better than no Maggie at all.
He rapped lightly on the front door, and after a minute,
a little harder. Finally she opened it.

No nightgown. She’d changed, all right, but now she
was in black from head to toe, sweater, jeans, socks,
and shoes, much as a person would do if she didn’t
want to be seen. But that was crazy. She was in her own
house.

“Hold on a minute,” Maggie said into the cordless
phone, then lowered it, reacquainting Scott with the
perfect bow in her upper lip. Lord, he wanted to cover it
with his mouth in the worst way, but she said, “It’s late,
Mr. Templeton,” and glanced past his legs.

“They’re under the porch again.”

She hmphed, too, but more delicately than her grand-
mother. “What can I do for you?”

“Sorry to bother you this late, but I left my hat on the
rack inside, and my head’s cold.”

“No problem.” Maggie handed him his Stetson, keep-
ing a wary eye on him and the door as she retrieved it,
which made him glad he hadn’t asked to go in and get it
himself. “Did you make enough room in the barn?”’

“I think so.”

“Great.” She added a bit of advice around the edge
of the door as she eased it closed. “You might not want
to wander around in the dark. With the dogs on the
loose, the coyotes generally keep their distance. But
tonight”—she shrugged—*“well, I don’t think they’ll at-
tack, but I can’t promise.”

Scott grinned all the way back to the truck, even as a
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cloud passed over the sliver of moon and plunged the
yard into an inky blackness. He settled back into the
truck with Cooper and said, “Yes sir, that is one saucy
woman you almost raised.”

Two women living more than shouting distance from
their nearest neighbor—obviously they scared uninvit-
ed visitors by whatever means they had at hand. If they
wanted him to think they had bodies scattered around
the property, well, he didn’t see how talk hurt anyone.

“How old was she when you did the one-way?”

Coop grunted. “’Bout fourteen, fifteen maybe.” Not
being sure how old his daughter was when he died told
Scott worlds about him as a father.

“I still can’t believe you’re afraid of her.” Scott parked
his back in the corner, stretched his legs all the way to
the pedals on the other side, and tipped his hat down
over his face.

Come morning, he’d do what he’d come here to do.
Then he’d get Maggie’s phone number. He should be on
the road well before noon. Fontana, the next race in the
Rolex Series, was in a couple of days. He could show
up there, downplay the whole ghost thing, blame it on
drugs or injury related to the last crash, and maybe land
a job driving again before hell froze over. If he didn’t
freeze first.

“If I tried the key now, just to run the heater, would
it start?”

“I’m not cold.”

“Yeah, didn’t think so.”

Time ticked by. Every few minutes, Cooper asked Scott
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if he’d seen this vase or that lamp or a box of something
in particular. Owls hooted, one nearby, one farther away
in response. A pack of coyotes barked and yipped, their
chorus punctuated with long, flat howls—so Maggie
hadn’t been kidding about them.

“Is she the violent type? I mean, is that why you’re
afraid of her?”

“How many times I gotta tell you, I ain’t afraid of
nobody!”

“’Cause if she is . . . You know, if she, say, dresses
all in black and sneaks out here with a gun and shoots
me in the head, well then that engine’s not going any-
where in the morning.”

Cooper laughed for ten minutes. Then he was quiet
for five, which was just about a record. Scott had just
nodded off when the ghost said, “I been thinking about
the problems an auctioneer’s gonna have.”

Lord, please, if Maggie gives me her number, if I've
ever been good a single day in my life, make her the
kind of woman who doesn’t take after her father.

The ghost nudged Scott when he didn’t respond, just
to make sure he was listening.

“They like to auction stuff off in lots, you see. So he’s
gotta understand that when he goes through the barn
and finds one corkscrew, for instance, it don’t mean
that’s the only one there is. I mighta picked one up in
Kansas City, another in Des Moines, like that. There
could be a hundred corkscrews in there, maybe more,
and I doubt any two of them are in the same box. You
following me?”
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“She’d give me a blanket if I asked for one, wouldn’t
she?”

“There’s quilts in the barn.”

“No way, man,” Scott said. “Not even if they’ve been
bagged in plastic.”

“Wuss.”

“If a ghost recluse bites a ghost—"

“No such thing as a ghost recluse.”

“How do you know? I bet they hide real well.”

“Think about it, Templeton. A train can run right
through me and nothing happens.”

“A house that size . . . she’d have one to spare.” Scott
sat up straight, settled his hat, and reached for the door
handle.

“Don’t listen to me, then. Go ahead, bother her, see
if I care. Make her mad. Won’t get her number then.”
Cooper smirked, very satisfied with himself.

Outside, the air wasn’t as frigid as Scott expected.
In fact, it was warmer than inside the truck. “Damn
ghost,” he muttered, then thumped on Maggie’s front
door.

She was beautiful when she threw the door open, even
with her hair mussed on one side and a crease on her
cheek. She raised her arm as if to check a watch and
seemed put out to find she wasn’t wearing one.

“Do you know what time it is?”” she snapped.

His hand shot out of his sleeve so he could check.
“Eleven-thirty.”

She grinned, though he could tell she was trying hard
not to. “Championship watch?”
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“Yes, ma’am. If it weren’t for your father, I'd have a
pair.”

At the mention of her father, Maggie’s posture stiff-
ened. “You knocked on my door to tell me that?”

“I was wondering if you have an extra blanket.”

“Wait there.” She shut the door this time.

Coyotes yipped again, closer now. Scott wouldn’t have
thought much of it, except for Maggie’s earlier warning.
He moved restlessly under the porch light until she re-
turned and handed him a large stuff bag.

“It’s a sleeping bag. You just shove it back in there in
the morning.”

He tucked it under one arm. “Thanks, I appreciate—"

With a wicked glint in her eyes, Maggie plopped a
throw pillow on top of it. “Thought I'd save you another
trip.”

Her cheeky grin warmed him to the core, and he was
halfway through a sincere “Thanks” when she shut the
door.

“Appreciate it. See you in the morning.” He hobbled
off the porch with a stupid grin on his face, not even
noticing Cooper at the bottom of the steps until he’d
passed through the cold spot.

“You really need all that?” the ghost criticized. “It
don’t look that cold.”

“How would you know?”

“It’ll take up half the truck.”

“Like you care?”

“I’m just thinking about you, son. No sense you being
uncomfortable.”
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“Since when have you— Look, if you had my comfort
in mind, you’d shut the fuck up and go away. I mean it,
Coop. I can’t sleep with you talking all the time. You’re
worse than a dripping faucet.”

“Well, why didn’t you say something?” Cooper
scratched his head, looking just a smidgen distressed. “I
think better when I do it out loud. See, used to be when
I needed to work through something, I'd do it under a
hood. Nothing helps thinking like an engine and a tool-
box.”

No way Scott would admit he understood.

“Can’t do that anymore, so I took to running off at the
mouth, I guess. Come on, I got a better place for you to
sleep.”

Scott followed him around the side of the house, lag-
ging behind because the ghost might not have to see
where he was going in the dim moonlight, but Scott sure
as heck did. In back of the house, Cooper pointed at a
concrete garden gnome.

“Look under there.”

Scott tipped it to the side. Cooper whisked out the
old skeleton key and headed down narrow steps. It was
so dark at the bottom, Scott never would’ve found the
keyhole, but Cooper didn’t seem to have any trouble.
Nothing happened, though.

“It’s painted shut,” Coop said. “If you can muscle it
open without scaring my family, you can sleep in there.”

“In the cellar? Like what, a bad dog?”

“Close as I can recall, the furnace puts off a good deal
of heat.”
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“Make way. Coming through.”

Scott felt his way down the steps and put his shoul-
der into the crease. He didn’t want to frighten Maggie,
though.

“Wait. Is there an alarm system?”

“Yeah. They’re under the front porch.”
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Shortly after sunrise on Tuesday, Maggie and the
dogs stood beside her formerly dependable little red
Mustang. The front tire wasn’t just a little low. It wasn’t
debatable whether she could drive to the nearest service
station and have it repaired. It was so flat, the rim rode
the street.

Of all the rotten luck.

If she hadn’t nodded off last night waiting for Scott
to fall asleep, she’d already be in Chicago, near mass
transportation. But nooo, she had to be stuck in the
boonies debating whether to change the tire or summon
a taxi to the airport.

She squelched her first impulse, which was to kick it.
Instead, she muttered expletives that had never before
crossed her lips. It was a colorful stream she’d heard
many times behind the wall, back when she and her
mother used to follow Pop on the racing circuit. She’d
always giggled when one of the mechanics let loose be-
cause someone nearby always tried to cover her ears.
It felt really good right now to express exactly how she
felt.

She called Chicago.

“Finally!” Kevin answered with a breath of relief.
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“You know I don’t like how fast you drive, but today
it’ll pay off.”

“Let’s hope I can fix the car fast, too.”

Big groan. “Now what?”

“Don’t worry. Nothing major, just a flat.” Maggie
brushed black dog hair off her pearl-colored skirt, which
she’d have to change out of first. She waited for Kevin to
say something encouraging, but he didn’t. “I can change
it. I should be on the road in less than an hour.”

“Maggie, if you’'re going to be successful, you have to
act successful. A road service package came with your
car when you bought it—call them. That’s what they’re
there for.”

“But [—”

“Maggie,” he overrode her with a not-so-patient sigh.
“You should have been on the road fifteen hours ago.”

“Geez, don’t worry about it. I can still make it.”

“Okay, honey, I'm sorry. You know I just want every-
thing to go well so we can be together every day.”

“I know. Me, too. See you in a few.”

Maggie called road service, then entered the house
more slowly than when she’d left, dropping her coat
on the back of the sofa on her way to the kitchen. She
needed coffee. Lots of coffee.

In the kitchen, she found Scott on the far side of the
room with his hand in the cookie jar—literally. Startled
to find him in the house, Maggie stopped short.

“Whoa, hometown hero, doctor, and lockpick? Your
mother must be very proud.”

Scott grinned sheepishly, said, “Coffee?” and popped
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achocolate chip cookie into his mouth. Holding his hand
over his heart, he murmured compliments to the cook
and thanks to the angels. “I swear, if Grammy were my
age, I’d propose. You didn’t say if you wanted coffee.”

“You couldn’t have heard me if I did.” Maggie made
light of his being in her kitchen, but was savvy enough
to keep the table between them.

“I had a cookie attack.” Scott shrugged, as if to say,
So sue me. He poured a steaming mug and held it out.
When she didn’t rush forward to take it, he set it on the
table and poured one for himself.

“You broke into our house.”

“Correction.” He dug into the front pocket of his jeans
and slid a skeleton key across the table; Exhibit A.

“So?”

“It’s to the cellar door.”

“Uh-huh.” She knew exactly where he’d gotten it, be-
cause she’d tried the same thing a long time ago. “And
how many of those relics did you go through in the barn
before you found one that fit?”

Scott looked wounded. “Man, you are one suspicious
woman. Coop showed me where it was.” He #sked and
shook his head at her. “Really, under the garden gnome?
You might as well invite the burglars in.”

“Coop. Right.”

“He says he didn’t talk all the time when he was alive,
but since he never shuts up now, I find that hard to be-
lieve.”

Since Scott hadn’t robbed them blind while they slept
or butchered them in their beds, Maggie figured it was
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safe to sit at the table and warm her hands around the
mug. He was drinking coffee out of the same pot; she
figured hers was safe to taste. Big mistake.

“Oh God, that’s good. Add coffee making to your list
of talents.”

“Darlin’, everything I do, I do well.” Scott winked and
popped another cookie into his mouth.

It was the wink that did it, that took away any inno-
cence, that turned a simple murmur over a homemade
cookie into a low, sensual hum of another nature en-
tirely. It made Maggie think of dark bedrooms and long,
steamy nights. Bare skin and urgent touches. Whispered
endearments. Moans, for God’s sake.

She affected naiveté, gulped coffee, and swallowed
hard.

“Well, except for dealing with your father. I can’t
seem to get a handle on that.” Scott stared at her, eye-
brows raised expectantly.

“Dear Abby’s just a letter away.”

“Come on,” he begged, sliding into a chair across
from her, his arms sprawled across the table as if close-
ness bred helpfulness. “He was your dad. You have to
give me a tip or two before you leave.”

“I can’t leave with you here, remember?”

Scott smiled indulgently as his gaze roamed over
Maggie’s suit. “You mean you can’t leave if I know
you’re leaving, but you can sneak out in the middle of
the night so, just in case I’'m a lowlife, I'm left guess-
ing when you’re coming back. Hey, I know how these
things work.”
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Maggie figured the truth probably was written all over
her face. “Like I said, I can’t leave with you here.”

“So help me out with your father, then. He’s driving
me nuts. [ could handle it if he didn’t talk to me, but he’s
so irritating that I answer him back and, well, suffice it
to say that my friends were not amused.”

“Ran for the hills, did they?”

“Darn near broke the sound barrier.” One corner of his
mouth tipped up. “Can’t say I blame them.”

“You couldn’t prove it to anyone.”

Scott grimaced and sipped his coffee. “Not for lack
of trying.”

“So why think I believe you?”

“Oh, I don’t know.” He flashed his one-dimple grin.
“Maybe hundreds of strangers delivering antiques to
your door?”

Maggie sipped coffee to die for and wished she could
believe him. If her father truly had sent Scott, she
wouldn’t have to hang around. Pop had been inattentive,
but not stupid or cruel. He wouldn’t send a con man or
a serial killer to their home.

“Trouble is,” she said, “I have no reason to believe it’s
my father you’re dealing with.”

Scott sat back in his chair. “You’re expecting some-
one else?”

“I’m not expecting anyone.”

“Go on, ask me anything about him. I'll tell you ev-
erything I know.”

Maggie laughed at his audacity. “That’s not proof.
You could be talking to anyone.”
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“What?” Scott’s eyes twinkled with amusement. ““You
think he’s an imposter?”

“I think you wouldn’t know the difference.”

“So. . .” He shrugged as if what he had to say next
was unimportant, but Maggie knew better. “If you’re
not afraid of a challenge, try me.”

His confidence gave Maggie pause. “If you want to
convince me that my dead father is here”—her tone im-
plied his lunacy—"have him tell you something about
me that you couldn’t possibly know.”

He weighed the options. “Like what?”

“Surprise me.”

“That could take a while,” he stalled. “Sometimes
he’s ornery and won’t answer.”

“Uh-huh.” Maggie glanced around the kitchen point-
edly. “I don’t see you asking.”

“He’s not here right now.”

“Of course not,” she said, taking care to keep it light.
No sense tipping her hand. “You should go find him.”

He glanced at the door. “Ahh. You’re going to lock me
out, aren’t you?”

She affected an oh-so-innocent smile and pocketed
the skeleton key. Scott sighed with resignation.

“I’ll need sustenance,” he said. “Coffee and cookies.”

“Knock yourself out.” She grinned to let him know
she meant that in the most literal sense.

She did lock the door behind him. Then she arranged
for an engine hoist to be delivered before noon, because
she knew that no matter what, Scott wasn’t leaving with-
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out his truck. In fact, she probably should change into
jeans and help, just to speed him along. At this point,
there was still a chance she’d make her interview.

Grammy breezed into the kitchen, breaking into
Maggie’s musings with a trilling “Good morning!”

She was more herself today, in a light green sweatshirt
that sported spring robins tugging worms from tufts of
grass. Maggie’s mother was into theme dressing, too. So
was Ruby if you considered Goth a theme. The closest
Maggie wanted to get to theme dressing was matching
her earrings—to each other.

“My, it was good to hear voices in the kitchen again
this morning,” Grammy said. “Where’s Scott?”

Maggie held up the skeleton key. “Apparently he slept
in the cellar.”

“Well, I did invite him.” Grammy hummed to herself
as she opened the refrigerator and took stock. “Will he
be back for breakfast, you think?”

Maggie sighed. “I think he’s like a stray cat. Feed him
once and he’s pretty hard to get rid of.”

She’d just explained her unsuccessful night and this
morning’s flat tire when Scott thumped on the door.
Grammy sprinted across the room to let him in. The big-
gest scowl this side of Texas softened to a nice smile as
Scott bent down to accept Grammy’s grateful hug.

“It’s just so wonderful you found the key! Now I can
restock the water jugs without carting them up and down
so many steps. There’s fewer out back, you know.”

“Glad to help,” Scott said, sounding as if he meant it.
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“Though Maggie’ll be gone, and it’ll take an old lady
like me”—Grammy’s voice wavered ever so slightly—
“all day just to carry them up the back steps.”

Scott hadn’t seen all of yesterday’s performance, so
he had no idea the lengths Grammy could go to to get
what she wanted. Maggie didn’t clue him in. As long
as he was available when the hoist arrived, he deserved
whatever her grandmother dished out.

“I hope the spigot isn’t rusted shut. I don’t have the
strength I used to. Arthritis, you know. Of course, it’s
not so bad in my right hand . . .”

The poor man had no idea what he was up against.
Within seconds, Grammy steered Scott toward the cel-
lar to carry out her semiannual restocking of potable
water. Emergency guidelines recommended one gallon
per person per day, which wouldn’t have been so bad,
but Grammy preferred to have thirty gallons on hand at
all times.

“Don’t just sit there,” she said to Maggie.

“But—"

“Show him how it’s done.”

“But I have to watch for road service.”

“Nonsense! I’ll see them or they’ll come to the door.
Now get out of that suit and help him.”

“I can’t believe I caved,” Scott said.

Even after he’d carted half a dozen assorted picnic
jugs of water out of the cellar and into the backyard, he
was still dazed by the speed with which Grammy had
gotten her way. It wasn’t that he wasn’t used to dealing
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with an elderly lady, but Grammy’s technique put his
grandmother’s to shame.

At least Maggie was working with him. He didn’t get
to enjoy her long legs in a short skirt anymore, but there
were other perks. Running up and down the steps had
warmed her enough to strip down to a spandex T-shirt.
Eight-plus pounds in each hand showed off nice defini-
tion in her arms.

Still, to let a little old lady wrap him around her finger
with such ease!

“I must be out of practice,” he groaned.

“It was cute, though, how you pretended to put up a
fight.”

It didn’t make any sense to correct Maggie if she
thought he was cute, so he let her think it.

The suit and shoes had fooled him yesterday. This
wasn’t some gal who spent every minute in high heels
and a nice desk chair or one who needed everything
done for her. No sir, the fact that she was no stranger to
physical work rounded out the package quite nicely.

He followed Maggie up the outside steps again, eye
level with low-riding jeans and a tush that begged to
be touched more each trip. Coop was leaning against a
tree, scowling at him, but he kept his distance and held
his tongue for a change. Scott didn’t give a flying fig if
the ghost didn’t like him staring at his daughter. Maggie
was too delectable to ignore.

Her phone ka-chinged. She glanced at it, but didn’t
answer.

“Your boyfriend?”
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“Mr. Stevens. I send my high-maintenance clients to
voice mail and get back to them when I have time to
hold their hands.”

“If they’re high maintenance—"

“It’s that or tell them I’'m not at my desk, and believe
me, they don’t like hearing that. Pour those on the for-
sythia, would you?”

Scott was at a loss until she pointed. “Why do you
store water, anyway?”

“We’re on a well. When the electricity goes out, so
does the pump. It’s nothing for a few hours, but two
years ago an ice storm knocked out our power for five
days.”

“That’s what hotels are for.”

“Hotels are for nomadic race car drivers.” Maggie up-
ended her jugs, letting the water soak the roots around
the shrubbery.

“Did I hear you mention road service?”

“I have a flat.”

“Oh, that’s right.” Scott kept his grin somewhat under
wraps, lest Maggie take offense and dump the next jug
on him. “It was low yesterday, wasn’t it?”

“Too hard to let that pass?”

“Oh yeah.” If road service didn’t have it changed by
the time he was ready to leave, he’d do it for her.

They continued trooping up and down the stairs,
emptying and refilling jugs. Scott carried two gallons in
each hand and made it look easy. The last time he could
remember struggling to impress a female, he’d been in
high school.



LOVE IN THE FAST [ANE 77

Did boy-girl stuft ever change? He could race a car
around fifty others on the toughest courses, but when it
came right down to it, he stooped to the basics: showing
off how much he could lift.

If this didn’t work soon, he’d attempt three in each
hand. Or take his shirt off.

Grammy didn’t know whom to thank for Maggie’s flat
tire, but if she knew who’d dropped the nail or screw,
she’d treat him to dinner every night for a month. Now
if the hoist would only come later, much later, Maggie
would feel she had to stick around. She’d miss her inter-
view, which was only a formal prelude to a job change.
She’d reschedule, of course, but if they put her off for,
say, a month, she might—please, God—break up with
that boyfriend of hers by then.

Grammy didn’t even want to refer to him by name;
it might make someone think she approved. If he lived
here in St. Louis, it might be different, but he didn’t,
and she couldn’t be fond of anyone who’d take Maggie
away. Well, except for a vacation. Or a honeymoon.

If road service was prompt, the rental place had to be
considered express. Grammy’s hopes faded as she and
Maggie stood on the front porch and watched the hoist
arrive.

“What’d you do, tell them the pope was here?”

“Next best thing,” Maggie replied with a satisfied
smile. “Scotty Templeton.”

Grammy eyed her granddaughter with dawning real-
ization. “Is that right?”
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“Mm-hm.” Then Maggie blushed and got flustered.
“Stop that. I didn’t mean it that way.”

“What do they call that? A Freudian slip?”

“More like an imaginative grandmother.”

“Hey, I’'m not the one comparing him to the pope.”

“I only meant that he’s famous and, yes, I dropped his
name to get better service. For his sake.”

Grammy patted Maggie’s arm and said, “Whatever
you say, dear. Let’s go out to the barn and keep an eye
on him.”

“I'm sure he can move the engine just fine without
me.”

“But it’s very heavy. What if he drops it on his foot?”

“He won’t drop it.”

“He’d be trapped under it with no one to help.”

“Then call 911.”

“I’d be so frightened, I'm afraid I'd faint.” Grammy
fanned her face with her hand. “He’d have to do like that
guy in the desert and amputate his foot to get free.”

“It was his arm, not his—" Maggie bit her lip in an
effort not to laugh, but Grammy knew she had her. “Oh,
never mind. I’'m coming.”

God bless Dr. Phil. If it weren’t for him, Grammy
might not have understood the finer points of manipula-
tive shenanigans. Who knew!

When Scott hobbled out to the front yard for his truck,
it started right up, which, sad to say, just lit Grammy’s
suspicions afire. He seemed like a nice young man, but
when it came right down to it, he hadn’t done a thing
to convince her that Lawrence was there. Maggie was
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right. They’d only met him yesterday; she should be
cautious.

Still, he was better than what’s-his-name, whose five-
year plan called for ralking about getting engaged in
two years and falking about having babies in five years.
A man like Scott would distract Maggie, bust into her
narrow focus, show her another side of life. An exciting
side. Maybe she just needed to be shown what she was
looking at.

Over the years, people had been in a hurry to drop
stuff on the porch and run. Maybe hurry was too tame
a word, as many hadn’t even bothered to ring the bell.
Scott, on the other hand, gazed at the engine sadly as he
hoisted it out of the truck bed.

“Aw, look at his face,” Grammy said, pleased when
Maggie did so. Now if she’d only see him for the fine
specimen of a man he was.

“You ladies stand back now,” Scott warned.

Grammy wasn’t above laying it on thick. “Looks like
he’s leaving his dog at the pound. One he raised from a
pup and took everywhere with him.”

Scott spread a tarp on the ground and settled the Hemi
gently into the space he’d cleared. He even patted it.
What next? He’d hug the darn thing? Kiss it good-bye?
He didn’t even notice when his truck died.

“Grammy, do me a favor? If you decide to sell this,
give me a call, will you?”

“Soon as I know what my son wants.” Grammy spot-
ted a new path through the collectibles.

Scott watched Coop’s mother drift into the depths of
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the barn, her fingers caressing objects along the way as
if searching for latent messages. He’d like to be able to
say something to make her feel better, but he had his
own problems.

He took one long, last look at the greatest classic engine
he’d ever owned. Maybe the greatest he’d ever seen.

