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    To my husband, Mike, who is the love of my life


    Thank you Steven, Jan, Vickie, Miralee, and Kimberly for your help

  


  
    Prologue


    Standing at the gravesite, I stare at the coffin, my mom inside. Dead. I don’t understand. Why did she do it? Leave me and Dad?


    I glance at my father next to me, tears running down his face, and my own stay clumped in my throat. An ache spreads through my whole body.


    Memories of a few days before, of trying to wake up Mom, send the terror through me all over again. I close my eyes, not wanting to remember, only to picture her sprawled on her bed, an empty bottle of pills next to her.


    I rub my hands across my face, trying to scrub the image from my mind.


    As the crowd thins, my aunt approaches Dad. “I have some ladies from the church lined up to bring food over. Are you sure you don’t want Bob and me at your house today? As they bring it, I can take care of it for you. You won’t have to worry about anything.”


    “No. I want to be left alone. Cancel them.”


    “I know you’re hurting. You shouldn’t be alone at this time.”


    My dad leans forward, his face inches from my aunt’s. “Don’t tell me what I need. I need her.”


    My aunt pulls my father away a few steps and lowers her voice, but not enough that I don’t hear what she says. “Paige was sick. She didn’t mean to kill herself.”


    Dad jerks away from my aunt, grabs my hand and tugs me toward the car. People try to stop him, but he ignores them.


    “Mom killed herself?” I ask as he drives toward our home.


    He doesn’t say anything.


    “How?”


    Still silent.


    “Dad?”


    He pulls into the driveway and twists toward me. “She didn’t want to be with us. She took sleeping pills so she never had to wake up.”


    Mom? Leave us on purpose? No, she loved me.


    “Go to Tommy’s house and play with him.” He pushes open his door and stomps to the house.


    I don’t know what to do. Tears finally flood my eyes. I blink and climb from the car. Instead of going to Tommy’s across the street, I trudge toward the porch. I need Dad. I need to understand.


    When I put my hand on the doorknob and turn it, a loud blast coming from inside, like a car backfiring, echoes through the air.

  


  
    1


    Fingering the necklace, Jared had given her for her seventeenth birthday, Kelly Winston cracked her bedroom door open. When she peeked out, her mother strode toward the staircase. Releasing a swoosh of air, Kelly snuck down the hall to her mom’s bathroom and pulled out the middle drawer where she kept her supply of medicine.


    Kelly picked up the first bottle, a painkiller her mother had started taking last winter after her car wreck. Kelly shook one into her palm. She grabbed the next bottle, not sure what these pills were, but she pocketed several of them anyway, then moved on to the next medication, an old one for anxiety her mom had taken when Dad divorced her and moved away. She took three of them.


    “Kelly,” her mother yelled from the foyer downstairs.


    She shot straight up, her heart pounding, but she didn’t hear any footsteps approaching.


    “Your date is here.”


    She drew in a deep breath to calm her rapid heartbeat and quickly closed the drawer. “Coming, Mom.”


    She stuffed the pills she’d taken into her jean pocket and hurried from her mother’s bathroom before she came looking for her. When Kelly saw Jared standing next to her mom in the foyer, she smiled and nodded once.


    His mouth curving up, a dimple appearing in his left cheek, he winked at her.


    “When are you going to be home?” her mother asked as she walked toward the kitchen.


    “The party lasts until midnight so after that.”


    “Don’t wake me when you come in. I’m exhausted and hope to go to bed early.”


    “I won’t,” Kelly said, right before closing the front door. It was so easy to stay out when her mother took a sleeping pill. Mom would be out until tomorrow.


    “What did you get?” Jared rounded the front of his Porsche.


    After sliding into the front seat, she dug the dozen pills out of her pocket and laid her palm out flat to show him. “Painkillers, sleeping pills, and an assortment of others. Is that what you wanted?”


    “You did great. This will be fun.”


    “Are you sure your friends will be okay with me coming?”


    “You’re my girlfriend. We’ve been dating for over two months.” At the stoplight, Jared looked at her, his blue eyes gleaming with male appreciation. “You’re the most beautiful girl at Summerton High School. I’ll be the envy of every guy at the party.”


    Though his words flattered her, Kelly’s nerves tensed throughout her body. This was her first pill party. She’d heard of them from some of the other girls. She’d always wanted to be a part of the in crowd. Tonight she would be. Finally. All because Jared Montgomery, a hottie and a senior, had started dating her when she became one of the junior cheerleaders—after years of honing her skills and dieting constantly.