No sense lingering, though. He had to get the heck out
of Dodge before Coop knew what was up. He’d already
missed Homestead-Miami. If he showed up for practice
at Fontana without a ghost sabotaging every effort to
win a spot on a team, surely he’d be behind the wheel in
no time, racing for the checkered flag.

He was done here except for getting Maggie’s num-
ber. Hell, he’d take his chances with her boyfriend. Not
many men could hold a candle to a racing champion.

“Maggie?”

She wasn’t watching him anymore. He glanced
around. She’d neither gone into the barn, nor had time
to make it back to the house. There was only one place
left—his truck.

He’d like her inside, on the seat. Didn’t matter if she
wanted a ride back to her car, all the way to California,
or a more personal good-bye. Any of the above meant
she’d give him her number without a lot of fast talking
on his part.

Instead, Maggie was standing on his front bumper, the
hood open, half her body underneath, bare skin visible
between her shirt and jeans.

“What the hell are you doing?”

“Trying to get it running again. If you leave right now,
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I think I can make my interview. If I don’t make any
stops.”

“And if the cops don’t pull you over. Get your hands
off my—"

“Oh yeah, that reminds me—1I’'ll take your radar
detector, too. In lieu of a new one.” Maggie’s hands
flew over connections, checking them with knowledge
and finesse. Seemed she’d learned a few things from
her old man. “In fact, you can waive the whole five hun-
dred dollars if you get this thing running in the next ten
seconds.”

Scott felt hair stand up on the back of his neck, and it
wasn’t lightning. It was worse.

“If it doesn’t start, there’s only one reason why, and
you won’t find it under there. Now get down before you
mess something up.”

When Maggie made no move to cease and desist,
Scott plucked her from the bumper and set her down,
then dashed behind the wheel and turned the key.

Nothing.

“You said you’d leave as soon as the engine was in
the barn.” Maggie extended one arm toward the barn.
“Ta-daaa.”

She was almost too cute to take seriously, but Scott
nevertheless stood up on the running board and roared,
“Cooper!”

Instead of the ghost making an appearance, Grammy
rushed out of the barn, looking very determined. “Oh,
thank goodness. I was afraid you’d already left. You still
haven’t talked to Lawrence for me.”
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“Some other time, Grammy,” Maggie snapped. “He
has to leave. Now.”

“But . . . this may be my only chance. Who knows if
they’ll ever both be here at the same time again?”

No way the waver in Grammy’s voice was catching
Scott off guard again. He doubted Maggie’d fall for it,
either. But if the ghost didn’t uphold his end of the bar-
gain really soon, well, Scott didn’t want to be the one
torn limb from limb by these two women.

“I’'m not a young woman anymore, you know. I can’t
go to my grave not knowing what happened on that
racetrack.”

“Cooper! My truck!”

A darting movement on the other side of the truck
caught Scott’s eye. It was Maggie, headed toward the
front end again. Lord only knew where she’d gotten
the wrench in her hand, but hell’d freeze over before
she’d use it on anything of his, especially since nothing
was broken. She’d just stepped onto the bumper again
when he wrapped one arm around her slender middle,
plucked the wrench from her grasp, and sent it flying.

She kicked and wiggled and squirmed, and he enjoyed
holding her close before setting her on her feet, at which
point she socked him in the arm. Not a half-bad punch,
really. He sure wouldn’t want her mad at him.

Scott took one look at Grammy, couldn’t decide
whether she’d sabotage his ride to keep him there
longer—it could run in the family—and slammed the
hood. That should stop a little old lady unless she was
into shooting out tires. Maggie was a bit more difficult
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to handle. Not that he minded handling her. In fact—

A crash inside the barn alerted them to Coop’s where-
abouts.

“I’ll get him,” Scott said. “Can I trust you to leave my
engine alone— What am I saying? Of course I can’t.
Come with me.”

Maggie crossed her arms and grinned, daring him.
Scott grabbed her hand and pulled her along, keep-
ing her beside him as they closed in on an increasing
amount of racket.

“Careful,” she warned, her tone way too serious to
actually be serious. “Could be a rabid raccoon.”

“Recluses, man-eating coyotes, rabid raccoons. Lord,
woman, anything else and you’d need a wildlife permit.”

“I’m just warning you, if it runs at us, I'm climbing up
your back and letting you deal with it on your own.”

Scott tripped over his own feet on the climbing-up-
his-back part. Maggie snickered.

“What? There was a hole there.”

“Right. Best be careful, then. Groundhogs get as big
as basset hounds around here.”

“Groundhogs,” he mused with a grin.

“Hey, there’s no telling what’ll get you in here.”

The mission to find Coop came to an abrupt end when
a ratty, mounted doe head tumbled from the top of a
heap and landed at their feet, blocking the way.

Tongue in cheek, Maggie said, “See?”

Grammy caught up just as Scott spotted Coop squeez-
ing between stacks of boxes. “Hey, Coop, start my truck,

E3]

man.
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The ghost’s face was transformed with excitement. “I
can’t believe this. Is it all here? Every bit of it?”

“Could there be more? C’mon, man, you promised.”

“Ask her.”

Hope grew in Grammy’s eyes as Scott relayed the
question. “He’s talking to you? Right now?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Ask him what—"

Coop shouted so loud, Scott missed Grammy’s ques-
tion. “He kind of wants you to answer him first, ma’am.
If you don’t mind.”

“I couldn’t part with any of it.”

Still keeping his distance, Coop whooped with joy.
“Even what was here before I died?”

“I think she was perfectly clear on that. Can I go
now?”

“Even my Lemon Twist ’Cuda?”

Scott generalized that. “He wants to know if there’s a
yellow muscle car in here.”

Grammy looked thoughtful. “Yellow? Oh, I don’t re-
member anyone delivering a car. I think I’d remember
yellow. What about you, Maggie?”

“Well, Pop had a yellow *Cuda, but I don’t know what
happened to it.”

“BEven if it was here,” Grammy elaborated, “these
barns are a prime target on senior prank night, if you
know what I mean. Why, a moose head showed up in the
principal’s car three or four years ago. I don’t know if it
came from here, but they sent it back to us anyway.”

“Hot damn!” The ghost danced around and up the
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mountains of junk he’d accumulated, uninhibited by a
need for secure footing. “This is even better than selling
my collectibles. Son, you know what the Hemi alone
is worth. Imagine when it’s reunited with the original
body. Why, I bet it’d bring a couple hundred thou.”

“I’m sure any auctioneer would check into that.”

“Then people wouldn’t make fun of my collectibles.
Then they wouldn’t call it junk no more. Ruby could
go to college. Maggie could start her own business.
My mother could live in one of those newfangled com-
munities, with trips to the mall, and bingo in the eve-
nings . . .” Coop’s dancing came to an abrupt halt. “The
"Cuda isn’t where I left it, though, and I can’t find it
under all this stuff. Everything has to go. Right away.”

“Great,” Scott said. “They’ll hire an auctioneer just as
soon as Grammy’s convinced that you’re Lawrence.”

“Oh, please.” Maggie tapped the toe of her sneaker in
the dust and angled her wrist up in front of Scott’s face
so he could see time fly. Her time.

“Come on, man, hurry up. I gotta leave so Maggie can
get to her interview.”

“Leave?” Coop feigned confusion.

“Oh no,” Scott said with a restrained laugh of denial.
“No, no, no. We had a deal.”

“I can’t trust any Tom, Dick, or Harry to drop that
Hemi back in the "Cuda.”

Scott felt Maggie’s gaze burning into him, and he
wasn’t even looking at her. He took a step toward the
ghost with a sense of urgency, but that was as close as
he could get without a ladder.
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“News flash,” Scott announced. “If you don’t let me
leave immediately, your daughter’s gonna kill me, and
then where will you be?”

“You idolize that engine as much as I do, Templeton.
I don’t trust nobody but you to handle it.” Coop brushed
his hands together, signifying a done deal. “That’s it,
then. You're staying.”
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Scott was speechless. Royally pissed off. It was bad
enough the ghost was ruining his life, but now he was
messing with Maggie’s, too. Everything about her radi-
ated regret. It hurt to watch her slump onto a crate and
tug her cell phone from her belt. She stared at it a mo-
ment, as if debating the wisdom of her next call, then
heaved a heavy sigh and speed dialed.

Whatever he said now was bound to be wrong, so he
went with simple. “You heard, then?”

“No, but I got the gist of it.” Curling forward, Maggie’s
forehead dropped to rest on her palm.

At least she wasn’t digging a hammer out of the junk
and charging at him, though he’d feel less guilty if she
did. Losing his job had been bad, so he understood how
she must feel, losing her carefully planned and sched-
uled chance to move up.

Coop, the jackoff, hadn’t hung around to see how
badly he’d hurt anyone. Grammy had wandered off
again, navigating around stacks of antiques, making her
way deeper into the barn, searching for her elusive son.
Scott was left to deal with damage control. As he saw it,
he had two options, one no better than the other.

He could walk away. The interstate was less than five
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miles. He could thumb a ride to California, but the ghost
would just follow and ruin any chance he ever had of
racing again. Or reveal himself to Maggie and make her
do what he wanted.

Except Coop was afraid of Maggie. The question
was: Why? And how could Scott use that to their ad-
vantage?

The second option was to stay and hunt for the ’Cuda,
but without a lot of help and tons more room to store
stuff, well, Maggie didn’t have that much time.

Scott snapped his fingers and announced, “I have a
plan.”

He sounded excited, but with Kevin going off in her
other ear, Maggie had more important things to deal
with. She’d known this phone call wouldn’t be pleas-
ant, but for a boyfriend, Kevin was sorely lacking in any
effort to assuage her hurt over the whole unfortunate
situation.

“Go ahead and leave,” Kevin urged. “I’'m sure
everything’ll be fine.”

“How can you say that? You’ve never even met him.”

“Grammy’s comfortable with him, isn’t she?”

“But I'm not.”

“She invited him; he must be okay,” Kevin cajoled, as
if Maggie would buy it the tenth time around any more
than she had the first.

Again, she tried to explain the ins and outs of letting a
total stranger into her home. “But we don’t know him.”

“Scotty Templeton’s famous. Everybody knows him.”
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It wouldn’t help matters to tell Kevin what an insen-
sitive, head-in-the-sand, hero-worshipping jerk he was
today. Cutting her losses, Maggie firmly said, “I'm
going to call Personnel now and reschedule,” and Kevin
snapped, “Good luck.”

It wasn’t entirely his fault. He didn’t believe in ghosts,
so she’d never told him she used to have one of her very
own, long ago.

Personnel put her on hold three times. While Maggie
waited to reschedule, Scott paced a short, alternately
excited and agitated route on the narrow path between
head-high jumbles and stacks of boxes. She had no
doubt he was angry with somebody . . . no, someone
without a body, but she didn’t know whom. She hadn’t
seen or personally heard from Pop’s ghost in thirteen
years; didn’t seem likely he’d come back at this late
date. Surely by now he was wherever spirits were sup-
posed to go when a body died.

She’d heard the racket in the barn, stuff being moved,
shuffled, thumped from one stack to another. A wild
animal would have dug into a hiding place and held it,
frozen in place, watching silently until everyone left. It
wasn’t a raccoon, opossum, fox, or anything else alive
making that noise.

So . . . if they were dealing with a ghost, what did
Scott have to be excited about?

A woman finally returned to the line. “Miss Cooper? I
checked with one of the interviewers, and he said some-
one will call you when the team members’ schedules
permit them to reassemble.”
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“Do you know approximately when that will be?”
She’d have to request more time off work.

“It could be any day.”

Today was Tuesday. She had the rest of the week off;
maybe they’d call back in the next couple of days. Even
if Kevin didn’t work there, it was a good advancement
for her. She transferred to the head of the committee’s
voice mail, where she left a personal apology and
an assurance that she was still very interested in the
position.

There, it was official. Since Scott had shown up yes-
terday, she’d dreaded missing her interview. Now it was
irrevocably canceled. If his truck miraculously started
right this instant, she still couldn’t make it on time. In
fact, if she hadn’t been so wrapped up in leave, leave,
leave before, she would’ve realized that even an hour
ago was too late. Driving a hundred miles an hour flat
out, door to door, just wasn’t a viable option.

Scott lowered himself onto the crate beside Maggie.
His hip bumped against hers, stayed close, and suddenly
a close-minded boyfriend and troublesome ghost didn’t
seem so important.

“I'm really sorry,” he said in a matter-of-fact, no-
bullshit tone that was too up-front to be anything but
honest. He dangled his arms across his knees, setting
his I-have-a-plan excitement aside long enough to pay
respect to her problems. “Did they say how long?”

“Maybe this week. Maybe not.”

Maggie didn’t bother to scoot away, to break the con-
tact where their legs touched. Truth was, Scott’s warmth
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and strength felt good; something tangible to hold on to
in the face of the intangible. And there was something
else . . . She sniffed the air.

“Do you smoke a pipe?”

“No, why? Oh, the smell. Obnoxious, isn’t it? It sort
of follows Coop around, more so in closed spaces. Can |
borrow that?” His outstretched hand indicated he want-
ed her phone.

She sniffed the air again, said, “It’s kind of nice, ac-
tually,” and handed her phone over without a second
thought as to whether he wanted to make a local call.
The same insensitive, hero-worshipping jerk had put
her on his cell account months ago, so Scott could call
China for all she cared.

“Jeremy? Yeah, man, it’s me,” Scott said.

Darn, probably not China.

“Wait, wait, don’t hang up. I promise [ won’t mention
the you-know-what . . . Yeah, I'm here in St. Louis. Got
in yesterday . . . I'm staying with a friend.”

He grinned at Maggie, and she didn’t think about
socking him in the arm again. When he was done here,
would they be friends? Would she ever bet on him in a
race again without remembering his strong, hard thigh
brushing hers on this crate?

“I’m calling because I could use some help. No, no,
it has nothing to do with a ghost, I swear . . . Because
we’re brothers, that’s why.”

Once Scott secured Jeremy’s commitment, he made
two more calls. On both of them, as soon as he said
“’Cuda,” he could barely spit the address out fast enough,



92 Jenna Melnight

so Maggie knew they were gearheads. When he started
to dial a fourth person, she snatched her phone back.

“Just how many people are you planning on inviting
to my house?”

“The quicker we go through this stuff, the faster we
find the car.”

“I only got the gist of it, remember?”

“Oh, right. Sorry, I forgot. Well, now Coop won’t let
me leave until I find the *’Cuda and drop the Hemi back
in. He says it’s the original pair. He believes they’re
worth more together than separately, and”—he shrugged
reluctantly—*I have to say he’s right on that count.”

Maggie mulled that over. Sure sounded like her fa-
ther’s grass-is-greener tune, and if more money was all
he was after, then he was still the same sorry excuse for
a father he’d always been. “The Hemi—is that the same
engine he won the championship with?”

“Yep.”

“What about that car? I mean the actual body?”

“Probably wrecked, or he’d be having me find it,
t00.”

“And he hasn’t wised up yet? He still thinks all this
will make us rich?”

“Seems so0.”

What the heck—her father’s ghost or not, Maggie’d
been trying to get rid of this junk for years. “Fine, but
both barns are packed to the gills, and you can’t just
form a line of your friends to move boxes outside. What
if it rains?”

“That’s why you’re going to arrange trucks? Maybe a
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warehouse and an auctioneer?”” He smiled smugly, con-
fident she’d acquiesce.

“And if Grammy doesn’t agree?”

“Hey, she wants an intermediary, she has to make
some concessions.” Scott’s smile segued to that irresist-
ible one-dimple grin, which made Maggie smile back.
If he turned that on Grammy, she’d agree in a heart-
beat.

She kept that to herself and said, “Proud of your little
plan, aren’t you?”

“Wait’ll you hear the rest of it.”

“It better involve a way to appease Kevin.”

Scott glanced around cautiously, then lowered his
voice to a deep whisper and held out his hand. “Maybe
we’d better talk somewhere else. Come on.”

It surprised Maggie that she didn’t hesitate to press
her hand into Scott’s. He pulled her to her feet, which
would have been a good time to let go, but she didn’t.
She walked beside him out of the barn, marveling at
how a man’s grip could be so firm and so gentle at the
same time. In comparison, Kevin’s was, well, neither.
Bland, maybe, though she’d never thought that of him
before. He was always so determined, so opinionated,
so decisive. Those all sounded like good traits, so how
come Scott’s grasp felt better? Stronger. Gentler. By the
time they reached the kitchen, she’d forgotten they’d
been discussing a plan.

Just inside the back door, Scott spun her around to
face him and leaned close. He was going to draw her
into his arms and kiss her, and she knew she’d kiss him
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back, not because she was mad at Kevin for being in-
sensitive, but because she was staring at Scott’s lips and
wondering if they were firm and gentle, too.

“How do you keep him from bothering you?”

Maggie blinked, puzzled by the question and no kiss.

“He doesn’t come in the house,” Scott said, his tone a
mix of urgency and bafflement. “He keeps his distance—
I’ve watched him actually move away from you. You and
Grammy can’t hear him or see him.”

Maggie laughed. “Oh, you mean the ghost.”

Scott released her arms and straightened up, letting
his hands ride on his belt. “Why is he afraid of you?”

“Oh, I doubt—"

“Whatever you do to make him leave you alone, I want
to be able to do it, too. You help me get rid of him, for
good, and whatever it takes, I'll help you smooth things
over with your boyfriend.” A hint of distaste crossed
Scott’s face, and Maggie couldn’t help herself.

“What? You’re going to call him up and talk dirty for
me?”

The horrified look in Scott’s eyes was priceless.
“Don’t make me do that.”

Maggie laughed so he’d know he was off the hook,
but he didn’t seem totally reassured.

“Is that what he likes?” he asked.

“I was thinking the shock value might make him for-
get he’s mad.”

Scott grinned then, his dimple back in place and
deeper than ever. Hazel deepened to cocoa as his eyes
darkened with a devilish gleam.
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“Well, I'm a man. Talk trashy to me, and I'll let you
know if it’s working.”

“Why do I think that’ll accomplish nothing?”

Scott stepped closer, sending Maggie’s heart into a
thumping mass, especially when he lowered his voice
to an intimate level and said, “I promise it’ll accomplish
alot”

Desperate to restore a sense of normalcy, Maggie
reached around him and snatched the kitchen phone off
its base.

Scott groaned and backed off. “Don’t make me listen.”

“Listen? Oh no, buster. You said you’d smooth things
over.”

Scott slumped onto the nearest chair, his elbows rest-
ing on the table. Maggie dialed; Scott’s head dropped
into his hands. An answering machine picked up and
went through its spiel about leaving a message, but he
couldn’t know that.

“Well, hello,” Maggie said into the phone, torturing
him with her most sultry voice.

Scott groaned and hunched lower.

An elderly gentleman picked up and drawled, “Tke
Seibert Auctioneers and Appraisers.”

“Ike, it’s me, Maggie Cooper.” She quickly covered
the social niceties with her old mentor and friend, stroll-
ing around the kitchen as they chatted their way around
to the topic that interested them both.

“So,” Ike said, “are you finally going to empty out
that barn?”

“Two barns, remember?”
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“It’s been a long time, Maggie. You still have all that?”

“And then some. You still interested?” He’d seen the
contents years ago and asked to be remembered when
the time came.

“I can stop by tomorrow morning,” Ike said. “If that’s
all right.”

“I’ll count on you for lunch.”

Maggie returned the phone to its base and jumped
slightly when Scott stepped up behind her, because she
hadn’t heard him move. He leaned close. His warm
breath teased the bare skin on the side of her neck.

“Darlin’, I hate to be the one to tell you this, but men
have a whole different idea of talking trash.”

Maggie grinned. “Really?”

“First you need to cuddle up real close, like this.”
Scott’s body didn’t plaster itself to her backside, but
darn near, and scorched her nonetheless.

“But, um . . .” Her voice cracked, and she cleared her
throat. “He’s not here.”

“Figuratively, Maggie. If you pretend you’re this
close, you’ll sound this close.”

“T will?”

“Sure. Hear how your voice has changed? How it’s
deeper? Softer. Sexier.”

Scott’s hands touched the backs of Maggie’s wrists
and slowly smoothed their way up both arms to her
shoulders. He teased; she tingled. He dipped his head
and nuzzled her hair aside, just below her right ear. His
breath was warm, the touch of his lips on her skin as
delicate as a butterfly’s caress.
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The back door flew open. “There you are!”

Maggie ducked away from Scott, embarrassed to be
caught so close.

Grammy’s face glowed with excitement. “I smelled
Lawrence’s pipe tobacco. In the barn. My goodness, I'd
know that blend anywhere. You have to come with me
right now and talk to him.”

Grammy grabbed Scott by the sleeve and didn’t wait
for his assent. As he was tugged out the door, he looked
back at Maggie. He mimed a little boy being dragged
to the woodshed by the scruff of his neck, and he made
her laugh.

She’d had no business encouraging him. Anticipating
his touch.

She slapped the back of her hand and said, “Bad
Maggie.”

For two hours, Grammy was tireless. With great excite-
ment she’d say, for example, “There, over by the mer-
maid lamp,” and Scott would walk, squeeze, wiggle,
shove, or climb his way to a gaudy old mermaid lamp,
only to say, “He’s not here, Grammy.” A whole off-sea-
son of working out hadn’t prepared his body for all this
twisting and turning.

“Are you sure?” she asked. “Call him again.”

“He’s ornery, not deaf.”

Maggie tried to talk Grammy into taking it easy, but
there was no stopping her. She ordered Scott onward,
sending him this way and that to check around the U.S.
Army Air Corps box, which turned out to be toy lead
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soldiers; to an autographed photo of Clark Gable; a box
of children’s books; a banjo-shaped barometer that fore-
cast rain; and on and on.

She pushed herself too hard. Maggie tried several times
to make her sit down, but Grammy shooed her away.

Finally she began to show her age. Her pace slowed.
Her back curved. She wrung her hands. Her attitude slid
from “Over there!” to “Why won’t he talk to me?”

“I promise I'll ask as soon as I find him.” Worried
about Grammy, Scott finally put his arm around her
shoulders and steered her gently toward the exit, even
when she resisted. “You know him better than I do.
What do you suggest?”

“I guess he’s beyond a whippin’,” she grumbled.

“If not, I got dibs on giving it.”

Grammy hmphed.

“You go on back to the house and let me try on my
own, okay?” But as soon as he released his hold on
Grammy, her forward momentum stopped.

Maggie slid into his place, said, “Grammy, we missed
lunch. Scott must be starving,” and swept her away.

Alone, he had no trouble finding Coop. He didn’t even
have to look.

“What the hell did you think you were doing?” The
ghost lit right into him. “Couldn’t you see how tired
my mother was getting? She’s not a young woman any-
more, you know.”

They were a quarter of the way into the huge old barn.
Scott cleared off a chest freezer and tossed several fold-
ed and plastic-bagged quilts on top. He stretched out
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on his back, letting his muscles relax and his vertebrae
settle back into some semblance of alignment.

“You listening to me, son?”

Unconcerned with how pissed off the ghost got—
actually, relishing how mad he could make him—Scott
cocked one knee and propped his casted foot on it. “Got
any smokes on you?”

Hit with a barrage of small items, Scott raised his
arms in self-defense and laughed. Fortunately nothing
was large enough to do him bodily harm, no hammers
or lead pipes, which made him wonder if the ghost had
limited strength. If their positions were reversed, he
sure as hell would’ve thrown something larger than the
copper ashtray he plucked from the air.

“Hey, thanks, man,” he said, resting it on his chest.
“There’s a pack in my truck, right outside the door.
Mind getting them for me?”

“Up yours.”

“Why won’t you talk to Grammy, Coop? She’s a nice
old lady. I think she just wants some answers.”

“I can’t answer her questions right now.”

“Because, let me guess, you’re a horse’s ass?”

Coop paced a circle around the freezer, which was
disconcerting because he kept passing through objects.
Scott shook his head and tried to resign himself to that
oddity. He couldn’t make the ghost stop being a ghost,
and he didn’t want to give Coop the satisfaction of
knowing he was driving him nuts.

“I can’t help wondering why I’m still here,” Coop said.
From the look on his face, he thought explaining the
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ins and outs of his situation was beneath him, but he’d
attempt it for Scott’s sake. “You know, why I haven’t
‘passed.” It’s always puzzled me. I used to think it was
"cause | didn’t do enough to ensure my family’s future.
I wanted both girls to go to college, you see, to make
a better life for themselves. I know that don’t make no
sense, 'cause look at all the men who die without leav-
ing their families nothing, but I thought maybe things
were different in my case, so I kept working at seeing
to their future.”

Scott looked at Coop and spread his arms wide, indi-
cating the mountains of junk surrounding them.

Coop’s lips thinned, his grin reluctant. “Yeah, I know.
I think I outdid myself.”

“I think you outdid several selves.”

“So the question remains: Why am I still here? I used
to talk to Maggie. She’d always been so levelheaded, I
thought she might know. That went nowhere. But now
that I look back, I think I was on the right track. I think
maybe I’m supposed to settle something with her. Or
Grammy or Ruby.”

“Uh, gee, then maybe talking to Grammy would’ve
been a good start, don’t you think?”

“Are you crazy? How can I pass now? I'm this close
to seeing my ’Cuda restored.” A minute distance, if
Coop’s thumb and index finger were an accurate indica-
tion. “If there’s anybody on earth that can understand
that, it’s you, son.”

“Yeah, she’ll be a beauty, all right. I can see myself
now, driving her down the street—"
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“You?” Coop loomed over Scott, making him feel
pretty vulnerable lying there on his back. “Other than
putting the Hemi back and making sure she runs, you
keep your goddamn hands off my *Cuda.”

Scott held the ghost’s gaze and raised his hand in the
air, mimicking Coop’s finger-to-thumb measurement.
“Should you be using language like that? You know, this
close to passing and all?”

Looking mad enough to spit, Coop grabbed the near-
est item at hand and threw it. When Scott laughed at the
ghost for hitting him with a naked brunette Barbie, he
got two more hurled at his head.

“Make fun of me if you want,” Coop fumed, “but I'm
staying till that car is restored. And if working things
out with my family is what I'm s’posed to be doing in-
stead, then I’1l just keep to myself when they’re around.
And I'll thank you very much not to lead my mother on
like that again.”

“Me lead her on—that’s rich. Take some responsi-
bility, man. If you need to tell her something, then tell
her.”

“No. I don’t want to pass before I see my *Cuda again
the way she’s meant to be seen.”

“You're a jerk.”

Scott rested his forearm across his eyes. Maybe
Coop’d take the hint and go away. Permanently.

“Scott?” Maggie’s call came seconds later from the
vicinity of the barn door.

Coop stalked off, as much as a ghost can stalk. He
swore as he went, which enhanced the image.
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Scott jackknifed up for one last jibe. “Who’s running
and hiding now?”

“Not running, son. Not hiding. I’ll be keeping my eye
on you.”

“Scott? You in here?”

As long as Maggie was joining him, Scott would
rather be where he’d been than up to his neck in musty
boxes. He resumed the supine, cast-over-cocked-knee
position that had started to ease the crick in his back.

“Back here, Maggie. To your left.”

When she strolled over and noticed him clutching one
brunette and two blond Barbies to his chest, she stopped
and put a hand on her hip. “I don’t know, Templeton.
Think you can handle three at once?”

“I’'m innocent. They attacked me. I was just lying here,
minding my own business . . .” He patted the freezer to
substantiate his story. Also as a subliminal invitation.

“Yeah, that’s what they all say.” Maggie stepped clos-
er and touched the freezer. “I remember this. Grammy
used to send me out here when she needed meat.”

Scott twisted, popping his back. “I don’t suppose
there’s any traction equipment stored out here? I think I
pulled something.”

“I think you’re pulling something now.”

“No, seriously.” He flipped onto his stomach and sug-
gested what might seem to be a safe spot, not too high,
not too low. “Feel it. There’s a knot right in the middle
of my back.”

“Nice try.” Maggie tested a couple of boxes as stools
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and found them wanting. She eyed the quilt-padded
freezer. “Is that as comfortable as it looks?”

He scooted over, but not all the way to the edge. When
she boosted herself up and her rear bumped against his
hip, he figured the ghost better get lost if he didn’t want
to see his daughter seduced right there among all his
collectibles.

“It’s great on the back,” he encouraged.

Maggie raised her knees to pivot.

“Careful, though. The plastic’s slippery.” Scott was
fully prepared to stop her from tumbling off whether
she needed it or not. He’d put his whole body into it.

Sneakers landed by Scott’s shoulder; not what he’d
expected. Maggie’s head came to rest way down by his
feet, where she scrunched the quilt into a makeshift pil-
low. With a cheeky grin in his direction, she said, “Ah,
that’s pretty good.”

So, you miss one opportunity, you get another. Scott
turned onto his side, propped his head on his raised
hand, and scooted closer to Maggie.

“Hey, watch the cast, would you? The last thing I need
is a black eye.”

“Maybe you should turn around. You know, to be
safe.”

She didn’t take the hint, and he didn’t push. Not that
this would sound like an accomplishment any other day
of the year with any other woman, but less than twenty-
four hours had gone by, and he was at least lying beside
Maggie.
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“Don’t let me stop you,” she said.

With one finger, he started tracing shapes on her jeans,
just above her knee.

“I meant talking to Pop.”

He stilled his hand, giving her no reason to brush it
away. “You know he’s here?”

Maggie cocked one knee in the air as Scott had earlier,
and rested her other ankle on it. That dislodged his hand
from her thigh, but presented with that brain-deadening
view, who the hell cared?

“Grammy’s right; that’s his pipe tobacco. So what’s
he doing?”

“Looking for a machete, I think. If you find my head
on a platter, you’ll know who did it.”

“I don’t want to bruise your ego, Templeton, but your
head in here with all this junk—who’d know?”

“You have any mummies in here?”

“I think Grammy would’ve mentioned it. Geez, the
piles look taller from this angle.”

“Hey, I have an idea. Why don’t you call some of your
friends to lend a hand, too?” He hoped like hell they’d
be women, not those cops. “My buddies’ll work longer
if there’s beer or women involved. Preferably both.”
When Maggie didn’t say anything right away, Scott
nudged her and said, “Hey, you awake?”

“They’re all busy.” She sat up abruptly, as if the
thought of being anything other than awake next to him
was too close, too intimate. “You mentioned helping
each other—”

Scott coughed loudly, cutting her off before she could
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say too much. He pounded his chest and said, “I think
the dust is getting to me.” Catching Maggie’s gaze, his
slid around the interior, hinting that they couldn’t count
on being sans ghost in the barn.

She nodded in understanding. “Let’s get some fresh

”

aitr.
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Because the dogs trotted peacefully alongside Scott and
Maggie toward the house, Scott figured Coop wasn’t
nearby. He wasn’t taking any chances, though, as the
sometimes-lingering aroma of pipe tobacco was an un-
reliable indicator. He’d wait to discuss how to get rid of
a ghost until after they were safely inside, away from
prying ears.

It was pure magic to have Maggie walking beside
him. The ground had a gentle slope here, a dip there;
from time to time, her shoulder brushed against his
arm and made him that much more aware of her. As
if he needed help. A country boy he wasn’t, but by the
halfway mark, he’d learned to spot which terrain would
ease her toward him, and he slowed the pace so he could
enjoy it longer.

A gentle breeze carried a floral scent his way—a sur-
prise, since they were walking through grass, not flow-
ers. Besides, he’d figured Maggie for a vanilla woman,
probably just a carryover from the baking aroma linger-
ing in the house.

He leaned toward her when she wasn’t looking and
sniffed to see where the scent came from—maybe her
shampoo—but he couldn’t tell without crawling all over
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her. Sounded like fun, but it was a tad early for that.

Maybe tomorrow.

He’d promised to help with her boyfriend. Why? He
had no idea, except he was desperate for help and it
seemed the quickest way to convince her. Other than
that, he ought to have his head examined.

“If you want to smooth things over with Kenny—"

“Kevin.”

“Right.” As if he cared. “You should call him.”

“I was kidding earlier. You know, about talking
trashy.”

“Too bad.” Scott felt just the tiniest bit guilty grinning
until Maggie responded with a little smile of her own.

“You wanted to help with that?” She sounded mildly
curious.

“Rehearsal’s always a good idea.”

“Clear-cut advice would be better.”

“That’s easy. Men are like cars.”

Maggie groaned. “Please, no ‘Top off our oil once in a
while or we don’t run so well.’ I've heard it.”

She was absolutely adorable, working a PG-but-
suggestive little hand gesture into that. Only a single man
who hadn’t been with a woman in too many weeks to
count would read anything into it, but there you had it.

“I’m not doing phone sex,” she said.

“That was the last thing on my mind.” For the other
guy. “Look, men want to be needed. Men want to fix
things. Kermit—"

“Kevin.”

“—probably just got mad because you took care of
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everything and didn’t let him help. So my advice to you:
Tell him you need him.”

Maggie jammed her hands into her jeans pockets.
Scott understood it wasn’t because they were cold.

“What?” he said.

“That’s how you’re going to help me patch things
up?”’

“Hey, you can’t work things out if you’re not talking.
Take the first step. If he’s half a man, once he hears you
apologize, he’ll turn right around and do the same. Trust
me. Relationship saved.”

Maggie’s sideways glance clearly said she suspected
he’d been living on another planet. “And you’ve been in
a committed relationship how long?”

“Why, Miss Cooper.” Scott slipped his arm around
Maggie’s shoulders, loosely, as they neared the porch.
“You're flirting with me.”

She pushed him away playfully. “How on earth did
you read flirting into that?”

“You said the R word. You’re trying to find out if I
have a girlfriend.”

She shook her head and looked exasperated, but she
was smiling, too, so Scott figured he was doing okay.

“I already know you don’t have a girlfriend.”

“I knew it—you Googled me last night.”

“Are you kidding? You’d drive a woman crazy before
the R word even dawned on her.”

Scott laid his hand on the small of Maggie’s back as
they ascended the porch, their steps perfectly timed on
each tread. If the apology to her boyfriend worked, he
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might not get another chance to touch her. That didn’t
seem fair.

“Okay, I think it’s safe to talk now,” he said as they en-
tered the kitchen. He closed the door firmly and double-
checked it, though if Coop wanted in, no door would
stop him. “Now tell me, how do I get rid of him?”

“Well, I'm no expert . . .”

“I’ll try anything.”

Maggie pulled a sharp knife out of the block on the
counter, and Scott said, “Uh, short of killing myself.”

“It usually only takes one finger. Sometimes two.”

When Scott crossed his arms so all ten fingers were
safely tucked away, Maggie was able to suppress a burst
of laughter for all of one second, maybe two, before she
gave him reason not to bolt for the nearest exit. “Get the
roast beef out of the fridge, would you? I thought I'd
slice some for sandwiches while we talk.”

“I knew that.”

“Uh-huh. Do you always think women are going to
hurt you?”

“Grammy says you clobber people.”

“I do not! Honestly, the things she comes up with.”

Maggie punctuated with her hands as she spoke, the
knife waving around like a conductor’s baton, so Scott
carefully plucked it from her grasp and said, “If you
don’t mind, I’ll slice while you dispense with the ghost-
busting advice.”

He shifted the roast to the table, out of Maggie’s
range just in case she didn’t like the way he carved. The
marbled cat sat at his knee and looked hopeful. It tried
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an insistent meow, but after the last seven weeks, Scott
excelled at ignoring insistent.

“I’ve been thinking,” Maggie said. “If Pop’s ghost is
still here after, what, twelve or thirteen years, maybe he
has a good reason.”

“Maybe he needs a manual. Let’s put him out of his
misery.”

“You’re sure you want to rush into this?”

“Who’s rushing? Another week and we’ll be celebrat-
ing our anniversary.”

“Okay, then,” she said with resignation, moving
around the kitchen, getting the rest of their lunch to-
gether. “It’s pretty basic, really. When you have a ghost
you don’t want, you have to tell it to go away.”

“Hey, if Coop didn’t understand ‘Get the you-know-
what out of my life,;” I don’t see how ‘Go away’ will
work.”

Maggie’d just joined Scott at the table with bread,
chips, and condiments, so he caught her wince.

“What?”

“Cussing at him won’t help,” she said. “Keep it sim-
ple, like ‘I want you to go away and leave me alone.’
Maybe more than once. And you might have to tell him
he’s dead and doesn’t belong here.”

“He knows. He said he’s not ready to pass—his term,
not mine. He’s determined to see the ’Cuda restored
first.”

He must have gotten a little carried away with the
knife and the roast because Maggie nudged him with
her foot and said, “Killing the steer again won’t help.”
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“Oh. Yeah. You sure I can’t swear at him?”

“No swearing, no yelling, just ‘Go away.” Otherwise .
.. I can see it now.” She held her hands up, squared off
like a frame. “You, driving a ghost-white car around the
track. Your new, though somewhat pale— Is he pale?”

“Not so much.”

“Your new racing partner on the roof. The numbers,
maybe 66 or 99, painted to look like a pair of eyes. Scotty
Templeton, the talk of the racing circuit.” One corner of
her lips tipped upward as she tossed two simple words
back at him. “Trust me.”

“Oh, that was low.”

Maggie took a deep, sweeping bow. “Thank you very
much.”

“But I'll try it anyway, that’s how desperate I am.
And if it doesn’t work, I saw something in the barn that
might. I’ll need help, though.”

“What is it?” she asked, looking a little wary, Scott
noticed.

Good; he had her attention.

“Tonight,” he said cryptically. “After dark. Bring a
candle.”

It rained the rest of the afternoon, usually just a drizzle,
but at times hard enough to hear on the roof. The damp
weather compounded the chill still lingering in the barn
from the long Midwest winter. Scott managed to keep
warm by moving things. His friends and brother would
arrive to help tomorrow, but he might be able to stumble
upon the *Cuda yet today.
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“You’re dead,” he said every minute or two, which was
how often he glimpsed the ghost. Coop was uncharac-
teristically silent. Maybe this was working. “Go away.”

“You’re cussing in subtext,” Maggie said.

“What?”

Thank God she didn’t use vibrate mode on her phone,
or he’d never know whether she was talking to him or
answering a call. For someone who was supposed to be
out of town, she sure was connected. Efficient, too; she
handled most clients’ concerns in a few minutes.

“I can feel it,” she said. “I’m sure Pop can feel it.”

“What you feel is him standing over there laughing
at me.”

Maggie gasped. “The nerve!”

“You’d be more believable if you wiped that smirk off
your face.”

“Sorry, can’t help it.”

“I didn’t smile when you called Killjoy and told
him—"

“Kevin.”

Knowing exactly how to avoid a fight, Scott flashed
his dimple. Maggie tried not to smile in response, but
didn’t have much success. The fact that she could smile
at all after Kevin repeatedly refused to answer her calls
wasn’t wasted on Scott. She’d left a series of voice
mails after lunch, beginning with a nice apology, as pre-
scribed, progressing to a curt message to call her back,
almost ending the last message by questioning his par-
entage, but Scott grabbed the phone from her before she
could get it all out.
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When he moved, the ghost caught Scott’s eye.

“You’re dead. Go away.”

Maggie groaned again, louder this time. Definitely
frustrated. “You’re like a dripping faucet. Just when I
think you’ve stopped . . .”

She was documenting loose, stand-alone items with a
digital camera and a tape recorder. Grammy hadn’t been
kidding when she’d claimed Maggie was focused. Her
efficiency and thoroughness were remarkable as she
itemized things large and small alike.

“Late nineteenth-century child’s bicycle, sixteen-inch
detachable driving wheel. Early nineteenth-century tea
chest, tortoiseshell, silver-plated knobs, two interior
compartments. Nice condition.”

“Are those worth anything?” Scott asked.

“I haven’t kept up, but ten years ago, on a good day,
the tea chest would have brought about four hundred
dollars.”

Scott glanced around at thousands of boxes, maybe
hundreds of thousands of items, and did some quick
math. “Hey, not bad.”

“Don’t get excited. I'm afraid this tea chest is the
exception.” Maggie’s gaze skimmed over boxes sealed
with tape, boxes with their flaps tucked in on them-
selves, and boxes without any tops at all. She moved on.
“Concrete garden gnome, painted, eyes closed, about
1960. Geez, what was he thinking?”

Scott enjoyed the cadence of her voice, the expertise
with which she worked. He should be half so focused,
he realized, as he suddenly noticed Coop again. The
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ghost was observing Maggie, and Scott had slacked off
in the banishment department, a condition he quickly
rectified.

“You’re dead. Go away.”

Maggie clapped her hands over her ears. “Enough!”

She reminded him of the drama ghost, but not so much
that he couldn’t grin about it. “Boy, the nut didn’t fall
far from your family tree.”

“What’s that mean?”

“You take after your father.”

“He’s holding his ears, too? If I were you, I'd give

ER]

up.

Coop laughed at him again, then mimed a man dan-
gling from a noose. It was an outstanding impression,
since he could hover a foot above the floor and kick his
feet. Scott took that to mean the ghost was giving him
just enough rope to hang himself, but how, he wasn’t
sure. He still had a backup plan the ghost wasn’t privy
to, but was determined to give Maggie’s method a fair
try first.

“You’re dead. Go away.”

Covering her ears again, Maggie staggered and threw
herself backward onto a sturdy trunk. “I never said to go
on and on and on,” she wailed. “Give it a rest.”

“Hush.” Scott turned to the ghost. “You're dead. Go
away.”

Still supine, Maggie uncovered one ear. “Have you
stopped?”

“If it bothers you, go back to the house.”
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“Yeah,” she said, perking up. “I could help Grammy
with supper.”

“There’s an idea. When should I come in?”

“When you’re quiet?”

“You know, you’re a lot funnier than your father. I
was going to say it’s too wet out for you to come back
for me, but after that comment, I think I’1l let you.”

“I can call you. There’s a phone jack by the feed
room.”

“There’s rooms in here?” Good Lord, junk he hadn’t
seen yet.

Maggie rose to her feet as limber as a dancer. Scott
wasn’t quick enough to offer her a hand up, but man-
aged to touch her anyway under the guise of brushing
dust off her shirt. He worked his way down her back
until she glared at him, took him by the hand, and led
him toward the front of the barn. Hell, she could glare
all she wanted, but as long as she held his hand, he’d
follow her anywhere.

Maggie extended her arm toward a mountain of
trunks, boxes marked “China” and “Books,” and an
apex of dining room chairs and one faded Red Flyer
sled. Setting the big items on top made no sense, but
what in here did?

“The feed room’s behind that. You’ll recognize it be-
cause it’s full of old tools.”

“Then why don’t you call it the tool room?”

“The jack’s on this side of the wall. As long as you’re
moving stuff, if you can get back there and plug in the
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phone, I'll ring you when we’re ready. You can come in
sooner, though. If you’re quiet.”

Scott nudged a bottom trunk near what appeared to
be an edge of the stack, but with this many years of
disorganization, it was hard to tell. He was testing the
likelihood of shoving his way through when a name-
plate bounced off his head and landed at his feet.

Maggie snapped a picture. “Brass nameplate, S.S.
Titanic, approximately thirteen inches.”

If this had hit him on the head and fallen at his feet
before a race, Scott would’ve run the other way. “Think
someone’s trying to tell us something?”’

“Maybe.”

“A little small, isn’t it?”

“Could be a replica made to scale. Or off a lifeboat.
Or somebody’s idea of a joke.”

Scott caught Maggie’s eye to give her fair warning.
“I’m going to say it again.”

“Ten seconds.” She sprinted for the door.

He gave her five. “You’re dead. Go away.”

“Son, I mighta croaked, all right, but you’re getting
downright annoying.”

Forget being helpful; it was time to bait the blasted
ghost. “Did you check out those garages yet?”

“Oh, now you’re talking to me?”

Scott shrugged as if he didn’t care. With Maggie
gone, he could start on the area they’d need tonight. He
wanted it to be just right. Coop kept his distance at first,
then curiosity got the better of him.

“What garages?”
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“The ones Grammy was talking about at lunch,” Scott
ad-libbed. “Oh, you weren’t there. Guess I should’ve
passed this on to you earlier. She remembered some-
thing about your wife paying off a debt with a car?
Sound familiar?” He paused a beat, as if he cared, be-
fore he continued. “She thought it might’ve been the
’Cuda. You sure you didn’t hear this?”

“Who’d she say?”” Coop asked eagerly.

If Coop was like most gearheads, this would work, and
Scott and Maggie could have the barn to themselves this
evening. Scott thought, What a sucker, and feigned per-
plexity. “I’'m not sure exactly. Did somebody do some
work for you who didn’t get paid before you died?”

“Not that much.”

Scott shrugged with unspoken meaning. Coop van-
ished on a fruitless *’Cuda quest, leaving him to clear an
area for the night and turn out the lights.

“One candle isn’t very bright,” Maggie said. “Are you
sure we can’t turn on the lights?”

She paused inside the big sliding barn door, Scott just
behind her. The sun had set while they’d eaten supper
in the kitchen with Grammy, and although the rain had
stopped, there was no moonlight to speak of.

“That would ruin it,” Scott said very near Maggie’s
ear.

“I’m not sure it’s wise to have a candle in a barn.”

“It’s in a jar. Now face forward, that’s right, and let
me steer you.”

Bundled up in a turtleneck and leather jacket, Maggie
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still felt heat where Scott grasped her shoulders as he
urged her deeper into the dark barn. Supporting the
candle she’d liberated from the emergency cellar stash,
Maggie proceeded slowly down a high-sided, narrow
path that hadn’t been there this morning. Scott shadowed
her. No guiding was necessary; a radar-challenged bat
couldn’t have taken a wrong turn in this tunnel. He kept
his hands on her anyway, which was oddly comforting
and distracting at the same time.

“Nothing better jump out at me,” she said.

“The dogs’ll warn you first.” All three had tagged
along, romping, panting, sniffing. If anything wild was
in there, it wouldn’t dare move and give itself away.

“How far back are we going?”

“Just a little more. Okay, turn to the right now.”

The small candle didn’t shed much light, but it sure
lent an eerie feeling to a recently cleared eight-foot cir-
cle, its periphery bound by irregular stacks. In the center
sat two oak, straight-backed chairs. Facing each other.
No more than a foot apart.

“This isn’t some devil-worshipping thing, is it?” she
asked.

“Yeah, like we need one of those, too. Have a seat.”

Maggie sat, holding the candle on her lap until Scott
pulled up a brass smoker’s stand to set it on. She scooted
as far back in her chair as possible, knowing his knees
and hers were never going to fit in that tiny space with-
out a lot of touching. Not that that sounded bad, no, not
at all. But what else did he have in mind?

“A séance?” she guessed.
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“Are you psychic?”

“No.”

“Then we’re not having a séance.” Scott slipped into
the other chair, but there was no knee jostling, at least
not the kind Maggie’d expected. He simply straddled
hers with his in a no-nonsense grip. “Comfortable?”

Her gaze roamed the circle and ended on the man in
front of her. “Not entirely.”

“Ready?” Scott reached under his chair.

“I don’t know. What’'re we—?"

He plopped a board onto their conjoined laps.

“A Ouija board,” Maggie said with surprise and a
measure of relief.

Some people swore they were dangerous to mess with,
but Pop had collected at least a dozen of them and noth-
ing bad had happened yet. No books flying off shelves,
no doors slamming, no getting pushed down the steps.

Frowning at it, Scott rotated it ninety degrees, first one
way, then the other. “Is there a right way for this to go?”

“Read the directions.”

“We don’t need directions. I did this as a kid, didn’t
you?”

“Where’s the planchette?”

“This thing?” In his hand was a smooth maple plan-
chette, nearly triangular, with rounded angles and a
circular viewing window in its middle.

“That’s it.” It was a nice old set, Maggie noticed; in
good condition. “Is there a box?”

“We don’t need the directions.”

“It’s worth more in the original box.”
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“Oh. Yeah, it’s over there. Let’s focus on this now in-
stead of the collectibles, okay?”

“And we’re doing this because . . . ?

“We’re going to ask the spirits to help us send Coop
on his way. You know, guide him to the light or what-
ever they do.”

“Uh-huh.” Maggie tried not to sound doubtful, be-
cause, well, why rain on Scott’s parade? If Pop was still
here for a reason, their playing with a talking board cer-
tainly wouldn’t get rid of him, but she could be a good
sport. “Who goes first?”

“I can’t believe you never did this. We do it together.
Put your hands on here, like this.”

Scott demonstrated an elbows-bent, fingertip touch,
as if playing a piano. Maggie copied him. Not only were
their knees touching and their fingers close, but their
bodies were angled toward each other. If he lost his bal-
ance, she mused in a flight of fancy, his lips were likely
to land on hers. Who knew what would happen after
that? He could blow her five-year plan out of the water.
Not that it was her plan to start with. In fact, some parts
needed blowing out of the water.

“Earth to Maggie.”

“Mm, sorry.”

“Okay, now that you’re back, we start by moving this
around in a couple circles to warm up. And, oh yeah,
I’m supposed to announce that we only want good spir-
its, no bad ones, and if we get bad ones, we’re supposed
to mention Jesus because the devil can’t stand to be
around Jesus.”

99
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“Good Lord, where did you get that?”

“Hey, that was the inside scoop when my brother and
[ did this.”

“Please tell me you were kids at the time.”

“Concentrate. Follow me.”

Scott led off by pushing the planchette in a clockwise
circle around the board, three slow loops that wouldn’t
have warmed up an ant. Maggie’s knees sure were
warm, though. A table might be more level, more stable,
but not nearly as much fun. After a minute, it dawned on
her that so much silence in a huge barn wasn’t natural.
The dogs had left.

“How will we know if we get a bad spirit?” she
asked.

“We ask for good ones.”

“And they cooperate out of the goodness of their
hearts?” Maggie snickered. “Oops, guess they don’t
have those.”

“I forgot to mention: Doubters have to get purified.”

She stifled a laugh by pressing her lips tightly together
and hoped he was joking—about all of this.

“Okay, now that it’s warmed up, we ask simple ques-
tions, follow the planchette around, and take note of
whatever letters or words it stops on.”

Maggie squinted at the dimly lit board. “One candle
isn’t going to cut it.”

Scott sighed, which didn’t make her feel the least bit
guilty.

“I mean it. I can’t see all the letters.”

“Okay. Don’t move, I’ll be right back.”
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Maggie was left with cold knees and the board while
Scott foraged up a piano bench and a dry, dusty, three-
candled hunk of greenery once disguised as a Christmas
centerpiece.

“You went to auctioneer school,” he said. “Is this
worth anything?”’

“Absolutely.”

“I mean more than fifty cents in a garage sale.”

“Seriously, Scott. One thing I learned is that, as a pro-
fessional, you have to think about this from all angles.
I mean, what if you’re caught in a blizzard and need
kindling? Think what you’d pay for it then.”

“Ouch. I can’t believe you had me going there.” He
plucked one of the hot-summer-in-a-barn wilted candles
from the centerpiece and used it to light all three off the
candle in a jar.

Maggie looked forward to feeling Scott’s legs against
hers again, but she wasn’t prepared for him to sit down,
reach his hands behind her knees, and pull her hips for-
ward on the seat. Any closer and she’d be feeling him
up with her kneecaps.

“There, that’s better,” he said, clamping his thighs to
hers.

Once Maggie remembered to breathe again, she ad-
mitted it was. To herself.

“Hands on,” he ordered. “Okay. Quick warm-up.”
After once around the board, Scott said, “Here goes. Is
anyone here?”

The planchette, with their fingers lightly on board,
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wandered around for ten to fifteen seconds, then stopped
on the YES.

“Are you pushing?” Maggie asked. “Because it feels
like you’re pushing.”

“Me? I thought that was you.”

“I’m following.”

“It was never this strong when I was a kid. Okay. Next
question: Who are you?”

“Are you supposed to ask that?”

“It’s polite.”

“Who made up these rules? Did someone channel a
bunch of ghosts and ask for the ten commandments of
Ouija-ing?”

“Light touch now, it’s moving, it’s moving. M...E...”

After the second letter, the planchette stopped, and
Maggie and Scott both held their breath.

“Could be initials,” she said finally.

“Could be a smart ass.”

“Maybe you’d better tell it again that we only want
good spirits.”

“It knows. Next question: Did you ever live on this
plane?”

Maggie figured, Whatever, and kept her mouth shut.
As long as the spirits didn’t read her mind and spell
out shame on her for enjoying Scott’s legs holding hers
captive and double shame for wondering how to get his
hands back on her for even a second, she was okay.

A low hum made Maggie jump, which made Scott
jump. They laughed self-consciously.
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“Thought I’d try my phone on vibrate tonight,” she
said.

“Don’t answer it.”

“Ooh, maybe it’s a modern spirit. Maybe the board’s
too slow, so it’s calling instead.”

Scott shook his head with resignation. “Nothing’s
going to happen unless you at least believe something’s
possible.”

“I believe I’ll answer my phone.”

This was her business line, after all. Just because
she’d planned to be out of town didn’t mean she
couldn’t answer a quick question after hours. The thing
about working with really rich people was that when
they wanted an answer, they generally expected it
now.

She checked the display. “Well, doesn’t that just figure.”

“The spirits have caller ID? Come on, let it go.”

“It’s Kevin. I've been waiting for him to call, re-
member?”

“Yeah, and how many voice mails did that take?”

Maggie narrowed her gaze at Scott, ignoring the nig-
gling thought that he might have a point in favor of the
larger picture. “I thought you were helping me patch
things up.”

“A little hard-to-get never hurt anyone. Come on, let’s
get rid of our number one problem. As soon as Coop
is gone, everything’ll fall into place and go back to
normal.”

He was right. Reluctantly, Maggie let the call go
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to voice mail. Two QOuija questions later, the phone
beeped.

“Geez, he left that long a message?” She wasn’t sure
if that was a good sign or a bad one.

Scott’s legs squeezed hers as the planchette and their
fingers darted to NO, but she couldn’t remember what
the question had been.

How come Kevin never did fun stuff like this? Aside
from his not believing in ghosts, how come he’d never
cleared a spot in the barn for a little one-on-one? How
come he never clamped his thighs around hers and tried
to make her concentrate on one thing while feeding her
fantasies of a totally carnal nature? How come being in
a small room with Kevin didn’t heat her up as much as
being in a large barn with Scott?

There was something about being next to Scott that
was comforting and energizing at the same time. A real
puzzle. Maggie’d always loved puzzles. Games she
could take or leave, but puzzles held her focus until she
conquered them. That’s why she was good at wealth
management. She looked at investments and her clients’
money as big puzzles to be deciphered and sorted and
solved. Fit the pieces together, build a solid base, and
expand.

The puzzle of Scott was only one of those darn phero-
mone things. Had to be. What she and Kevin had had
been built over two years. Scott was just a distraction.
A hot one, too. She took her hands back long enough to
shimmy out of her leather jacket.
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“You want to ask the next question?”” Scott asked.

Not while you’re here. Resisting the urge to fan her-
self, Maggie said, ““You’re doing fine. Go ahead.”

“Did you notice how strong it’s getting? Maggie?”

“Uh, yeah. Strong.”

“I can’t wait to tell Jeremy about this.”

“Is he your brother?”

“Uh-huh, three years younger.” The planchette doo-
dled on the board, not touching any letters. “I think
we’re boring the spirit. Next question: Can you help us
send Lawrence Cooper on to wherever spirits are sup-
posed to go after people die?”

The planchette darted to NO.

“Well, that was definite,” Scott groused. “Why not?”

Nothing happened.

“That’s odd. Let’s just make a slow circle to get it
going again. Maggie?”

“Ready when you are.” Ready, yes; concentrating,
well, maybe not on what Scott wanted her to concen-
trate on.

“Clockwise, remember?”

“I'm ready.”

“So move.”

“Hey, you’re stronger than I am. You have to move,
t00.”

“Me? I’'m trying. Are you trying?”

Maggie raised her hands. Scott pretended to be unable
to move the planchette long enough and hard enough to
make Maggie laugh.

“You think this is funny? You try.”
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He raised his hands. Maggie resumed her touch on
the indicator again and wiggled it around, proving he’d
been faking it.

“Hm, maybe the spirit’s getting tired,” Scott said. “I
hear this works better if we get naked.”

“You’ll work better if you don’t make any more sug-
gestions like that.”

“It’s for the sake of science.”

“Next question.”

Scott’s devilish grin persisted as he settled his finger-
tips across from hers. “Next question: How do we get
rid of Coop?”

The planchette suddenly vibrated.

Maggie snatched her hands away at the shock of it.
She stared at the board, then Scott. “Whoa, how’d you
do that?”

“That never happened before.” He stared at the board
with excitement, seemingly unaware that he was rub-
bing his fingertips together.

Maggie knew just how they felt—tingly. They both
glanced around as if there could be some logical an-
swer, like Grammy standing behind them with a remote
control in her hands, laughing at the joke. Since that
didn’t happen, their gazes gravitated as one, back to the
board bridging their laps.

Leaning forward so only Scott could hear, Maggie
whispered, “This really works? I thought you were kid-
ding.”

“I was,” he whispered back.

“Ask it another question then.”
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Scott appeared thoughtful for a moment before wig-
gling his fingers and looking at Maggie, meaning,
Hands on. She stared at him. He stared at her. Together,
in unspoken agreement, they inched their fingers for-
ward, tested the planchette to find it still, vibrationless.
They settled in for another tour around the board.

“Are you a good spirit?”

YES.

“Can you help us send Lawrence Cooper to a better
place?”

In the blink of an eye, the planchette went from room
temperature to scorching. Maggie and Scott snatched
their hands away. She wasn’t sure what to do next, other
than stick her fingers in her mouth to soothe them, but
Scott, being a guy, reached out to test it.

“Careful,” Maggie warned. ““You could bake a pizza
on that.”

He got close.

It sparked.

“Holy shit.” Scott jumped to his feet and stuck his
singed finger into his mouth. Maggie clamped a hand
down on the board to keep it from flying off her lap. No
sense damaging a perfectly good antique.

The dogs charged into the circle, barking madly, rac-
ing around wildly.

The planchette sizzled like a bundle of Fourth of July
sparklers, and the whole secluded area suddenly bright-
ened like a camera flash. Scott’s face registered shock.
No way Maggie was accusing him of tampering with
the toy this time.
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“Do you think—?”

“I think maybe we’ve done enough for one night,”
Scott said. “We should put it away. We can try again
tomorrow.”

In response, the board on Maggie’s lap burst into
flames.
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One look at an unconfined fire, and Scott’s scars jumped
to life, involuntarily reacting to a driver’s nightmare.

Flames blazed out of the Ouija board, licking wildly
from corner to corner. Maggie sat there in shock, mo-
tionless, unsure which way to move, her arms stretched
out to the sides to avoid getting burned.

A professional driver’s instinct was to unbuckle ev-
erything and get the hell out. With great effort, Scott
tamped down that instinct. He applied boot to board and
sent it flying away from Maggie.

How was he supposed to know it’d land on a damn
wreath? A wreath that flared up like the dry tinder it
was. Sparks flew every which way, some landing on the
nearest boxes, many of which were as old as the an-
tiques inside.

The ghost, who’d been laughing himself silly, stopped
abruptly.

Scott almost grabbed Maggie and ran. But this was
no small, confining race car. There was room to maneu-
ver here and a lot of investment at risk, so he stripped
off his denim jacket and beat at the flames. He grabbed
Maggie’s jacket, too, and did double duty with it in his
other hand. Within seconds, though it seemed longer,
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every last spark was out. It wasn’t hard to be certain
because they were now in total darkness. At least he
thought they were still a they. Unless Maggie had cut
and run, which would have been the smart thing to do,
but he hoped she hadn’t. It wasn’t every day he got to
beat out a fire and save a woman.

“Maggie? You all right?”

“I have to hand it to you, Templeton. You sure know
how to show a woman an exciting evening.”

If she were hurt, she’d be crying. If she were mad,
she’d be screaming at him. Sarcasm was good.

“How about you?” she asked, closer now.

“Just peachy. Where’s the candle? The one in the
jar”

“It fell over.” Maggie’s hands landed on him with a
light touch. She patted her way across his chest—sweet
Jesus—and latched on to his arm.

All in all, not a bad evening. Hell, when he stopped to
think about it, he’d saved the whole damn barn.

“If you think that was exciting,” he said, “wait’ll you
see us try to find our way out of here. I don’t suppose
your dogs fetch flashlights on command or have Seeing
Eye degrees.”

“God, you’re smart.”

Ouch.

He liked the way Maggie’s hands wrapped around his
arm. His muscles were rock-hard, guaranteed to make
a woman feel safe and protected. He almost flexed to
heighten the point. “Hang on tight. I’ll lead us out of
here.”
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“Leave? I'm not leaving.” Maggie’s grip tightened,
and Scott felt rigidity spread through her. “I am too frig-
gin’ angry to leave.”

Uh-oh. But then Scott realized she wasn’t facing
him.

“Is he here?” she asked.

“That board didn’t ignite on its own.”

“That’s what I figured. I don’t know where you are,
Pop. I don’t know why you’re still here, but you can’t
stay. You can start a fire, but you can’t put it out? Geez,
you’re dangerous. You're dead. Go. Away.”

When Maggie turned back to Scott, he knew she was
ready to go, but now he was getting an earful from the
ghost. He watered it down some and said, “Coop says
he’s needed here a little longer.”

“No,” Maggie said firmly, loud enough to be heard in
every corner of the barn. “Mom doesn’t need you; she’s
married and starting a new life. Ruby doesn’t need you.
I don’t need you. No one here needs you. No one here
wants you. You're dangerous. You're dead. Go. Away.”

She took a step, nudging Scott to begin their exit. He
found the perimeter of the circle and started forward. A
second later, something happened to Maggie’s legs, be-
cause she plunged downward and dangled from his arm
so fast he couldn’t have stopped her even if he could see
her. He lowered her the rest of the way, then reached
down in an attempt to scoop her up. He’d always had
good aim in the dark. Unerring aim. It was a well-honed
skill for a bachelor.
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“Hey, watch it.” Maggie brushed his hand off her
breast.

Nice. Soft. A handful. He’d been without sex so long,
he was surprised he could concentrate on the fact that
she’d fallen and wasn’t, in fact, trying to drag him down
and have her way with him.

He heard her stumbling around and said, “What’s
going on? What’re you doing?”

She cursed quietly. “I found one of the chairs.”

Scott couldn’t help laughing. He had no idea why.
Maybe relief. Maybe Maggie’s dry comment. “Maybe
you should just sit in it while I go turn on the lights.”

“It’d be safer.” Her hands landed on him again, though,
and this time when they wrapped around his arm, she
snuggled her whole body tightly against his side. “See
if you can miss the hurdles this time, okay?”

He thought about yelling for Coop to turn on the
lights, but that didn’t sound nearly as cozy as inching
out of the barn with Maggie plastered up against him.
Her breast felt almost as good against his arm as it had
in his hand. He took it really, really slow. By the time
they exited, she’d be really, really grateful.

It wasn’t until they reached the door and he turned
on the outdoor floodlight that he noticed Maggie was
limping. Big time.

“What’s wrong? Did you get burned?” Scott success-
fully scooped her into his arms this time and frantically
shouted, “Dammit, Coop, get out here and start my
truck!”
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Maggie rubbed her thigh. “Anybody ever tell you you
have a kick like a mule?”

“It never came up before— What are you talking
about?” Her jeans were a little charred, but as close
as they were now, he could see it was only superficial
damage.

“You kicked me.”

And here he’d thought he’d done so well. “Sorry, it
seemed the quickest way to get the board off your lap.
I’ll rub it for you.”

“Oh my God, do you ever stop?” Her complaint was
tempered with laughter as he carried her to the bed of
his pickup.

“Sweetheart, I haven’t even gotten started.”

Men did this in the movies all the time, carried women
in their arms and still managed to open doors and turn
down beds. Scott only had to support Maggie while he
laid their jackets on the truck bed. Easier said than done.
He couldn’t give up once he started, though. She looked
at the truck, looked at him, and grinned a little know-
ing grin that said, Yeah, let’s see if you blow this, too,
Templeton.

“Afraid I’'ll drop you on your ass?” he asked.

“You notice I’'m hanging on to your neck?”

“That’s because you like me.” By propping one foot
on the bumper, he was able to support her bottom and
spread their jackets as a cushion.

“My jacket!”

Any hope of grateful kisses and thigh massages was
eradicated as Maggie propelled herself out of his arms
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and held her jacket up in the light. It was pretty scorched,
especially the lining. She tipped her head sadly and
made that little sound of dismay that all women know
how to make. No matter how Maggie meant it, it was
designed by nature to make a man feel so bad, so low,
that he’d move heaven and earth to fix whatever was
wrong and make it right again.

There was only one way a real man could handle
this. Even though it was all the ghost’s fault, Scott hung
his head and said, “I know. I owe you a leather jacket,
t0o.”

Was it any wonder he couldn’t sleep that night? Maggie’d
given Scott her mother’s old room, so either she thought
he was good for the jacket or realized ruining it hadn’t
been an option.

Insomnia wasn’t new to Scott. When interviewed by
the media about pre-race jitters and how they’d slept the
night before, all the drivers shrugged off the question
and parroted the words, “It’s just like any other job. You
get up, you go to work, you get the job done.”

Uh-huh, sure. As safe as bagging groceries. As if a
field trip into a wall didn’t hurt a helluva lot more than
dropping a can of soup on your foot. As if crawling out
of an upside-down car meant he wouldn’t have a crick
in his neck because he was just doing his job. As if more
than the tiniest percent of Americans had good reason to
wear flame-retardant underwear to work.

A smoke used to help, so shortly after midnight, Scott
crept down the stairs and outside. The peepers were in
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full swing, and his poor, dead truck was under scrutiny
by a humongous raccoon.

Not that he knew what size one was supposed to be,
but this guy had to be the king of all of them.

“This isn’t St. Louis,” he muttered. “It’s Wild fucking
Kingdom.”

The coon lumbered off, not toward the trees, but into
the barn, which made Scott think a chain-mail suit might
be a good investment when he started poking around in
there again.

“You’re lucky it wasn’t a skunk,” Coop said.

Scott glared. “If I were lucky, you’d be gone.”

“You know the answer to that.”

“You’re dead. Don’t you get it? Warranty expired.”

“Give it a rest. I’m staying, and you’re gonna search
that barn till I get what I want.”

“That coon’s got teeth, man. And claws—I saw claws.
If you want me in there again, you need to be scaring
everything out.”

Coop glared back. “Haven’t had much luck with that
lately.”

Scott grinned. “Got yourself in hot water with Maggie,
didn’t you?”

“Don’t make no difference. I gotta do what I gotta
do.”

“Yeah, me, too. I’ve been giving that some thought. |
can finish the season and then come back and put your
car together.”

“No.”

“What’s the rush? You’re already dead.”
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“Don’t mean I'm senile. We had this discussion al-
ready. I won, remember? And in case you ain’t figured
it out yet, I always win.”

Scott’s smokes weren’t on the dash. What the coon
hadn’t destroyed was scattered all over the seat and the
floor, along with dirt and hair. He sagged against the
quarter panel, desperate enough to consider sweeping
up tobacco and rolling it in an old charge receipt. Who
cared about a little coon fur, anyway?

“You know, Coop, if I were really lucky, you’d be
a distant memory and my truck would be drivable.”
To even the score, he couldn’t help adding, “And I
wouldn’t be assigned to a bed across the hall from your
daughter.”

“I thought that might be a problem. I got a solution.”

“Dying to hear it.”

“Answer your phone.”

Scott’s mobile, missing for weeks, vioomed inside the
truck like a miniature engine. He saw no reason to pick
it up now. More important—should he tear off a piece of
receipt or just roll the hell out of a whole one?

“Well answer it!”

“Like I want to talk to anyone you know? Get real.”

“It’s no one I know, son. You delivered my engine,
I’m returning your phone, simple as that. Go ahead,
pick up your messages. I’'m sure they’ll take your mind
off Maggie.”

Only one thing could do that.

“A job? Somebody needs a driver?” Scott practically
dove through the window and plucked his phone off the
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seat. As he waited to access voice mail, he said, “Fully
charged? Way to go, Coop. Think you can make that a
permanent condition?”

“Just listen to your messages.”

“You have 252 new messages.” Scott glared at the
ghost. “Swear to God, if I missed out on a driving job
because of you—"

“First new message.” The digital spiel was followed
by soft, sultry Sherri cooing, “Scotty, honey, I know you
must be in terrible pain. Call me when I can come over
and make it all better.

“Next new message.” “Scotty, I know you won’t be
able to get into your tux for my award ceremony to-
night.” Patti wasn’t as sultry, but she made up for it
with boundless energy. “How about I bring a bottle of
champagne over afterward and we have our own private
celebration? Call me.

“Next new message.” Scott began deleting them half-
way through. Sooner when they started turning nasty.
“Really, Scotty,” Janet snapped after the first fifty were
erased. “It’s not like you broke your dialing hand.” The
one after that mentioned breaking it for him.

Not one single voice mail about cars, races, auto parts,
or interviews? Nothing from his agent? In seven weeks?

Not a chance.

“Aren’t you gonna call them back?”’ Coop asked,
clearly befuddled.

“Dream on.”

“I thought you’d be happy.”



LOVE IN THE FAST [ANE 739

“No, you thought I'd be out here all night return-
ing calls instead of thinking about creeping across the
hall and crawling in bed with your daughter. You’re an
obsessive-compulsive, control-freakin’, sorry excuse of
a ghost.”

Coop shrugged. “Sticks and stones.”

Scott pocketed his phone. Maybe if he hid it in the
house, Coop couldn’t tamper with it. Maybe not every
racing team owner on the face of the planet was pissed
off at him for not returning their calls. Maybe there was
still one who’d try him again. You never knew. Drivers
got hurt, on the track and off. They got sick. They need-
ed to be replaced. It felt good to know he was the pick
of the short list.

“Don’t look for me too early tomorrow.” Scott winked
at Coop. “I think I might sleep in, if you know what I
mean.”

“Dammit, Templeton—"

Scott turned his back on the ghost. “You’re dead. Go
away.”

Maggie was trying to kill him, for sure. Scott returned
inside via the kitchen and found her bent at the waist,
her head in the refrigerator, her ass encased in tight black
pants. It begged to be touched. It screamed, Handle me,
I’'m yours!

He weighed his options. Double-cheek, cupped-hand
grasp for maximum effect, or single in case she was
skittish? Since she might have a sharp object in hand,
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he opted to go with a simple pat on her right cheek and
a suggestive question.

“You ready for that thigh massage?”

She whooped and jumped forward before he could
squeeze, and from the sound of jars crashing inside
the fridge, she banged into a shelf, too. The marbled
cat sprang out over her head, kangarooed off her back,
skidded across the table, and headed for parts unknown.
Maggie spun around, rubbing the top of her head, glar-
ing daggers.

Only she wasn’t Maggie. Same height, same curves,
but this young woman had short, raven-black hair
streaked with burgundy.

“Ow-w-w.” Following an initial wince, the brow-
pierced siren gave him a long, slow once-over. “Oh-h-h.
I’m guessing, since you’re not wearing a stocking over
your head or throwing me on the floor, you’re here for
Maggie.”

Scott’s impulse was to back away, but being a gentle-
man, he stayed to apologize for accosting a strange
woman in the middle of the night.

“Shit, I’'m sorry.”

She smiled regretfully. “Me, too. Have you been
sneaking in long?”

“No, I, uh, I'm staying here for a while.”

“Man, I should go away and come back more often.”

“You must be Ruby.” It was an easy deduction: plat-
form combat boots, red eye shadow, and an elaborate
black spiderweb drawn across one side of her face. At
least Scott hoped it was drawn on. Since the brow pierc-
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ing wasn’t a ring or a ball, but a sooty black spider, he
wasn’t sure.

He liked the black suede bustier. Man oh man, he
hoped Maggie had one of those and that she’d wear it
for him.

“And you are?” Ruby prompted.

“Oh, I'm sorry. I'm Scott Templeton.”

“My sister and a race car driver?”” Ruby made a face
and laughed. “No way.”

“You might be right. Grammy invited me.” Thankfully,
Ruby poked her head back into the fridge while Scott
explained his presence, thus giving him the opportunity
to get his wits about him so he could look at her again
without staring at her spiderweb.

“You want anything?” she asked.

Maybe it’d help him sleep. “Sure. Whatever you’re
having. Unless it’s the cat.”

She came back with a handful. “Pitas, tzatziki, and
sprouts. I don’t eat meat.”

The cat meowed plaintively from the doorway. Scott
couldn’t stand it; he had to ask. “Why was he in the
fridge?”

Ruby laughed. While it was a nice enough laugh,
similar to Maggie’s, it didn’t do anything for him. Did
that mean he wasn’t sex-starved? Well, no, that wasn’t
possible, because he was, but did it mean that when it
came to Maggie, something more was going on?

“He was on my shoulder until you goosed me. And
‘thigh massage’? Please. If that’s your code for sex, it’s
not going over Grammy’s head.”
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“I need a code?”

Ruby placed everything on a tray and headed for the
main part of the house. Scott didn’t know what tzatziki
was, but since Ruby didn’t eat meat, he felt confident
that it wasn’t some critter she’d killed in the backyard.

Ruby glanced back over her bare shoulder. “Well,
come on. You can tell me more while we eat.”

Scott hid his cell phone in a kitchen cabinet before he
followed her to the dining room. Right past the table.
Through the living room with perfectly good coffee
table. Up the stairs, past Maggie’s door, and halfway
around the second floor, where Ruby opened a door to
reveal a narrow set of stairs leading up.

This couldn’t be good.

“I,uh . ..” Sprouts were bad enough, but Grammy, or
maybe it was Maggie, had mentioned that Ruby lived in
the attic. That probably meant sitting on her bed to eat.
With her. He knew a wreck waiting to happen when he
saw one, and this one looked to be a doozy.

“Come on,” Ruby said, looking back at him. “I don’t
bite.”

At the crack of dawn, the birds began chirping and going
about their spring nest-building activities. Grammy was
only a beat behind them. Her agenda was slightly differ-
ent, but no less urgent.

My, but guilt was a heavy burden. Sometimes she
went for days on end without thinking about it, but that
wasn’t a relief, as then she felt even more guilty for
forgetting about it. This circle had to end, one way or
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another. It was Wednesday already. Surely today was
the day she’d get to talk to Lawrence. If his death wasn’t
her fault, she needed to know.

Fifty years ago, when he was nine months old, her
only son had been hell on wheels. She’d put him in his
toddler walker; he’d propelled himself around the house
for hours on end. He wasn’t done until he was done.
There was no waiting him out, and it took two adults to
catch him. She and George, God rest his soul, laughed
and exclaimed over how cute and persistent Lawrence
was, and bought him a little yellow pedal car for his
birthday. What were they thinking? The furniture and
interior walls were in mortal danger. They banished him
to the yard. To this day, if you knew where to look, you
could see the ruts he’d worn into the ground.

Now that Lawrence was back, Grammy couldn’t
wait to talk to him, but she had to rely on Scott, and
he wasn’t up yet. She couldn’t very well barge into the
bedroom and wake him. He might not wear pajamas.
He might kick the covers off when he slept. She’d wait
until eight.

She’d send Maggie.

Not that she’d ever seen either man naked, but you
only had to glance at what’s-his-name to know that once
Maggie got an eyeful of Scott, she’d realize what’s-
his-name’s shortcomings. He was too narrow in the
shoulders, too smooth of face. No way he had enough
testosterone to make him any fun in the bedroom.
Maggie deserved better. She deserved Scott.

But enough about them. Today was her day.
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Lord only knew why, but she wanted to look her best
for Lawrence. She spent time on her hair and topped
her jeans with a pretty peach sweater embellished with
matching beads. After that, she went downstairs and
brewed a pot of coffee. Not for Lawrence’s sake, of
course, but the aroma would waft up the stairs, wake
Scott, and get this whole show on the road.

Maggie was the next one down to the kitchen, but
not until eight o’clock. Her hair was combed, maybe,
but that was it. Grammy was about to explain the finer
points of grooming to catch a man of Scott’s quality
when she noticed something amiss.

“Why are you limping?”

Maggie chugged a glass of orange juice before she
rasped, “Because I’ve got a bruise the size of Texas.”
She pulled open the front of her floor-length robe,
showing off a large black-and-deep-purple patch on the
outside of her thigh.

Grammy gasped. “Lord, child, what happened to
you?”

“Scott kicked me.”

“He what?” Grammy’s blood turned icy.

“He had to. The fire was spreading.”

“What fire?”

“In the barn last night.”

“The barn!” Grammy rushed to the window, afraid to
find her connection with Lawrence had turned to ashes
overnight. It was still standing, though. “Lord almighty,
girl,” she said with her hand over her heart, “don’t scare
me like that.”
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Maggie limped to the table, rekindling Grammy’s
anger. And here she’d been cooking sausage links for
that bum!

Hmph. “Sit down. I’ll make us some breakfast while
you explain just how you got hurt.”

“I need coffee first.”

With little sleep behind her, Maggie couldn’t find the
energy to explain anything without caffeine. Grammy
set a steaming mug of coffee in front of her, along with
a gelled ice bag. That figured. She might play old and
helpless when she wanted her way, but she’d do any-
thing for someone in pain.

“I still think his license plate stands for some kind of
demon,” Grammy groused.

“Speed demon,” Maggie acknowledged.

“You said Spider-Man.”

“I was trying to calm you down.”

Maggie settled in the chair knowing that, in twenty
minutes, she’d be more alert and her thigh would be
numb. Then she could talk. Then she could think. After
breakfast, she’d hunt up her old reference book on
ghosts, because Pop had to go, today, before somebody
got seriously hurt.

Something nagged at her, though. She’d forgotten to
do something; she just couldn’t remember what. All the
commotion last night, the fire in the barn, Scott carrying
her in his arms. His chest solid and hard against her. His
arms solid and strong around her.

Yum.

Shoot, she’d forgotten to listen to Kevin’s message.
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And he hadn’t called to wish her a good morning, so he
must be really mad. That wasn’t nearly as upsetting as it
would have been two days ago.

“Morning, ladies,” Scott boomed as he entered the
kitchen with a lively step.

The screwdriver in his hand was barely a blip on
Maggie’s radar screen as the twinkle in his eyes rivaled
the dimple for her attention. A man had no right to look
that good in the morning when she felt this crappy.
Especially one as virile as he. It wasn’t fair.

“How’s that look today?” The twinkle was a sure sign
that Scott was hoping for more show than tell as he
plucked the ice bag off her leg.

Maggie yanked it out of his hand and put it back.

Grammy poked him in the ribs with the fork.

Scott jumped away from both of them, moving pretty
fast for a guy with a broken leg. He backed toward the
door, studying them suspiciously, keeping a particularly
close eye on the fork. “Maybe I’d better come back
later.”

“Did you need something?” Maggie asked, covering
ayawn.

“Garlic. I just remembered that Ruby said it’s good
for repelling ghosts.”

That woke her up a little. “You talked to Ruby?”

“Yeah, she came home last night. We had a snack and
sat up late talking about a lot of things. She suggested
putting a clove or two in my pocket.”

No snide comments about how Ruby dressed, no



LOVE IN THE FAST [ANE 747

snicker when he said her name. Maggie was intrigued.
Grammy even lowered her fork, but she still glared at
him before she returned to the skillet. And she kept an
eye on him.

“Mm, sure smells good in here.” Scott inched his way
back into the room with a lot less overt enthusiasm.

“What’s the screwdriver for?”

“Oh, I found a lock in the barn. Old, but perfectly
good. And I thought since you ladies insist on leaving
the key to the walk-out outside, you might like a little
security up here.”” His gaze rested on Maggie when
he said, “I found everything else I needed in the tool
room.”

Sure enough, there was a deadbolt on the cellar door.
Maggie waited to see if that earned Scott some points
back from Grammy, but she was holding firm.

“Have some coffee,” Maggie offered, wishing he’d
made it.

“Thanks. I could smell it all the way upstairs.”

“And tell us more about Ruby.”

Scott lifted a couple of cookies from Mother Goose,
fixed a mug for himself, and topped off Maggie’s be-
fore taking the chair closest to her. That put his back
to Grammy, which, under the circumstances, Maggie
thought pretty brave.

“My buddies are coming to help today,” he said. “Did
you invite any of your friends? I’m just asking because
when I brought this up yesterday, you never mentioned
anybody.”



748 Jenna /%/t’myit

“They have jobs.” She used to talk to Kelly and Stacie
every day, but time had slipped away in the past year or
so. “You were telling us about Ruby.”

“Oh yeah. She got in, oh, about twelve-thirty or one, [
guess. She was getting a snack together when I came in
from taking a walk.”

“In the middle of the night?” Grammy scoffed.

Maggie mimed smoking; Grammy nodded that she
understood.

“I wish. Your raccoon ripped up the whole pack be-
fore I could get to it.”

“Did she scare you?” Grammy asked.

“She sure as hell did.” Scott chuckled, not with humor,
but in relief that he’d escaped unharmed. “You people
need bodyguards around here. Mask, claws, evil damn
eyes. I'm surprised the dogs let her be.” He shuddered.

Grammy pulled a rolling pin from the drawer. The ice
bag thudded to the floor as Maggie jumped between it
and Scott’s head.

“He meant the raccoon!”

Startled, Scott studied them over his shoulder.
“Of course I meant the raccoon. Who’d you think I
meant?”

“Some people make fun of Ruby,” Maggie ex-
plained.

“Hey, she’s okay. Nice kid. Her designs are really
sexy, but her taste in food’s a little strange.” His shud-
der appeared genuine. “Some cucumber-yogurt thing.
With sprouts.”

Grammy settled into silent, if wary, approval. She
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probably wouldn’t poke Scott with the fork again any-
time soon, but Maggie wasn’t giving the rolling pin
back, just to be safe. Grammy might not like Ruby’s
Goth getups, but she took it to heart when other people
judged her for it.

“Anyway, we got to talking about me and the ghost,
and she says there’s a book around here about how to
live with them or get rid of them. I sure as hell hope
it’s not out in the barn. All she could remember was the
garlic remedy.”

“We don’t have garlic,” Grammy said decisively.

“Sure we—"" Maggie began.

“No garlic.”

“But we always have—"

Grammy banged the fork on the edge of the skillet,
repeatedly, making quite a racket until Maggie gave up.
“Scott’s going to help me talk to my Lawrence, and then
maybe we’ll have garlic. Not before.”

Scott squirmed in his chair. “Well, I'm afraid that puts
us in a bad place, because Coop’s afraid to talk to ei-
ther of you before we find his ’Cuda, and I can’t force
him.”

“Afraid?” Grammy said. “Of what?”

“He thinks he’s supposed to tell you something.”

“Oh! I knew it, I just knew it.”

“But he’s afraid he’ll disappear to wherever ghosts go
when they’re done here, and he doesn’t want to leave
until he sees the engine back in his ’Cuda. You raised
one stubborn sonofabitch, Grammy.”

“Don’t I know it.”
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“We can’t afford to wait,” Maggie said. Couldn’t
afford to have Pop hanging around, playing with fire.
What was to stop him from doing more damage? What
if he got it in his mind to mess with something else,
like someone’s brakes? No two ways about it, he was
dangerous and had to go. Today.

Grammy drew herself up tall and straight. “You two
leave my Lawrence alone, you hear? Find that car he
wants so bad. And when you do, if he still won’t talk to
me, I’ll have it hauled to a junkyard.”

Scott choked on his coffee.

“They’ll turn it into a pancake. I’ll pay them if I have
to.”

“Oh, Pop won’t like that,” Maggie warned. “He won’t
like that at all.” Scott’s life would never be the same.
Heck, her life would never be the same.

“Damn, Grammy,” Scott said in awe. “You’re one
tough broad—and I mean that in the nicest way.”

Grammy tipped her chin in acknowledgment. “Be
sure you tell him what I said. Every word.”

“Hallelujah! Yes, ma’am.” Scott jumped to his feet,
rubbing his hands together in anticipation.

Now that Scott’s attention was focused elsewhere,
Maggie was more than a little surprised to feel pangs
of—what?—jealousy? That was just stupid, really, be-
cause Pop was dead and she was here.

But as Scott ran out the door without a backward
glance, Maggie wished he were running toward her.
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“Good Lord,” Ike said as he and Maggie picked their
way back to the big sliding door that afternoon.

The rail-thin, white-haired auctioneer wasn’t com-
menting on the three bikers who’d arrived a few min-
utes ago, wearing dark visored helmets, black leather
jackets and chaps, and heavy boots. Grammy’d charged
out onto the back porch, shotgun in hand, but backed
off when Scott hugged one and shook hands with the
other two. They’d retreated to the barn, discussing how
to cover the most ground in the least amount of time in
their quest to find one Lemon Twist auto body. It wasn’t
as if it could be hidden in a box. Then again, it couldn’t
be anywhere but on the bottom of a pile, either.

Instead, Ike’s comment referred to the dusty, mildewy,
two-hour perusal of both barns.

“You certainly have a lot of collectibles. I've been in
the business four decades, and I've never seen such an
extensive collection.”

“It’s me, Ike,” Maggie replied in a dry tone. “We had
tuna sandwiches in the kitchen, remember?”’

He puffed on an inhaler, his only defense against years
of dust and mildew. “Okay, what I can see is eighty per-
cent junk.”
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“I think you’re being generous.”

“It’s hard to tell when so much is boxed up. You still
don’t collect anything?”

“Nope. Still doesn’t make any sense to me.”

Ike plucked the small Titanic nameplate off a box.
“This could be off one of the lifeboats.”

“Or not.”

“If it is, it could bring about ten grand.”

Ike handed it to Maggie, who looked at it with an
odd mixture of hope and reality. So, something in here
might be worth more than a few hundred bucks. “That’d
be good news. Maybe after expenses, Ruby’ll get that
new car she needs.”

“Any idea what Grammy paid for it?” Ike laid the
nameplate on a box.

“Nothing.” Maggie debated the wisdom of this, but
she finally explained Pop’s penchant for collecting. And
delivering. “Don’t look at me like that. It’s all true.”

“Why didn’t you tell me years ago?”

“Please, I was sixteen and trying to appear profes-
sional. I didn’t think ‘I want to sell everything my dead
father is collecting’ met the criteria.” When Ike didn’t
reply, Maggie got a little worried and said, “What? Is
something wrong?”

Ike led the way back toward his van. “I hate to tell you
this, Maggie, but I don’t have the staff to handle this
size account right away.”

“It’s the ghost thing, isn’t it? I knew I shouldn’t have—"
Maggie didn’t bother to finish; Ike was laughing.

“Oh, Maggie, I've dealt with ghosts before. No, it’s
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not that. This is a big job. A big job. I hope you’re not
in a hurry.”

“Actually, I am.”

“Well, I"d rather not do this, but I can recommend
another house.”

“I don’t want someone else. But I have it on pretty good
authority that there’s a classic car in there somewhere,
and I need to start moving stuff so I can get to it.”

“Your good authority is your father?”

Maggie nodded.

“That’s why Scotty Templeton’s here?”

“Yep.” Maggie cocked her head and looked at her old
mentor in a new light. “I didn’t know you were a racing
fan.”

“You were so mad at your father years ago, I was
afraid to mention it.”

She toed a clump of spring grass. “Sorry.”

Ike smiled indulgently. “We were all teenagers once.
How about I check the schedule and get back to you?”

Scott and the bikers could be heard calling to one an-
other in the barn.

“In the meantime, seems as if you have lots of help,
so how about I lend you a warehouse and see what I can
do about scheduling?”’

Scott stepped back to examine a medium-sized box,
wishing he could check every side of it, but in this jam-
packed barn, that was the exception, not the norm. Years
of dust clung to it, but under that, he could see it origi-
nally had contained a toaster oven. Odds were, it didn’t
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now. He kicked it—with his boot, not his open-toed
cast—and jumped back.

Daryl, an old high school buddy, backhanded Jeremy
on the shoulder and said, “What the hell’s the matter
with your brother? I've been stacking boxes nice and
neat, and what’s he doing? Kicking things.”

“Something rattled,” Scott said in his own defense.

He had to admit, though, for a guy carrying an extra
thirty pounds and wearing a stupid red bandana tied
around the top of his head, Daryl had accomplished a
lot already. He had a knack for knowing where to start
and what to move. And then what to put on top of that.
He didn’t just move a pile, he selected boxes from here
and there and built a wall solid enough to lean on. An
engineer at heart; who knew?

“You mean rattled, as in broken china?” Daryl asked.

“I mean as in a rattlesnake.”

“Man, how many rattlesnakes you ever heard?”

“Hey, there was one once in the infield.”

“Viperidae victimae.” Bruce strode around the edge
of Daryl’s wall like a longshoreman with a large box
on each shoulder. At least he wore gloves, but any fool
carting boxes that close to his neck ought to be in some-
thing more spiderproof than a Harley-Davidson T-shirt.

Daryl snorted. “Reptilus flatus.”

Latin scholars they weren’t, but back in high school,
they’d been hot for a couple of Catholic girls. They
hadn’t gotten the girls, and the Latin suffered, but maybe
it helped them both through law school.

“It was alive,” Scott snarled.
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“Yeah,” Bruce agreed. “Before it was run over.”

“Hey, it rattled. You know, if something crawls out
of one of those boxes and bites you on the neck, you're
driving yourself to the emergency room.”

“If something bites me on the neck, you’re out one
donkey. In fact, I'm having serious doubts there’s a
’Cuda in here at all.”

“You mean he lied to us?” Daryl asked.

“My information is that’s it’s here,” Scott said.

“Your information comes from a dead guy.”

Bruce stopped working and stared at Scott. If this
wasn’t Speed Cooper’s barn and at least likely to have a
’Cuda in it, he wouldn’t have stayed to begin with. Now
it was beginning to look as if he might desert and take
Daryl with him.

“Maybe we need to negotiate a trade,” Bruce pro-
posed, which wasn’t as bad as Scott had feared. You
never knew what a lawyer could come up with.

“Beer,” Daryl suggested.

“Women,” Jeremy said.

“Even better, my time for yours,” Bruce said.

“Our time,” Daryl corrected.

“Yeah, our time.”

“Looks like you got a rebellion on your hands, big
brother.” Jeremy looked more amused than sympathetic.

Scott needed these guys and about twenty more gear-
heads. Or a ride off the property. They’d probably hold
him up for one of his cars. Resigned, he said, “What do
you have in mind?”

“What d’ya think, Daryl?”
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“Quid pro quo, man.”

“Yeah, just what I was thinking. Scott, ol’ buddy, we
have a proposition for you. How about, in exchange for
us working here with you, you spend an evening with
us at Gateway?”

Gateway International was the racetrack across the
river. It had everything Scott missed. The noise. The
smells. The action. Team owners.

Scott narrowed his eyes, sensing a trap. ““You can take
that much time off?”

“We own the firm.”

“We have flunkies,” Daryl added with a big grin.

“So what’s the catch?”

“No catch. We run an outreach program to get illegal
street racers off the streets and onto the track. Trouble is,
we’re not reaching enough of them. Having the famous
Scotty Templeton on board could be a good draw.”

“It’s a long way from street racing to endurance rac-
ing,” Scott said realistically.

“Can’t hurt.”

Maybe he could slip away without the ghost noticing.
“You going tonight?”

Bruce grinned. “Tomorrow soon enough for you?”

“All right. Let’s get back to work then, shall we?”
Scott rubbed his hands together briskly, anticipating his
return to the track, not sure who’d made the better deal.

He returned to the work at hand, his mind neither on
what he was doing nor marveling that his friends had
matured into responsible citizens, but on how soon he
could sway a team owner to give him another chance.
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He’d completely forgotten why he was kicking boxes
until the rattle startled him to full attention.

“There, did you hear that?” He searched over his
shoulder for corroborating witnesses. Instead he got
Jeremy with a bemused expression on his face. “You
heard it, right? It’s a snake.”

“Christ. Move over.” Jeremy shouldered his way past
him and nudged each of the boxes until he found the
one that rattled. He dragged it to an open spot and tore
it open.

“Careful,” Scott warned.

The fool kid stuck his hand in without looking first.
He snatched it back out fast enough, though.

“Uh-huh, see what I’'m saying,” Scott said, feeling
somewhat vindicated. Even Bruce and Daryl were curi-
ous and stepped closer to watch. “You guys don’t know
the things I've seen prowling around here. Big things.
Hairy things. Critters with claws and teeth.”

Jeremy plunged his hand back into the box, snatching
it out several times, timing his moves, jumping around,
circling the carton for the best vantage point, hoping to
present himself as a difficult target. If he kept at it, Scott
was going to have to step in just to save the idiot.

“Maybe you’d better leave it,” Scott warned.

“Wait, wait, I almost got it.”

“What the hell is it?”

“Arachnid fierceus,” Bruce said, which made Daryl
snicker and come back with “Homo sapiens wussus.”

Scott said, “Close it back up. We’ll take it out to the
woods and open it there.”
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Jeremy paused, hand arched in mid-air before making
his final grab for the snake.

Scott muttered, “Oh, damn,” hooked his cast around
his brother’s leg, and took him down for his own good.

“No, wait, I almost got it”” On hands and knees,
Jeremy lunged across Scott’s legs for the box.

Scott tackled him and crawled over him to get there
first. He began to rethink the wisdom of cutting off his
arm cast when a sharp pain stabbed through his wrist,
slowing him down just enough that his kid brother got
the upper hand—now there was a first—and grabbed
the box. He stuck his hand in again.

“Gotit! Careful, careful, everyone back.” Withdrawing
his fist, Jeremy twisted and lunged at Scott, who was
still hanging on to him. “Gotcha!”

Jeremy held his prey aloft and guffawed like a man
who’d had too many beers already today, then shook
it—in reality, a small bubble gum machine—so hard that
the balls rattled against the glass jar with sharp cracks.

It was a stupid toy; the kind you’d buy for a kid at a
heritage theme park because it was a handmade pine
base with a Mason jar and it demonstrated how people
amused themselves before MTV. Scott glared at his kid
brother, snatched the toy away from him, smashed the
jar on his cast, and proceeded to feed him dried-up gum
balls. It wasn’t easy; he got as much dirt in Jeremy’s
mouth as anything else. They rolled around on the floor,
tumbling over and over, six-year-olds at heart.

“You fight like a girl,” Scott said, laughing. Not a very
original insult, but it was the only kind he’d hurl at his



LOVE IN THE FAST [ANE 759

brother since their grandmother had whipped them both
for calling each other pussy and dickhead.

Jeremy was doing a pretty good job of reciprocat-
ing with the gum balls, nearly shoving one into Scott’s
mouth while he was jeering. They got all tangled up,
arms and legs wrapped around each other, dirtier than
they were clean. Nothing slowed them down until they
tumbled against a pair of trim black boots.

“You boys having fun with the antiques?”

Scott craned his neck to get a view of Maggie, hands
on hips, staring down at them. In his favor, he had his
little brother pinned. “Well, [—"

“He’s trying to kill me,” Jeremy growled. Taking
advantage of the distraction, he threw Scott over and
regained the top.

“You no good little—" While Scott was getting tired
and his arm wasn’t holding up too well, he did manage
to save face in front of Maggie by toppling his broth-
er over once more, setting him firmly on the bottom.
He held him there with his forearm on his neck. “Had
enough?”

Jeremy croaked, “No,” and was struggling to one-up
him once again—yeah, like that would happen—when
Maggie landed firmly in the middle of Scott’s back and
said, “Enough!”

More air whooshed out of Jeremy than him, so that
shut Jeremy up and held him still long enough for Scott
to enjoy Maggie straddling him from behind. Now if he
could only figure out how to flip over without dislodg-
ing her.
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Jeremy kept struggling to upset the balance of power.
Maggie’s palms landed on Scott’s shoulder blades. Her
added weight gave his sore arm a break and kept Jeremy
pinned.

“You’re not getting up until you both promise to quit
breaking things.”

“Help me out here,” Scott whispered in Jeremy’s ear,
hoping for a little mercy. “To the left on three.”

“Wait—"

“My left. Three.”

It wasn’t smooth and pretty, but Maggie did end up
beneath Scott, and he did manage to get prone on top
of her.

“Ow,” Maggie breathed, pushing against Scott’s
chest.

Sensitive to the fact that no woman would want a man
between her legs with his buddies looking on, Scott
maneuvered to the side, though he kept his casted leg
thrown over one of hers. No sense giving up everything.
To her credit, Maggie neither wrapped her free leg
around him in ecstasy nor rudely dug the heel of her
boot into the back of his thigh to hamstring him.

Instead she rubbed the side of her head. “What did I
hit?”

Scott tossed the pine base aside, leaned on his elbows,
and murmured, “Better let me check.”

He stripped off his glove and edged a bare hand be-
neath her softer one, cupping her head as Jeremy and
the guys got bored and wandered off. Maggie’s hair was
as silky as it looked, so fine and straight that golden
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strands slid beneath his palm and wisped through his
fingers. She didn’t close her eyes, sigh with pleasure, or
do any of the things that, in his experience, indicated he
was making headway.

“Is this working?”” he whispered, easing his body high-
er up hers. Enjoying every inch of her along the way.

Maggie held Scott’s gaze quizzically and slowly
shook her head. He hoped like hell that was an invita-
tion for stronger medicine.

“Maybe this then.”

He might race cars hell-bent for the checkered flag,
but Scott had learned long ago that women didn’t appre-
ciate speed the same way men did. To them, anticipa-
tion was an aphrodisiac. He took his time. He admired
the golden specks in her green eyes as he leaned in ever
so slowly and finally pressed his lips near her temple.
Gently, but not tentatively.

“You're off target, Templeton.”

He grinned involuntarily, a sure sign that he was start-
ing to like sassy. “Patience. I'll find it.”

He soothed her with butterfly kisses in that oh-so-
sensitive spot right next to the eye. He trailed them down
her cheek, his lips caressing skin that not only looked as
smooth and flawless as a supermodel’s, it was. This was
no cover girl beneath him, though. No skin and bones
here. Maggie was as delectable to pin as she had been to
watch. She’d be a real handful, when he got that far.

Down, boy. Anticipation.

Thinking about what his hands would be full of was
not conducive to slow, so Scott corralled his thoughts



762 Jenna /ffe/t’myit

and nibbled the corner of her lips. He followed with his
best kiss, noninsistent yet hungry, guaranteed to melt
the toughest woman into puddles of longing. Right on
schedule, Maggie’s eyes fluttered closed. Right on tar-
get, Scott moved in, wrapping himself around her, pull-
ing her close, enveloping her, cuddling her. Finally her
lips moved softly, tentatively beneath his.

Yes!

He sensed a need in her, a deep, indefinable yearning.
Not a simple want. Not a desire. Those he could fix; just
give him thirty minutes. No, this was something more
basic, almost as necessary as breathing, but he couldn’t
put his finger on it.

And he wanted to.

Christ, he’d never tried to make love to a woman and
think at the same time. He wasn’t sure it was even pos-
sible.

Maggie’s lips moved beneath his. Her kiss grew stron-
ger, more insistent, hotter—

And then she sputtered. Or spit—he wasn’t sure.

“Geez, what is that?” she complained.

Scott was about to defend his technique when he no-
ticed the streak of grime running from her temple to
her mouth. A band of brown and pink. Gritty looking. It
couldn’t have come from anywhere but him.

Hell.

Licking her lips, Maggie sputtered again. She stared
at his face. “What’ve you been doing, eating the barn
floor?”

He swiped at his own cheek and came back with a
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smear of brown dirt and crumbled up colored gum balls;
definitely gritty. Trying to salvage the closeness he’d
built between them, he licked the tip of one finger and
made little tasting sounds.

“Cherry?”

Maggie laughed at his noises and pushed against his
chest. “Eat all you want. We used to keep pigs in here.”

Hoping to rescue the mood, Scott rolled off and wiped
his face with both sleeves. “How’s that?”

“As long as you don’t intend to get your face any-
where near mine, it’s fine.”

Scott sighed. He needed water, and spitting on his
sleeve to wash his face just wasn’t going to cut it.
Besides, the ghost was closing in, his face set in stone.

“Might as well come meet the guys then.”

“Oh, not just yet.”” Maggie sat up and held out her
cell phone. “I forgot to call Kevin back last night and,
well, you’re supposed to be helping me, so I thought
you should listen to his message first.”
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At one minute to five on Thursday, Maggie’s cell phone
broke the calm in the barn with a lively chirp. She went
from a sane woman with an armful of collectibles to a
novice juggler who suddenly had too many items in the
air. Breakable items. Possibly valuable items.

She crouched. She grabbed. She shuffled. Everything
was saved, her thigh throbbed where it was bruised, and
still she managed to check caller ID.

Area code: Chicago.

She’d been on pins and needles waiting to hear back
from Personnel before her week off was completely
used up. Her reputation was impeccable, her clients
couldn’t be happier, and she had a killer résumé, but as
careers went, canceling that interview at the last minute
was suicidal.

She landed on her butt on the dirt floor and still pulled
off a professional, competent “Maggie Cooper.” No
wonder they paid her so much.

She felt nothing but relief and anticipation as Sharon
in Personnel identified herself. She wouldn’t be calling
if it wasn’t good news.

“We spoke earlier,” Sharon said. “The interview team
is reassembling in four weeks.”
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Not exactly on fire to meet her, Maggie noted, vacil-
lating between irritation and relief as she committed the
pertinent details to memory. Four weeks from yester-
day. Seven A.M. She glanced at her wrist out of habit; no
watch to orient her as to the current date. Where’d she
leave it this time?

“You should know, we don’t often reschedule.”
Sharon was about as warm as a Midwest hailstorm.
“This is ample notice. Mr. Frye strongly suggests you
not miss this again.”

“I’ll be there.”

Wild horses wouldn’t keep her away. She’d drive up
a day early. Wait, she’d already tried that. She’d drive
up two days early. Kevin wouldn’t mind. Scott had been
half right about apologizing; she’d tried it and Kevin
had forgiven her, but he hadn’t apologized back.

“Your interview?” Scott asked.

“Four weeks.” That’d put her at Kevin’s overnight.
Why did that feel less than perfect?

She could go into the office tomorrow to offset an
extra day, but then she looked at Scott and she didn’t
want to go back early. Geez, how fickle was that?
She and Kevin were a couple. They had a history, for
God’s sake. Before he’d been hired away and moved to
Chicago two months ago, she’d had a key to his condo.
Grammy’d quit expecting her to call when she spent the
night out. China patterns had taken on new importance.

“Sorry my being here’s messed things up for you, in-
terview wise. I was thinking, maybe if I autographed
some copies of my book for you to take to the commit-
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tee, it’d help smooth things over? I can write a personal
apology in each one.”

“I don’t know if they even like racing.”

“Doesn’t matter. A signed copy of a book impresses
the hell out of people. If they’re not into racing, they’ll
put it on their desk and use it to impress clients who are.
I can get some passes to Indy, too . . . autographed pho-
tos for their walls . . . whatever you think’ll win them
back over to your side, just name it.”

Maggie would have teased him about having a big
ego, except he wasn’t exaggerating. People used to push
and shove just to get near Pop. They’d been downright
rude if they thought they could get their picture snapped
standing next to him. Oh, and what they wouldn’t do to
get one with their arm around his shoulders!

So instead of some snappy comeback, she said,
“Thanks. I'm sure they’d like that.” After all, putting
“I’m sorry” into writing—in a book that was likely to
be passed around for lots of people to witness, or on
a photo that would grace an office wall for years to
come—wasn’t something lightly given.

Scott took a swig out of a water bottle and wiped his
mouth with the back of his hand. He noticed her staring
at him. No points there; it was pretty obvious. He held
out the bottle. “Want some?”

Maggie started to say no, but after yesterday’s fiasco,
drinking from the same bottle might mend any hard
feelings; a picture-is-a-thousand-words way of saying,
Okay, so you don’t disgust me. So she did.

“Sorry about spitting at you yesterday.”
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Scott grinned, flashing his dimple. “My fault entirely.”

“It was nothing personal.”

He stepped closer. “Can’t say the same for my ac-
tions.”

Whew, was it hot in here or what?

“I’ve been thinking about going over to Gateway to-
night,” Scott said. “What say we make it a celebration?
In honor of getting your interview.”

Maggie laughed, thinking only a gearhead would
equate going to a track with celebrating. “Sorry, I'm
fresh out of mosquito repellent.”

Scott looked a little puzzled and scratched the back
of his neck. “Is that some new polite way of saying
you’d rather spend the evening with your girlfriends?
Or washing your hair? Because if it is, okay, I get it,
especially if it’s friends. But if it’s not, here’s the deal.”

She wasn’t at all swayed by Scott’s ensuing expla-
nation of Bruce and Daryl’s outreach program to get
illegal street racers into legal drag racing.

“Praise it all you want,” she said. “But I remember the
days when we called that place The Swamp.”

Scott leaned close; Maggie almost missed what he
said, and not just because he was whispering, either. “So
if you’re free, I thought we could discuss you-know-
what on the drive over.”

They couldn’t very well sit in the barn and plan how
to oust Pop; he could be sitting on their shoulders and
they wouldn’t know. Sometimes she smelled his pipe
tobacco, sometimes she didn’t. They couldn’t discuss it
in the house, either; if Grammy knew they weren’t pa-
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tiently waiting for Pop to answer her questions, there’d
be hell to pay.

But the racetrack?

“I don’t know.” While she didn’t care to ever see a
track again, she was pretty sure she wanted to spend
more time with Scott. “I thought you couldn’t leave,”
she said, buying more time to think it over.

“My truck won’t run. We’ll take your car.”

“And, um, you know . . .”

“He’s keeping a close eye on Jeremy and Ruby at the
moment.” Scott’s low chuckle told Maggie that any-
thing that made Pop unhappy made Scott happy. “So
now would be a good time.”

“But I’ve been working out here all day. I'm filthy.”

“Yeah, a racetrack is such a clean place.”

Maggie sighed. Did she really want to tag along and
talk ghostbusting just to get ignored once they got there?
Once Scott got near high-powered engines and burn-
ing rubber, well, she knew men and cars. She’d been
weaned on men and cars.

Scott treated Maggie to dinner at a nearby Steak n
Shake, then they hit the highway headed east—hit being
the operative word.

“Anybody ever tell you you drive like a crazy
woman?”

Maggie’d found the ghost book that morning, and
Scott thumbed through it now with slow deliberation, as
if he rode with low-flying pilots every day. He had all he
could do not to grip the dashboard and scream.
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Amused, Maggie turned her head and looked at him.

“Eyes on the road! Eyes on the road!”

“Geez, do all race car drivers have these control is-
sues?”

“I don’t know—how many have ridden with you?”

“Two so far, and I have to tell you, Pop was a lot better
passenger.”

“You probably paid more attention to the speed limit
with him on board.” The hell with it; he gripped the
dash. If he wasn’t careful, he’d start roaring at her the
way the team owner did at him. Thank God she was at
least a good driver. “Wait a minute, didn’t your dad die
before you turned sixteen?”

Maggie winked. “No cops on racetracks.”

She was cute when she smiled. Too cute; Scott almost
forgot his life was in danger. Almost forgot the two
double steakburgers and chocolate malt cartwheeling in
his stomach.

“You ever wonder what it’d be like to open her up all
the way?” he asked.

“Sure, but there’s nowhere here to do that.”

“Yeah, this isn’t a racetrack,” he said pointedly.

“You’re very tense, aren’t you?”

“I’m about to die.”

“Oh, you are not. Calm down and quit leaving dents
in my dash.”

He forced himself to release it.

“Seat gap,” Maggie said next.

Scott eased himself back in the seat.

“There, isn’t that better?”
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“No.”

“Maybe if we talk.”

“Nol—pay attention to the road.”

“I can do both.” Her phone ka-chinged. “Hello?”

“Bullshit,” Scott said. He yanked the headset out of
Maggie’s ear and barked, “She’ll call you back,” into
it before he tossed it into the glove box. She glanced at
caller ID to see who it was, and he grabbed her phone
and threw it in, too.

“That was my mom.”

“Then she’ll understand.”

“Well. Okay.”

What more could she do? Fight him for it while she
was driving? Obviously she had more sense than that.
At least when he crashed on a track, he was in a well-
built car, strapped into a custom-fitted seat, and covered
head to toe in fire-retardant underwear. With an ambu-
lance on hand.

“So,” she said. “What’d you find in the book that we
can try?”

He stared at the book, reorienting himself to the pos-
sibility of life after riding with Maggie, then opened it
to a random page.

“‘Ask the ghost to leave,” he read. “Yeah, right. Been
there, done that. Moving on. Oh, here’s something.
‘One tried and true method of getting rid of a ghost that
you don’t want in your home is to toss rice all over the
kitchen floor before you go to bed at night.”

Maggie snorted. “You don’t want to mess with
Grammy over her floor.”
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“Wait a minute, let me finish. ‘Your bothersome ghost
will pause to count the grains of rice.””

“Why?”

“Hush. ‘Ghosts aren’t very good at counting, so
yours will repeatedly lose track and have to start over
again.’”

Maggie started laughing, but Scott kept reading.

“‘Simply sweep up the grains of rice in the morning,
and repeat the next night until your ghost gives up and
leaves.” How will this work? Coop doesn’t even come
in the house.”

“How will it work period?”

Maggie was right; throwing rice on the floor to con-
fuse Coop was downright stupid. Now gears, maybe.. . .

But why the hell would a ghost stop to count some-
thing? He turned the page at the same time the wind-
shield-mounted radar detector beeped and flashed a text
message. Maggie slowed down; Scott took a welcome
breath.

“Okay, let’s try another,” he said, more relaxed now
that they were going the speed limit. “‘One surefire way
to repel a ghost is to paint the door to your house red.
Where’d you get this book? The whole damn barn is red
brick.”

“Maybe the author never ran into a color-blind ghost.
Next.”

“I’'m skipping ahead. Let’s see what other ‘tried and
true’ and ‘surefire’ ways there are. ‘Reacting to a ghost
provides it with energy and makes it more powerful. A
vital step in ridding your home of a ghost is to decrease
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its energy. Do not recognize its presence. Do not react
to any noises or appearances that it makes. Do not talk
to it or even about it.” Yeah, this is good. Coop hates it
when I ignore him.”

“There must be something more proactive that we can
do.”

Scott turned another page. “Graveyards—oh, this
oughta be good.” He read to himself at first because he
was tired of reading dumb stuff aloud. “Listen,” he said
after a few sentences. “I think I found one. This sounds
doable.”

“’Bout time.” Maggie checked the radar detector dis-
play and her mirrors, then said, “Here we go.”

Out of habit, Scott also checked the display. “Hey,
I thought you said your radar detector was a piece of
crap.”

“That’s my new one. You like it?”

“It’s just like—" Three hundred fifty dollars was not a
piece of crap. “It’s mine.”

“You owed me, remember?”

“So you stole it?”

Scott wasn’t sure which was more distracting,
Maggie’s devilish smile or the way she hammered the
gas and said, “Hang on.”

The Swamp had grown into a full-fledged international
raceway when Maggie wasn’t looking.

Pop never drag raced, but he’d known a lot of guys
who did, and since he had a knack with engines and
transmissions, many of them let him experiment on
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theirs. Long before she reached ten, Maggie figured out
that “going to the track with Pop” didn’t really include
Pop, whether it was the quarter mile or the oval. Didn’t
mean she didn’t hope things would change, though. He
was there; she was there; he might actually trip over her
in the pit and notice her someday.

Never happened.

Back then, Gateway was a simple drag strip with a
nightclub on the far side. While it had grown up and
joined the rest of the racing world, it was still near the
river, still pocketed in mosquito-breeding wetlands.

Maggie doused herself with repellent and offered the
bottle to Scott.

“It’s April,” he said, as if it was too early in the year
for the little monsters.

“Uh-huh.”

“You live with coyotes, raccoons, God knows what
else—hey, by the way, you owe me a pack of smokes—
and you’re worried about a few tiny insects?”

“Tiny?” she scoffed. “These are /llinois mosquitoes.
If you’re not going to use it, hand it over. Any bites I get
swell up like marbles.”

Scott dabbed a few drops on his neck and arms. If
Maggie were a bloodsucking insect, she’d land on him
anyway.

“Mosquitoes don’t like smoke,” he said. “Maybe you
should stand downwind of the burnout.”

“Oh, goody. A picnic for my lungs.”

Drivers routinely wet their tires before a race, then
spun them on the track, building heat, making them
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sticky. While it meant better traction, it put out great
mounds of vile smoke. Years of that produced a linger-
ing, burning rubber stink that tickled Maggie’s nose and
dredged up old memories. She pushed them aside.

“I forgot my pen,” Scott said, looking around the
nearly empty lot.

She thought she must have heard wrong. “You have a
special pen?”

“Hey, I won it. People like getting autographs with a
championship pen.”

“Championship pen? What’d you win—a Soap Box
Derby when you were eleven?”

“Ten, but that’s beside the point.” Scott’s gaze was
playful and as soft as a caress, warming Maggie in
spite of the chilly breeze. “What can I say? I hang on
to things.”

“You don’t have two barns back home full of crap,
do you?” If he did, she’d break her no-speaking-to-Pop
rule and beg him to send Scott packing.

“No.”

Talk about déja vu—a second after they were spot-
ted, Maggie was elbowed aside by two dozen teens in
jeans and tees in their quest to surround Scott. They
were mostly of driving age, vying to meet him, shake
his hand, get his autograph, anything. It was pure redun-
dancy when Bruce spoke over the commotion to make a
formal introduction.

“Here he is, just like I promised. Scotty Templeton,
winner of three championships and last year’s Rolex
24>
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A husky, buzz-cut teen in grease-stained khakis
grabbed Scott’s wrist and held it aloft so everyone could
admire the championship watch.

“Bet you wouldn’t sell it,” someone said.

“I’m aiming to collect them,” Scott answered with a
competitive wink.

Maggie groaned to herself. On the plus side, he’d
spent several days in the barn and hadn’t mentioned
ever collecting one thing in there, so maybe it was only
really expensive trophy watches he wanted.

Bruce clowned a dejected look as he, too, was elbowed
aside. “Did I mention we went to high school together?”
It earned him a couple of grins.

Maggie knew how it felt to get overlooked. She started
to empathize, but amazingly, Bruce just let it roll off.

“Okay, here’s what I thought we’d do,” Daryl an-
nounced. “Since some of you are going to race for the
first time tomorrow evening, we’ll cover the start again,
get you comfortable with the Christmas tree, get ques-
tions out of the way, and then Scotty can take over. You
can ask him anything you want about any aspect of rac-
ing. Sound good?”

Just as she’d thought, Maggie would be left to amuse
herself. She got a few curious glances from the girls,
but other than that, she was just someone who’d come
along for the ride, someone who had a dozen years on
them, plus a diploma, a degree, and a profession. In
other words, a totally grown-up and boring adult. Might
as well go back to the car and return her mom’s call.

“Hey, before we start,” Scott said to the teens, “I know
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some of you are here just to watch your friends, but if
you're at all interested in this sport, the lady with me
is Maggie Cooper.” He extended his arm toward her; a
dozen curious stares followed. “She grew up in racing.
Her father was Speed Cooper.”

Maggie’s gaze searched out Scott’s, wondering if he
was as impressed by knowing Pop as he sounded. From
the slow, seductive glow in his eye when their gazes
met, she’d say not. In fact, he looked as if Pop and this
crowd were the furthest things from his mind right now
and she was the most important person there.

It was unsettling. Sweet, though. Too bad for him,
dropping Pop’s name didn’t get much reaction, let alone
enthusiasm.

“He had more championships than I do,” he added.

Okay, there was some interest, from guys and girls
alike, though it was the latter who stared at her the lon-
gest. It’d be rude to go back to the car now, so Maggie re-
signed herself to hanging around a track one more time.

The dozen nonracers who’d come along to watch scat-
tered in small groups over three of the bleacher seats by
the start line, while the racers slated to run in the next
day’s event delved into the preliminaries: the ins and
outs of tech inspection and obtaining armbands.

“Good grief, we’ll be here all night.” The young woman
beside Maggie pulled her dark hair into a ponytail, then
reached into the cooler on wheels at her feet. “I’'m Alyce.
Want a Dr. Pepper? I have plenty.” For a teenager, she
assessed Maggie with a very old-soul gaze.

“Yeah, thanks.”
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From there, Alyce handled general introductions,
but Maggie still felt like the outsider she was because
no one else had much to say—not to her, anyway. The
teens huddled in small groups and chatted among them-
selves, though they did make sure the bags of chips and
pretzels made the rounds.

The first mosquitoes weren’t shy. Within minutes, ev-
eryone was tipping sodas with one hand and swatting
with the other, Maggie included, and all she could think
was Boy, Scott’s going to be sorry he didn’t apply more
repellent when he had the chance.

Salvatore, huddled with another boy two rows below
Maggie, turned around and asked, “Is it true? Scotty
collects cars? How many’s he got?”

Great, someone trying to draw her in, and she hadn’t
a clue.

“We just met a few days ago,” she said with an apolo-
getic shrug. She didn’t want to make the kid feel she
was brushing off his interest. “Cars, huh?”

Scott a collector—well, that figured. What gearhead
didn’t see value in every spare part he got his hands on?

“Fifty, I bet,” Salvatore said.

Clay shoved Salvatore’s shoulder, the way guys do
when they get their facts wrong. “Thirty. I read it in
People.”

They stared up at Maggie again, as if she’d settle the
argument.

“I"1l ask.”

Thirty? That was a fanatic, not a collector. Was she
nuts to feel some interest in him?
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Must be; she felt herself take an emotional step back
before she could even decide whether she wanted to.

When the racers moved onto practice starts, the smell
of fresh, burning rubber from a screaming burnout
catapulted Maggie back to childhood. She wrinkled her
nose.

“Look, my earplugs match my shirt,” Amber bubbled
with way too much cheerleader potential. She had the
figure and the bouncy ponytail; all she needed were the
pom-poms. She’d tagged along with her boyfriend to-
night because that’s what fifteen-year-old girls do when
they date gearheads with licenses.

Amber’s unrestrained enthusiasm vibrated through
the whole seat, right over to Maggie, who lost track of
the proceedings in front of her.

Thirty cars. At how much a vehicle? Buying a car
didn’t mean you got a whole one. Sometimes Pop just
got a body, or a tranny, frame, engine, whatever. Some
were to collect; some were for parts.

Maggie knew what she wanted in life. More impor-
tant, she knew what she didn’t want. Scott wasn’t just
another race car driver or a gearhead, both of which
were bad enough.

No, he had to be a collector, too.

It was fortunate she’d come with him tonight. Her
path was clear.
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There was only one way to get through the rest of the
evening before Maggie drove Scott home and dumped
him at his truck. Only one way to put him out of her
mind, because sure as shooting, he kept creeping back
in. Maggie turned her attention to the teens around her.

The boys were discussing the benefits of part-time
jobs so they could afford to take dates to their proms;
tickets, tuxes, and limos were just a small part of the
expense. The girls took that as a challenge and loudly
discussed the price of dresses, shoes, jewelry, and get-
ting their hair done. Maggie bit her tongue about being
able to support a third world country on the total, which
she prayed was grossly overinflated.

Sunset came and went. The breeze kicked up and
clouds hid the stars. They’d be lucky if it didn’t storm
before they left. On the plus side, the mosquitoes took
a hike.

Maggie hunkered down for the duration, learning
things about Scott as she watched the class. Things she
was better off not knowing. She watched the kids bom-
bard Scott with questions. They wanted to know all about
endurance racing, how it affected the drivers as well as
the cars, how many tires were allotted per race, what it
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was like to be on a team, and so on. He answered pa-
tiently; they listened attentively. It was clear they looked
up to him. His friends respected him. You couldn’t say
much better about a man in such a short time.

Near the two-hour mark, Maggie grew restless and
sore from sitting so long. Alyce passed around a huge
pan of brownies.

“Anybody else?” Alyce asked after the pan had gone
around once.

Maggie couldn’t remember which name went with
which girl, but the size two brunette in the hot-pink
spandex top licked chocolate off her fingers and said,
“Ooh, Matt’s coming, gimme one for him. I swear,” she
said, laughing and shaking her head, “he is so tuned in
to desserts.”

A collective groan passed through the group.

“What she means,” Alyce explained quietly to Maggie,
“is that he’s tuned in to her having dessert. Hey, isn’t
that Scotty in the car with Tim?”

At the starting line, Scott was, indeed, sliding into
shotgun position in the near car. Maggie thought the
poor guy had to be in serious racing withdrawal to
climb into a vehicle with an inexperienced, lead-footed
teenager.

The Christmas tree started its red-to-green blink se-
quence downward. Both cars rumbled loudly. When the
final light glowed green, they surged forward, more or
less together, the drivers displaying less than stellar re-
action times but lots of eagerness.
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Burning rubber, screeching tires, roaring engines—
nothing had changed. There was the old familiar shud-
der, a deep rumble really, that centered in Maggie’s
chest, vibrated harder and harder against her ribs, then
passed over her as the cars roared by on the other side
of the fence. Not just a little vibration, either, like the
planchette. This was a deep, thumping bass, so strong,
so powerful, it was hard to imagine why it didn’t shake
human hearts out of rhythm.

Maggie’d never felt such a sensation anywhere but at
aracetrack. And, darn, it felt just a little bit . . . good.

That just wasn’t right. What was the matter with her?
She’d hated trailing after Pop when she was a kid. She’d
hated the long days and nights away from home. She
wanted to ride her bike over to Kelly’s or Stacie’s house
and play. She wanted to hang out at the public pool and
get a killer tan. She wanted to go to camp and make key
chains and beaded necklaces and hemp bracelets. But if
they stayed home, there was no money for the thousand
simple things all kids want to do. Pop had won champi-
onships, all right, but there were “investments” to pay
off, and “deals” that couldn’t be passed by.

A sudden swerve on the strip jerked Maggie’s atten-
tion back to the two cars in front of her. Someone may
have yelled—it was impossible to tell over the roar of
the engines—but there was no mistaking Alyce’s tense
grip on Maggie’s shoulder as the red car on the far side
swerved toward Tim and nearly collided with his silver
Celica. With Scott in it.
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At these speeds, not a good idea. Tim overcorrected,
nearly took out the fence, overcorrected again, and fi-
nally straightened it out.

Maggie let out her breath, surprised to have stopped
breathing. As often as she’d seen similar drama over the
years, it should’ve been as common as blinking. Must
be because there was no crowd, no officials; more like
street racing, but without interference by and dangers of
normal traffic.

It couldn’t have anything to do with Scott being in
the car.

Well, sure, but just because she knew him, right? Not
because she felt anything for him. Not because he’d
tackled her and rolled on the floor with her and kissed
her. And, oh God, what’d she done? She’d spit. How
mature. But she’d apologized.

More important, so had he. Unlike Kermit.

Maggie reined in those thoughts as Alyce laughed and
said, “I bet Tim was so nervous having Scotty in the car
with him.”

Maggie grinned, remembering Scott’s white-knuckled
ride with her, but she probably shouldn’t share that.

In the excitement, Maggie hadn’t been aware of Hot
Pink getting up to meet her boyfriend, but now she was
climbing back to her spot on the bleachers with her head
down.

“Is she crying?” Alyce asked, her tone fiercely mater-
nal and protective.

The tall, willowy girl next to Hot Pink nodded, then
gave her a hug, which Maggie thought was sweet.
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Unexpectedly, she felt a hole inside herself, as if her old
girlfriends were missing. She felt a sudden urge to call
them, but her phone was back in the car.

“That jerk,” Alyce said. Maggie had no right to ask,
but that didn’t stop Alyce from explaining. “Every time
he sees her eating, he warns her about getting fat.”

“She wears a two, for God’s sake,” Amber bubbled.

“I don’t care if she’s a twenty-two, it’s not right for
him to say things like that.” Alyce extended her leg and
nudged Salvatore and Chuck with her foot.

“We told her before,” Chuck said. “We’ve all told
her.”

“She’s right,” Salvatore said to Hot Pink. “Why do
you put up with that?”

Hot Pink sniffed. “He’s under a lot of pressure.”

“See? She’s never gonna get it,” Chuck said.

Alyce booted him in the back of the head, then bumped
shoulders with Maggie and said, “Scotty’s looking for
you.”

Maggie’s gaze darted to the well-lit track, certain that
Alyce was grossly mistaken. No way that warm grin
was for her, even if it did make her pulse skitter alarm-
ingly. No way he could work the cars and still take time
for her. A smile in this direction at this time could only
mean there was something fantastic behind her, like a
spare high-powered engine. Impulsively, stupidly, she
checked over her shoulder.

Nothing but bare bleachers.

By the time she’d recovered enough to smile back
at him—they could, after all, remain friends, right?—
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the moment that could have been theirs was past. A
pretty young girl jumped out of her car, launched her-
self onto Scott’s chest, and darn near wrapped her legs
around him.

“Your sister?” Maggie asked Amber.

“How’d you know?”

Alyce snickered and turned away.

“Just a guess.”

Scott’s grin turned lopsided. Like a doting big brother,
he set the girl at arm’s length and patiently listened to
a glowing blow-by-blow of the quarter mile she’d just
run. She chattered nonstop and stuffed a piece of gum
into her mouth all at the same time, then laughed and
offered Scott one, too. He declined at first, then with
a playful glance in Maggie’s direction, he changed his
mind.

Maggie’s breath caught in her throat as Scott quickly
blew a huge bubble and winked at her.

Okay, she got that. No engine. Her.

She was coming to terms with that, letting it wash
over her and warm her, letting it erase some of the lone-
liness she used to feel when she watched Pop, when
Scott unexpectedly sucked in the bubble and broke out
his dimple-accented smile. He was thinking about their
sticky kiss in the barn, she just knew it.

Was he thinking of doing it better?

Well, not from over there, he wasn’t. And he prob-
ably wouldn’t come over here and try it in front of all
these people, because who knew what kind of rumor
that would send through the racing world.
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If he did, she probably shouldn’t spit at him this time.
Even if he did collect things.

But under the circumstances, she definitely wasn’t
kissing him back.

They drove home in a thunderstorm, tucked into the
Mustang like two travelers sheltering in a common co-
coon. Much to Scott’s relief, Maggie drove conserva-
tively through the pouring rain, slowing to thirty like
everyone else.

He didn’t remember a lightning show ever being so
awesome. Brilliant, jagged bolts flashed from cloud to
ground, glowing against the inky sky like multitendriled
vines shooting down to earth. Other flashes sizzled
within the massive clouds overhead, darting from one to
another, lighting the sky and outlining the heavy cover.
They were headed against the storm, but from the looks
of it, they wouldn’t be driving out the back door any-
time soon.

Scott couldn’t imagine anyone he’d rather be with.
Maggie’d been a real trouper at the track, chatting with
the kids instead of keeping to herself, and they’d cer-
tainly seemed to like having her there. Tim’s girlfriend
had even hugged her before they’d all dashed through
the rain to their cars.

She’d been aware of him, too. When he’d blown his
gum into a bubble and winked at her, she’d looked sur-
prised at first, and her slow smile told him that she knew
exactly what he’d been thinking.

Was still thinking.
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Maggie hadn’t winked back, but hey, they’d spent
more hours together in three days than most couples had
after weeks of dinner dates and clubbing. She knew he
got up in the morning rarin’ to go, brewed a killer pot of
coffee, and had a respectful fear of poisonous spiders.
He knew she slugged around in her robe until she’d had
coffee, was game to attempt new things, and got a kick
out of trying to scare him with talk of wild creatures.

Several things weren’t lost on Scott. Maggie hadn’t
raced off to see Killjoy even after determining that it
was safe to do so. She hadn’t turned away when he’d
blown that bubble to remind her that they’d been in each
other’s arms on the floor of the barn and almost enjoyed
it. And there was no possible explanation for her spend-
ing this evening with him at the track except that she,
too, understood the inevitable.

He’d been staring at her legs and her body and her
pert smile for hours on end since Monday. He’d enjoyed
every syllable of her sassy banter. If he wanted to be re-
ally noble, he could say he admired the way she respect-
ed Grammy and Ruby, but while that counted down the
road, it sure as heck wasn’t foremost on his mind.

Sex was.

Definitely time to move forward.

Grammy could be a deterrent, though. Women were
funny that way. Put an older relative in the house with
them, and they got shy in the bedroom. Especially the
passionate ones.

I should be so lucky. For putting up with Coop, God
owed him a passionate woman.
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“What?” Maggie said, risking a quick glance his way
when lightning flashed and illuminated the inside of the
car.

“I didn’t say anything.”

“I know, but you’re grinning.”

“And you said you weren’t psychic.”

As if on cue, lightning flashed again. There was no
counting the seconds to the next thunderclap to see how
far away the storm was; it was right there, hitting with a
loud boom, then rolling on and on.

“This storm’s really bad,” Scott said when the rumble
passed momentarily. No sense letting a perfect oppor-
tunity go to waste. “We could stop somewhere for the
night.”

“Do you hear . ..?”

Shit. Now? The ka-ching from the glove box was
barely audible. Where was the next thunderclap when
he needed it?

“Yeah, that’s mine,” Maggie said. “You mind getting
it?”

Scott retrieved the phone and checked caller ID.
“Grammy,” he said, and connected with a friendly hello.

“I hope you two aren’t driving in this,” Grammy
barked.

“We’re going slow.”

“Maggie let you drive her car?”

“I offered—" He didn’t get to correct Grammy’s mis-
assumption.

“She never lets anyone drive her car. Try not to wreck
it.”
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Ouch. “Yeah, she loves you, too. Good night.” Scott
disconnected before he gave in to impulse and ordered
Grammy to bed. With earplugs—for the thunder, of
course.

“She always calls when I’m out in bad weather. Her
or Mom. Sometimes both.”

“I hope the storm doesn’t keep her awake.” Or better—
that it was loud enough and long enough to drown out
Maggie’s orgasms. Two or three, at least.

“She feels better if I promise to wake her up when I
get in, so she knows I’m safe.”

The phone ka-chinged again.

No way Scott was making that promise, so he an-
swered with, “We’re together. We won’t wake you when
we get in.”

Instead of Grammy, though, a male voice said, “Who’s
this?”

Too late for caller ID. From the curt tone, it had to be
Killjoy who said, “Never mind. Is my girl there?”

My girl. Scott gritted his teeth. If only he could send
the next lightning bolt through the phone to zap Killjoy
on the other end, he could write this off as a good day.
Too bad that wasn’t possible; he’d have to handle him
another way. A little less permanent, but nonetheless
rewarding.

“It’s storming here,” he said. “Maggie needs both
hands on the wheel right now.”

“Who is it? Give me my headset.” Maggie reached for
the glove box. Scott batted her hand back onto the steer-
ing wheel. “I’m right here,” she shouted over another
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rumble of thunder, “but my phone’s been kidnapped.”

“Give her her goddamn headset.”

“Let me guess. Kenneth?”

Scott heard “Kevin” in stereo.

“Ooh, watch that truck, hon. He’s going way too fast
for this weather,” Scott said, not because Maggie needed
the advice, but because it’d put the other guy off. “Hey,
it’s really tough driving right now, Kev. Maggie’d be
safer if I just relay a message.”

“You’re letting her drive? What are you, nuts?”

“What do you mean, am I nuts?” The trick, Scott
knew, was to sound sincere. “Maggie’s doing a fine job.
I feel perfectly safe with her driving.”

“Yeah, well, considering you crashed when there
weren’t any other cars around, I guess you would.”

What was it with everybody?

Scott snarled, “I’ll tell her to call you in the morning,”
and turned the phone completely off.

Maggie muttered something about who was nuts and
who wasn’t. Didn’t sound complimentary.

“Doesn’t think much of your driving, does he?” Scott
said.

“Oh, and you weren’t screaming on the ride over?”

“But I adjusted. I was calm enough to read. I'm guess-
ing Kermit wouldn’t be.”

Maggie grinned instead of correcting him, but not for
long. “We always argue over who’s going to drive.”

Scott took great pains to look as comfortable as if
he were sitting on his own couch. Ten minutes after
leaving the highway, Maggie turned onto Cherry
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Lane. Monday’s slow-moving creek had turned into
Thursday’s gushing stream.

“Whoa, hold up,” Scott warned. “That may be too
deep.”

“You want dry feet, hold "em up.”

He started to raise them before he spotted the depth
marker and realized she was kidding. “How much clear-
ance do you have?”

“It comes up fast,” Maggie said, “but I’ve got a couple
inches left. Good thing we’re not a half hour later.”

“Yeah,” Scott said flatly. “Or we’d have to turn back
and go to a hotel. Wouldn’t that be a shame?”

Maggie eased the Mustang across the stream, avoid-
ing a splash stall. At least the rain had slowed enough to
turn the wipers down. “We’ve got company.”

In the gravel drive, Maggie pointed the headlights
toward the barn, but didn’t venture onto the old track,
which appeared soupy enough tonight to swallow her
car whole.

In this area, Scott expected “company” to be wild-
life. In his defense, he’d been programmed all week
to expect no less. Frogs that lived in trees—hell, why
not fish as big as cats, then? An odd variety that came
up from the river in thunderstorms and walked on tail
fins. Turtles the size of hubcaps. Maybe even water
moccasins the size of boa constrictors. Anything but
humans.

But human, they were. The lights were on at the barn,
inside and out. Three cars and two pickups stood out-
side, grouped as if they’d arrived in a pack.
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Well, why the hell not? May as well throw a party the
way his night was going.

“You don’t think Grammy’d try her hand at a Ouija
party, do you?”

“Not tonight. She plays bridge on Thursdays, and
nothing interferes with that.”

“Die-hard player, huh?”

“Gentleman partner.” There was humor in her voice.
“Milton Bradshaw. Grammy wouldn’t miss her evening
with him.”

Hot damn, no Grammy on board tonight.

Maggie leaned forward and peered through the rain
and darkness. “I don’t recognize any of the vehicles.”

“That white monster belongs to Tate Nevins.”

“The Tate Nevins?”

“Could there be two? Not if there’s a God. And I bet I
know what they’re all doing here.”

“Not looking for the ’Cuda.” Incredulity marked
Maggie’s voice. “How—"

“Bruce and Daryl wouldn’t talk if you staked them
out in the infield.”

“Most men would consider that a treat, wouldn’t
they?”

“Not in July. How about Grammy?”’

“She’d do anything to get out of the infield. Heck, I'd
give up my own mother to stay out of the infield.”

“Do your clients know you’re this easy to side-
track?”

“My clients don’t push my buttons.”

“I push your buttons?” Scott grinned, happy in the
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knowledge that he was having some effect on her.

“And I'm not sidetracked. Grammy doesn’t want any-
thing to interfere with talking to Pop, so in answer to
your question, I'm sure no one heard about the ’Cuda
from her.”

“Kenny, then?”

“Never!”

“Did you tell him finding it’s a secret?”

“Well, not exactly.”

“And doesn’t he know people who like to invest in
things? Collectors, maybe?”

Lightning strobed through the clouds and showed
Maggie chewing her lip. “I'm pretty sure he doesn’t
know Tate Nevins.”

“It’s only a matter of degrees.” Scott reached for the
door handle. “No need for both of us to get wet. I'll get
rid of them.”

“Make it fast or the creek’ll be too high.”

“Oh, trust me, they won’t be here another five min-
utes. Wait up for me, okay?”

Maggie twisted in her seat, the way a woman does to
kiss a man good-bye, which Scott was thinking about
only because of his dry spell. He was too surprised to
take advantage of it, though, before she leaned into the
back to search the floor. She was close, though. As close
as she’d been all evening.

“What’re you wearing?” he asked, sniffing quietly.

“Uh, the same T-shirt and jeans I left with,” she said
as if he were a dope, which he probably was. “Anything
else you have to imagine on your own.”
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Wrong thing to tell a horny man. Scott smiled and
said, “I’m imagining nothing.”

“Figures.”

“But I meant perfume.”

“Oh. I don’t wear any. Darn, where’d it go?”

He closed in on her shoulder and sniffed again. “It’s
something flowery. I remember smelling it as a kid, but
I can’t quite place it.”

“If it’s honeysuckle—"

“That’s it!”

There’d been a heaping vine of it on his grandmoth-
er’s fence. He and Jeremy used to pull the flowers apart
and lick off the tiny drops of nectar. In his present state,
it wasn’t good to think about licking, because his sex-
starved imagination progressed to visions of pulling
Maggie’s shirt out of her jeans and running his tongue
over her skin, searching for drops of anything.

Christ, if he didn’t get laid soon, he’d go insane.

“It’s probably my conditioner. Darn, it should be here
somewhere.”

Summoning an impressive amount of self-control
because he hadn’t laid a woman in a car in years and
didn’t intend to relive his high school conquests, he
said, “What are you looking for?”

“My umbrella. You’re going to need it.”

“Don’t worry about it.” He reached for the door han-
dle. The cold rain would do him a world of good right
now. “Unless you think I need it to fight off thunder-
crazed coyotes.”

“Nah, they like their men dry.”
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“I’ll be sure to get extra soaking wet, then.” The light
came on when he opened the door. Maggie couldn’t miss
his suggestive wink when he gave in to the simplicity of
the predictable line: “You can help me change.”

He ducked out of the car before she came back with
something pithy. If he had to be away from her for five
minutes because some fools thought they could trespass
on private property, then he wanted her to be thinking
about him and nothing but him until he walked through
her door.

The temperature had dropped at least ten degrees with
the storm. Hell, if he got wet enough and started shak-
ing—he chattered his teeth to see if it was possible for a
person to fake that; it was. When Maggie saw that, what
could she do but put her arms around him?

Maybe she’d march him right into a hot shower.

He’d need help, of course.
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Tate Nevins was a small, freckle-faced redhead with
an ego the size of Jupiter. He stood in the glow of the
floodlight outside the barn, feet planted wide, a blue-
and-white umbrella emblazoned with the words Team
Nevins to keep him comfortable. Funny he’d picked
one four feet in diameter; beneath it, he looked like a
pinhead.

“Time for you to leave,” Scott said.

The jerk smirked.

No sense wasting his breath. Or his time. The open
toe on Scott’s cast was oozing mud from the hike to the
barn. His foot slipped around inside it, and the whole
thing felt as if it were stretching.

Scott reached into his truck and laid on the horn to
draw everyone out where he could dispense with them
all at once. While a couple of trespassers wandered near
the entrance and glanced in his direction, they quickly
returned to the hunt and left the talking to Nevins.

Couldn’t blame them. Given the opportunity, he didn’t
want to be around the swollen-headed braggart, either.

“Last chance,” Scott said. “Round up your friends and

ER]

go.
“A ’71 ’Cuda in pristine condition—it’s a national
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treasure, Templeton. You can’t keep that to yourself.”

“If it’s here, it belongs to the Cooper family.”

Nevins pulled a face. “It’d be like . . . like finding a
video of the Kennedy assassination and keeping it in
your basement.”

“Yeah. Right.”

Looked as if he’d have to throw them out one by one.
After weeks on the couch, he had enough pent-up en-
ergy to get the job done. It’d be like a tune-up, so he’d
run smooth the rest of the night. Maggie’d appreciate
that.

Scott strode past Nevins and was just about to enter
the barn and start with the biggest guy when one hop-
ping mad ghost stormed out and said, “Rainin’ like a
sonofabitch, ain’t it?”

“Either make yourself useful or get the hell out of my
way,” Scott snarled.

“The creek’s getting high,” Coop said. “Make them
leave. Now.”

“I don’t see you helping.”

“I threw stuff at ’em—I did.” Coop scratched his
head. “They made jokes about ghosts, but it didn’t
stop ’em none. And after the Ouija fire, I didn’t think
I should mess with the big stuff. No sense burning the
barn down.”

Scott towered over the ghost for a change. “Let me
make one thing perfectly clear. ’'m going to get rid of
them for Maggie, not because you want me to.”

“But—"

“Shut up, I’'m not finished.”
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He didn’t get to, either. Inside the barn, a man shout-
ed, “Holy—!” A heavy thud was quickly followed by
a string bean of a guy hurtling out of the barn, yelling,
“Run for your lives!” as he threw himself into a silver
pickup and gunned it in a sloppy circle, showering a
halo of soupy mud over Scott and everyone else before
he tore out of the yard.

“Don’t look at me,” Coop said. “I was standing right
here the whole time.”

“Yeah, like that reassures me.” Scott figured he owed
someone a treat for terrorizing the chickenshit. “What
do raccoons like to eat? Besides cigarettes.”

“Anything. Dog food, people food, an entire
garden . ..”

The hasty departure had the rest of the *Cuda hunt-
ers looking a little nervous. Nervous was good. Skittish
was even better.

“Say, Coop, instead of just standing there, why don’t
you—"

Nevins interrupted what he obviously saw as a one-
sided conversation between Scott and thin air. “You
were a good competitor once, but damn, Templeton,
you’re losing it. You need to see somebody.”

Scott planned to. She came up to his chin and smelled
like honeysuckle. And she might not wait all night.

“I’m still a great competitor, you no good, trespassing
sonofabitch. Now get the hell off this property before I
show you just how far gone I really am.”

Nevins’s cronies fell into a half circle behind him.
Scott didn’t know if they were planning a discussion, a
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fight, or a Tupperware party, and he didn’t much care.
One way or another, they were leaving. He stepped
forward, ready for anything—except the entire area
dropping into blackness. Can’t-see-your-hand-in-front-
of-your-face blackness.

For a bunch of guys banded together for a little illegal
trespassing and thieving, they started to sound pretty
nervous.

“What the—?”

“Hey! My umbrella—"

“You guys feel that?”

Seemed Coop had figured out how to cause a little
mayhem after all. Another minute and they’d be squeal-
ing like little girls at a slumber party. The next lightning
flash highlighted them making a beeline for their ve-
hicles, checking over their shoulders as they ran.

Vehicle doors slammed, one after another. Engines
gunned. Headlights blazed. Spinning tires flung mud
everywhere as they sought traction, and then Scott was
alone in the dark. With luck, the creek was still passable
and nothing was blocking the road; the way the wind
had picked up, anything could be down.

“Coop? You around? I can’t see a darn thing.”

“Funny. Don’t bother me none.”

“C’mon, man, I’'m soaked. The least you can do is
lead me to the house.”

“Barn’s this way.”

“My clothes are in the house.”

“So’s my daughter.”
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“Say, that’s right. You think she’ll hold a flashlight
for me while I get out of these wet clothes?” Scott said,
laughing because Coop was so angry, he was flinging
mud. “Christ, man, if those little pantywaist mudballs’re
the best you can do, you need to work out.”

He was still laughing at the ghost when he realized
why Coop was trying his darnedest to distract him.
There was a small spot of light between them and the
house, slowly coming closer. At first he thought Coop
might have called in backup, but it turned out to be a
flashlight.

Maggie’s coming for me. She knew it was too dark for
him to find his way back to the house. She’d thought
about him.

Yes!

“Time for you to get lost, old man.”

“Why should 1?7

“Cavalry’s coming. I’'m about to be saved, and you
don’t want to see it.”

Maggie struggled to hold her umbrella steady as she
slipped and slid in the muddy yard on her way to the
barn, aimed a flashlight in front of her, and talked on
the cell phone all at the same time. If the wind picked
up more, she’d have to forgo the umbrella. Her path
was crooked as she sought traction on clumps of tender
grass instead of slopping through the mud, but it was a
losing battle.

Ruby was on the phone. She’d called to report that
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she was safe at a friend’s in Webster for the duration of
the storm and wouldn’t be home tonight. She sounded
happy about it.

“Anybody I know?” Maggie asked, thinking maybe
the Goth guy Ruby’d gone out with a couple of times
before the convention. Hey, maybe she liked guys with
pierced tongues.

“Jeremy Templeton,” Ruby said.

“Scott’s brother? You just met him.”

“And I had the best day. We went to the zoo. Do you
know how long it’s been since a guy took me to the zoo?
Never. The goats tried to eat my skirt, and he bought me
a hot dog.”

“Hell-0-0, you’re vegetarian.”

“I can make exceptions. He’s so kind and sweet.”

“He’s a biker.”

“Okay, he’s kind and sweet in a macho sort of way,”
Ruby giggled.

No, she gushed. What was next? Pale pink nail polish
and bleached hair?

“I’ll bet Scott’s the same way,” Ruby added.

“I don’t know. I barely know him.”

“Kevin’s not.”

That was true; Kevin wasn’t. Last week, Maggie
could’ve seen him telling people that she, his “long-
standing significant other,” was the daughter of a race
car champion. He’d bragged to his coworkers, soon to
be their coworkers, that she was smart and funny and
pretty, and a force to be reckoned with in the wealth
management game.
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“He’s probably grouchy as an ol’ bear because you
aren’t doing what he wants,” Ruby said.

He’d probably already relegated her to “someone he’d
once dated” and told everyone from the president to the
filing clerk that she was unbelievably gullible. So gull-
ible that she’d been duped by a stranger on her doorstep
into poking through a barn full of junk to find an old car
that probably didn’t exist. It’d be a wonder if they’d still
interview her.

“You deserve better, Maggie. You could have kind and
sweet in a macho sort of way, too, you know.”

“Why are you laying this on me now? I need to get
Scott and get out of the rain.”

“It’s the storm,” Ruby said. “I’m not scared or any-
thing because, well, we are who we are . . .”

Storm drills were yearly occurrences in the Cooper
house. Grammy’d lost her home and sister in a tornado
when she was ten. She’d been prepared ever since, and
anyone who lived with her darn well better be prepared,
too.

“And it got me to thinking,” Ruby said. “A tornado
could hit tonight, and I could die tonight, and what
if that happened before I got a chance to tell you that
you’re a wonderful person and that Kevin’s not the right
man for you?”

Maggie slipped, flinging her arms out to catch her
balance. Only another fifty feet to Scott, who, head to
toe, was covered with a dark, muddy film. Except for
his wide smile, which almost lit up the night. It certainly
lit her up inside.
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“Oh God, now I’ve gone and upset you,” Ruby said
into the silence. “I didn’t mean to. I’'m sorry.”

“I’m not upset. A little confused maybe.” There, she’d
said it out loud. Time to deal with it.

“Aw, Maggie, that’s understandable.” This from her sis-
ter, who normally was neither comforting nor maternal.

“Since when do you get to be the big sister?” Maggie
asked.

“Since I want you to be happy. Call me in the morning
and let me know how it goes, okay?”

“Nothing’s going.”

Ruby laughed. “It is if he’s anything like his brother.”

“I’m confused, not out of my mind.”

“You will be when he kisses you. Just remember—
you’re not engaged or anything.”

“Hello? Hello? You’re breaking up.”

Ruby shouted, “I said, ‘Wait’ll he kisses you.””

“Ruby? You there?”

Maggie ignored her sister’s repeated promise that a
Templeton man was God’s gift to women and let her
think the mobile company broke the connection.

Everything around her was silent, save the whoosh
of branches as the wind whipped them about. No tree
frogs tonight. No coyotes howling. No owls hooting. No
coons wrestling the bungee cord on the trash can.

Despite the mud caking her shoes and splattering the
backs of her jeans, Maggie felt an unexpected wave of
nostalgia at the thought of moving away. She lived right
in the heart of St. Louis County, a stone’s throw from
the Meramec River. The grocery store was five minutes
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away; the mall, ten; live theater, fifteen or twenty; and
downtown about the same, depending on her route. And
still, deer and turkey frequented her yard. Hawks and
vultures soared overhead. The neighborhood was thick
with pretty little bluebirds and yellow finches.

She’d started out teasing Scott with threats of wildlife
because, well, it was easy to do. While that was so much
fun in itself, it also turned out to be a fond farewell to
the many animals she’d grown up with.

Maggie suddenly realized she hadn’t outgrown this
place as much as she’d thought. Besides, she liked the
people she worked with, VPs and coworkers alike. Most
important, Grammy and Ruby were here. This was
where her mom would return to visit.

So why the heck was she planning to move? For her-
self, or because Kevin had left and thought she should,
too?

Still, the job in Chicago would be a big boost to her
career. It was only a few hours’ drive away. She could
get home often.

“Who’s there?” Scott held his hands up to block the
light as Maggie closed the gap between them.

She stopped a few feet away, just in case he had a
notion to grab her and give her another dirty kiss. “Let
me guess. You thought disguising yourself as a creature
from the Black Lagoon would scare the big bad men
away?”’

“I must’ve dropped the soap,” Scott said with an air of
befuddlement. “I can’t find it.”

Puzzled by his illogical reply, Maggie watched him
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pull his shirt out of his jeans, then up over his stom-
ach and ribs, showing off an increasing amount of
well-honed torso. She raised the flashlight, illuminat-
ing each new inch of skin along the upward trail as the
shirt finally came off and the rain started to make tracks
through the thin streaks of mud on his skin. She hadn’t
completely lost her mind; she wondered what the heck
he was up to, but that set of pecs—wow—would make
any woman forget her name. Even a nun.

So what chance did she have?

“There’s no hot water.” Scott tipped his head back,
letting the rain shower over his face.

He rubbed his hands through his hair, just as one
would shampoo. One wrist was narrower than the other,
atrophied from weeks in a cast, and he had a scar on his
left shoulder the size of her cell phone. His teeth started
to chatter.

“I'm so cold.”

“Maybe you should, uh, put your shirt back on.”
Please don’t.

“Oh. Okay.” He picked it out of the mud and tried
stepping into it as if it were a pair of pants. That, of
course, didn’t work. Once he had one foot partway in a
sleeve, he hopped in small circles and kept trying.

Maggie’s light wandered over wide shoulders and
broad back, highlighting a good deal of smooth, well-
tanned skin and—Lordy—muscles, muscles, muscles.
If he wanted to make an ass of himself and wear his
shirt on his butt, who was she to complain?

“Can I go out and play after I'm dressed?”
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Being prepared covered a lot of first aid instruction,
including recognizing the confusion that accompanied
hypothermia. Maggie was considering how she’d warm
Scott up when she caught him peeking at her. It was not
the peek of a confused man.

So, the faker wanted to play.

“Oh, poor baby,” Maggie cooed. “You look sooo
cooold.”

Scott shivered, but all in all, did a really good job of
pretending to be discombobulated.

Maggie opened her arms. “You poor, wet thing. Come
here, I’'ll warm you up.”

Hunched over because his cast was stuck in his sleeve,
Scott hobbled closer.

“Wait,” she said, infusing her voice with sudden ur-
gency when he was no more than a hairbreadth from
falling into her arms. “Oh my God, what’s that on your
arm?”

Scott froze momentarily, then broke character. This
time when he hopped around in the mud, he slapped
furiously at his arm, and his other foot became tangled
in his shirt, too. He shouted, “What? What is it? A re-
cluse?” and “Something bigger? How many legs does
it have?”

No hypothermic confusion there; just pure Scott.

“Don’t just stand there! Do something!”

“If you insist.”

Maggie aimed her foot at his hip. Tangled up the way
he was, it took very little pressure to topple him, and
over he went, arms and legs windmilling, body sliding
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in the slippery mud. It tickled her that she’d bested him.
She laughed with joy.

Scott rose to his knees with a mighty roar.

She had a head start; he had a clumsy cast to slow him
down. Maggie tossed the umbrella and ran.

She would’ve made it to the house first—if she’d quit
laughing and if he’d had casts on both legs, maybe.
Within yards of the porch, Scott tackled her high and
took her down. To her surprise, they rotated in the air
and she came down on her back, on top of him, held
tightly to his chest by the circle of his arms as they slid
several feet across wet grass and mud.

Maggie heard whoops and shouts of glee and more
laughter, and realized it was both of them. Playing. In
soggy wet grass in the middle of a thunderstorm.

And it was fun.

Scott rolled Maggie over and kissed her, radiating a
vitality that held her like a magnet. She heard sirens in-
stead of bells, and it was so wonderful that she arched
her body against him and breathed him in, sighing as if
she’d found safe port in a storm.

When Scott lifted his head and propped himself on
his elbows, Maggie yearned to study his face, but the
flashlight was on the ground. She could feel him staring
at her, though, as seconds passed.

“What?” she finally asked.

“Just waiting for you to get it over with.”

“What?”

“The spitting.”

She grinned up at him, and taking his head in her
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hands, she pulled him down for another taste. His
lips were cool against hers. Smooth, no grit this time.
And contrary to his caveman tackle, he didn’t force
his tongue down her throat but nibbled his way across
her lips, taking small tastes, warming her in regions he
wasn’t touching. Not yet anyway. One second she was
catching her breath, the next she was breathless with
anticipation.

Maggie broke the kiss when the tornado sirens regis-
tered on her brain and the world started spinning. Her
first thought was Dorothy, here I come, but then she was
suddenly on her feet and Scott’s hands were all over her,
steadying her, turning her, pressing the flashlight into
her hand, pushing her toward the kitchen door.

“Inside,” he barked. “Hurry.”

Whole trees were in motion. Rain blew sideways and
pelted her face.

“No,” she said. “The cellar.” She pulled the opposite
direction.

“It’s just a watch, right? The shower’s closer this
way.”

Scott was winning the tug-of-war until Maggie braked
harder and said, “We’re past the watch stage; it’s a warn-
ing. And there is no shower.”

“Huh?”

“No electricity, no pump, remember? No pump means
no water, no shower.”

“But I'm . . .” He looked down at himself.

Maggie shone the light over him, head to toe, though
considerably slower along the whole path in between.
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Laughter bubbled up inside her again, and she said,
“Yes, you certainly are.”

He swiped a streak of grime off his chest. “Got a good
downspout?”

“You want to stand out here and get harpooned by a
tree branch?”

“Rinse me before they take my picture?”

“What picture? We have a compost pile behind the
barn for people too dumb to take shelter.”

Maggie led the way down to the cellar, and they closed
the door against the storm. Both of them were dripping,
though she looked and felt like a drowned rat next to
a bare-chested Adonis. Scott didn’t seem to think so,
because no sooner was the lamp lit than he wrapped his
arms around her and slowly, seductively, recaptured her
lips.

“You’re soaking,” he said between kisses, pulling
the hem of her tee upward. “Don’t want you to catch
a chill.”

She raised her arms without thinking about it, until
the shirt was off. Scott’s hand felt along the back of
Maggie’s bra, and his Rolex felt cold against her skin.

“Your watch,” she said, thinking he’d be so disap-
pointed if it got ruined from the water and mud.

“It’s been through worse.”

“Take it off, 'll—"

“Never.”

“Ooh,” she said saucily. “Afraid I'll run off with it?”

“Does this hook in front or come off over your head?”

She reached between them and unhooked her bra. He
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pulled her tightly against his cold, wet chest, mashing
her breasts into mounds against his pounding heartbeat.

It felt heavenly. It felt right. He held her tightly, as
if she might have any thought of wanting to leave his
arms. He nuzzled her ear and murmured, “God, you’re
so warm.”

“You fake confusion again and you’ll be out in the
rain, Templeton.”

“Sleeping bag.”

If he hadn’t been so ardent when he uttered those two
words, she might have thought twice about what she
was doing. But Scott was breathless with passion and
purpose, and at the thought of sharing a sleeping bag
with this man, Maggie’s insides flamed hot enough to
light wet logs.

He back-walked her across the dirt floor. Thigh to
thigh, wet denim rubbing against wet denim.

They unstuffed the bag. Maggie thought they were
laying it out together until Scott reached around her and
cupped her breasts with his hands. In a heartbeat, they
were on the bag, Maggie on the bottom, Scott beside
her and on top of her, eagerly running his hands over
every inch of exposed skin until one landed on her belt
buckle.

They were about to get down and dirty as Maggie
never had before, and suddenly she knew they’d been
leading up to this, talking around this, for days. That
deep down, where she couldn’t hide from the truth,
she’d known she wanted him all along. Needed him. His
touch, his kisses, everything.



270 Jenna /%/t’myit

“Wait.” Scott raised himself off her.

Maggie missed the weight of him on her, against her.

He came right back with the flashlight. “I want to see
you.”

“Yeah, I’m so attractive right now.”

“Well, I don’t know. Let’s look.”

He straddled her middle, so there was no dodging
the beam or his intentions. Maggie slicked back her
drowned-rat hair.

“Leave it. It’s beautiful,” he said, setting the light on
the floor, pulling her hands away and kissing her fingers
while he studied her.

Too intensely, she thought. As if he were trying to see
inside her head and read some subconscious message,
when all she wanted to do was rip the clothes off his
body and see if he was as much fun as touching him
promised to be.

Smeared with a thin coat of mud, he still looked pretty
darn good. All over. Maggie tugged her hands free and
reached for him, eager to feel him against her again.
He ran a finger tenderly over her skin, from temple to
chin.

Then his hand fell away. His grin faded.

“Ah, damn,” he said.

“What?”

“Ican’t...” He looked down.

“Why the heck—"" Bewildered, Maggie glanced at her
breasts. They were a little muddy, maybe, from sliding
through the yard with him, but nothing gross. “Swear to
God, Templeton—"
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“It’s not you. It’s me.”

She looked him in the eyes and reached for the front of
his jeans. “Anything I can do?” she asked with wicked
thoughts racing through her mind. So many choices.

“No!” Scott practically threw himself off her.

Shocked, Maggie couldn’t move.

“You got any games down here?” he asked.

The house could blow off the foundation, and she’d
still lie there wondering what had gone wrong. He want-
ed to play games? He’d have to be mortally wounded to
play games now.

Although . . . There was that one burn on his shoulder,
maybe more. There’d been car crashes, on the track and
off. He could have other injuries.

“Ohhh. Sorry.” It probably was rude to glance at his
groin, but also second nature.

“It’s not what you think.”

Then he’d better have other injuries. “Pin the tail on
the jackass?”

“You’re pissed.”

“Really.” Pissed was good; it kept tears at bay. If she
lost that advantage, she’d be a blubbering fool.

Sitting on the floor, Scott wrapped his forearms loose-
ly around his knees and made a perfect picture of a man
who was proud to work with his hands and get dirty
and crawl into a woman’s bed at night. Only he wasn’t
crawling into hers, and she felt naked in front of him.
The light didn’t shine far enough to locate her bra or
T-shirt, so she sat up and mirrored his position, covering
her bareness with her knees.
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“I’'m fine,” he said, and she knew that he knew what
she was thinking. “It’s not that. But when I saw you in
the light . . . Ah, Maggie, I'm getting dirt all over you
again, only this time it’s mud and it’s half the yard.” It
sounded like an apology. A serious one, too; no dimple.
“Look around us.”

She lifted her chin and held his gaze.

“Maggie . . .” He held out his hand, seeking hers.

She pulled hers out of reach. “I’m listening.”

“I don’t want our first time together to be in a cellar on
a dirt floor. You deserve better.”

First time? She’d never seen or heard Scotty Templeton
and long-term relationship used in the same sentence.
Fast cars, fast women, even faster conquests; she should
count herself lucky.

But she didn’t. Not just now. Unless—

“Define ‘first time.””

He grinned then. “Told you it wasn’t what you were
thinking.”

He inched forward until her legs were squeezed be-
tween his, and his arms looped around her knees, too.
The backs of his hands brushed against her nipples, and
his thumbs made lazy circles over the sensitive skin
there.

“It should be your best time ever,” he said, holding
her gaze with an earnest steadiness. “You should wake
up in the morning looking forward to an encore, not a
musty cellar with a head-banger ceiling, not spiderwebs
and mold, and clay that’s as hard as concrete. And you
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should lie in my arms thinking, Sure, he’s a race car
driver and annoying as hell, but who knows? We might
have a future. Let’s take it a day at a time and see.”

“I look that bad with a little mud on my face?”

He leaned close and kissed the tip of her nose. “You
look beautiful with mud on your face. I was raised bet-
ter than that, though, and I feel like scum knowing I put
it there.”

Maggie squinted at him, as if she’d be able to see into
his head and get some clue what was going on in there.
“Are you playing hard to get?”

“Not my style.”

“Do you think it’ll make me want you more?”’

He took her hands in his and seemed to have trouble
coming up with words.

“Because,” she said, “it’s working.”

“Maggie, [— It is?”” A slow grin lit up his face. Then
disappeared. “No, really, that’s not what I’'m doing.”
Then returned, dimple and all. “You want me anyway?
After everything I said about the cellar and the dirt floor
and—"

“I especially liked that ‘annoying as hell’ part. It’s
sexy when a man can admit his faults.”

“Hell, if you think that’s sexy, I’ve got a whole laun-
dry list of faults.”

He rose to his knees, looming over her for a moment
like some mighty god out of the sea before easing her
backward onto the sleeping bag.

“Besides being annoying, I'm wishy-washy. One
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minute I resolve not to make love to you on the floor,
the next I can’t keep my hands off of you. I'm not sure
I’m what you need—"

“God, you’re all talk.”

He laughed against her skin. “See, told you so.”

A few feet from Maggie’s head, hanging on the wall,
Scott spotted tools. Not what he should be noticing with
a half-naked woman in his arms, except that, in a way,
it was exactly what he needed. One tool looked as if
it’d cut through anything. “Wait here. Don’t move.” He
could feel Maggie’s gaze follow him as he crawled to
the wall and grabbed the cutters.

“Should I be worried?” she asked.

To his relief, Scott could tell she was still teasing.

“Wait,” she said, rolling to her side when she saw
what he was doing. “You shouldn’t—"

Scott winked at her as he dug into the wet cast with
the enthusiasm of a man who didn’t want to lose the
mood. “I’m a doctor, remember?”

“Scott, no, wait. What if it’s not healed?”

“You know how many broken bones I’ve had?” He
didn’t wait for her answer. “More than any doctor patch-
ing me up, that’s for sure. Don’t worry, I know what
healed feels like.” He tossed the plaster aside and wiped
the mud off his leg with Maggie’s shirt.

They helped each other out of their wet, muddy, stiff
jeans, the heat between them doubling with each new
inch of skin revealed, with each second apart, until fi-
nally they were naked together. Maggie lay before Scott,
feeling his gaze caress her skin from head to thigh.
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“God, that looks awful,” he said, barely touching the
large, multihued purple bruise with the tips of his fingers.
Maggie shivered in anticipation of more. “It’s nothing.”
“You sure? *Cause I could kiss it and make it better.”

“Come to think of it, I can barely move.”

Scott said, “I suspected as much,” and dipped his head
until his lips touched her discolored skin.

Soft. So soft.

The bruise wasn’t big enough to take more than a few
seconds. In no time, Scott’s lips began to wander, high-
er, then lower, then higher again until Maggie didn’t
care what he did, as long as, please, God, he did it right
damn soon because she didn’t know how much longer
she could stand his delicious, tender touch, which was
growing more insistent, more demanding by the minute,
until she grabbed him and pulled him and finally his
body covered hers.

She tried to wait. She tried to meet his needs before
he entered her, but apparently turning into a moaning,
mindless blob did meet his needs, because while Scott
never hesitated, Maggie felt an intensity in him that she
hadn’t suspected, almost as if he were giving her a part
of himself that she instinctively knew he’d never shared
before, that he wasn’t accustomed to sharing with any-
one. And she accepted it and tucked it away in her heart
to analyze later.
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What the hell was wrong with his face?

Scott tried to smile and utter a decent good morning
when he and Maggie woke in each other’s arms hours
later. His lips barely moved, but that wasn’t the worst;
his cheeks were as stiff as a fucked-up transmission, and
when he felt his face, he discovered an itchy, cracking
mask of dried mud.

Apparently Maggie hadn’t kissed all of it off, though
not for lack of effort, he thought, working on another
grin with no success.

“Shit. Why on earth would anyone pay for a mud
facial?”

Maggie lifted her head from his chest, looking fabu-
lously satisfied if he did say so himself. In the dim glow
of the flashlight on the floor, she raised heavy-lidded
eyes in his direction and assessed why he was talking
funny.

She hummed lazy satisfaction, and when she nuzzled
back into position, Scott thought she was going back
to sleep—until her fingers unexpectedly wriggled
into his ribs. He didn’t disappoint in that department,
either, as ticklishness was something he’d never mas-
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tered. Making him squirm was so much fun for her, she
worked her way south, learning other spots that finally
cracked the mask with weird popping sensations, until
her hands reached the old burns on his left thigh and
abruptly stopped.

Maggie pulled away suddenly, and when she stood
up, Scott felt a cold chill pass through him that had
nothing to do with passing the stormy night in an old
cellar. He cursed under his breath at his stupidity and
mumbled, “Sorry.”

He should kick himself. He should have warned her.
He should have thrown the sleeping bag over his legs
before they fell asleep, and he quickly did so now as the
light level in the cellar came up.

Maggie’s back was to him as she adjusted the oil lamp
hanging from a rafter hook that appeared secure enough
to hold it through an earthquake. Looking like a goddess
of the night in spite of the dirt streaking her skin, she
slipped into a long T-shirt out of her emergency stash,
then kneeling beside him, she turned back the sleeping
bag and feathered a whisper-soft kiss over one of the
lowlights of his life.

“Bet that hurt,” she said tenderly, not at all repulsed.

Scott was so astonished, he had trouble finding his
voice, trouble keeping it steady so she wouldn’t know
how moved he was. Baring his soul didn’t come easy to
a man who never had to.

“Kinda. I was young and stupid and thought a few
holes in my underwear were nothing to worry about.”
He had nothing clean to put on and didn’t really care.
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The rest of him looked way better than the scars, and
look at the attention they were getting.

Idly, Maggie’s fingers stroked the ruined skin. “Pop
was scared of fire. He’d laugh about hitting the wall and
walking away, but if one of the other drivers’ wrecks
caught fire, he’d clam up for weeks. Wouldn’t say a
word. Not to anybody.”

“He never said—is that how he died?”

Maggie shook her head. “Head trauma.”

“Now that I believe.”

That prompted an easy smile, soft and gentle, and
then she changed the subject. “You mentioned games
earlier. We have a bunch stored in that old armoire over
there.”

“A whole armoire full?”

“Don’t get excited; at least half of it’s Ace bandages
and splints. Gauze pads. You know, first aid stuff. When
Ruby and I get tired of games, Grammy makes us prac-
tice. It’s tradition.”

It wasn’t an assortment of games that sent a spark of
excitement shooting through Scott, that drove his heart
to thump erratically in his chest. “Well, at the time I
suggested it, I was looking for something safe to do
with my hands. Now I'm getting better ideas. I bet Ace
bandages make good handcuffs.”

Maggie smiled behind lowered lashes and picked at a
piece of his cracked mud mask. “Dirty old man.”

“Hey, this dirty old man votes we play Monopoly and
make love in every hotel we put up.”

“Naked men don’t get to vote.”
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“Okay,” he said with a put-upon sigh. “You pick.”

“Naked men who’re covered in mud and talk funny
don’t get to play, either.”

“Are these rules written down anywhere?”’

“They evolved over the years. Don’t break your other
leg on the steps when you go get cleaned up.”

“You don’t like me dirty?”

“I like all your joints limber,” she answered with a
promising wink.

According to the small weather radio, it sounded as if
another storm was about to hit. They’d be here awhile
yet, as the radio continued to broadcast watches and
warnings for flash floods, hail, and high winds in St.
Louis County and all other counties to the south and
west for fifty miles. Time for lots and lots of variety—
games, first aid, or otherwise.

Outside, Scott used two gallons of stored water to
wash down, and he did it lightning-fast because the tem-
perature had dropped again. He spent as much time on
his Rolex as anything else. Might seem stupid to most
people, but then most didn’t get it, didn’t understand
why he never took it off. They didn’t understand the
years of hard work that led up to