    When Jared parked behind a warehouse, Kelly glanced at some of the other expensive cars. A few she recognized. “The party is here?”


    “Yeah. This place isn’t in use right now. Perfect for what we want to do. Ready?”


    She nodded, laying her quivering fingers on the door handle.


    He clasped her shoulder, stopping her from leaving the car. “Just do what the others do. It’s a small group of my closest friends. You’ll be fine. This is such a rush. You’ll see what I mean tonight.”


    Peering at him, she fortified herself with the knowledge he’d told her he loved her last week. All the kids were doing this. What harm could a few prescription drugs really do? They were all prescribed for someone to take. Her mom took several every day. It wasn’t the same as taking illegal drugs like meth or crack. Those could seriously mess with her mind.


    As they walked toward the back entrance to the warehouse, hidden from the street, Jared grasped her hand, brought it to his lips, and kissed her knuckles. “Stay close and I’ll take care of you.”


    His gaze connected with hers. Her stomach flip-flopped. He could always do that—make her feel so special. She certainly didn’t get any affirmation from her mother, or her father, who lived in Chicago and couldn’t be bothered with her.


    Before going in, Jared tipped her face up and kissed her, then pushed the door open.


    The beat of the music pulsated in the air. Four teens sat or stood around the huge cavernous warehouse—bare of any items as far as Kelly could see, except for a few crates used for the party. Beyond the pool of light, darkness lingered as though a black curtain encircled a small part of the building, cordoned off for the pill party.


    Jared retrieved two beers from a cooler and passed one to Kelly. She hated the taste but noticed all the other kids had one. She’d pretend she liked it.


    “Let’s put our drugs in the bowl. When everyone arrives, we’ll grab a handful and take them with the beer.” Jared pulled a wad of pills from his pocket.


    “Then what?”


    “We drink, dance, and wait. For some nothing much happens. Dud pills. Others get a rush, feel euphoric. Either way, we’ll forget our problems and have fun.” He released his pills to fall into a large plastic bowl where there were a lot of drugs in various colors and sizes.


    Kelly uncurled her hand, and the ones she brought tumbled on top of the others, then she took a swig of beer, suppressing her gag reflex.


    Jared tapped his can against hers and then lifted his drink, downing probably half of it. “C’mon. We need to catch up with everyone. We’ll be floating in no time. Not a care in the world, especially the English test you have on Monday.”


    While she tilted the can to her lips, he slung his arm over her shoulder and cradled her against him. His sweet action reinforced why she was here in the first place.


    Jared loves me and won’t let anything bad happen to me.
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    Her throat parched, Kelly swayed in the middle of the lit area with several teens slumped on the concrete floor. The light and dark swirled before her. She searched for Jared and found him where he’d been before she’d gone to see if there was something to drink. The coolers had been empty. To ease her dryness, she’d considered cupping her hands into the melted ice, but she didn’t.


    Kalvin Majors stumbled and fell into a stand with a light. It crashed to the floor and shattered. He continued wandering around in a circle, shouting every once in a while, “Go Eagles.”


    Kelly returned to the darker area because the room didn’t seem to spin as much. She plopped down and crumpled back against a post. Jared lay not far away, and no matter how much she’d tried earlier to get him up, she couldn’t. He’d just batted at her as if she were an annoying fly pestering him.


    Another girl, Zoe, was stretched out on the floor moaning, while Luke, who was in several of her classes, vomited. The stench assailed her nostrils, and she almost hurled. She cupped her hand over her mouth and closed her eyes.


    This isn’t fun. I want to go home.


    She crawled toward Jared, afraid to try standing. When she reached him, she shook his shoulder hard. Nothing. At least before, he would mumble or groan, but this time he didn’t do anything. Cradling his face between her hands, she intended to yell at him until he woke up.


    His skin felt cold, but it was hot in here. How could he be so cold? Her mind fumbled around trying to grasp onto something she should realize. Did she stick her hands into the ice water after all?


    “Jared! Wake up!”


    Someone—Brendan maybe—said, “Pipe down.”


    She didn’t care. Increasing her volume, she shouted his name over and over.


    Kelly lifted his arm to pull him up and get him outside into the fresh air. His limp arm was dead weight, making it hard to budge him at all. Finally, the effort zapped all her energy, her world spinning faster than before. She collapsed on top of Jared. A black veil descended . . .


    Someone jostled Kelly, pushing her off her comfortable pillow. She blinked, a harsh light glaring in her eyes.


    “He’s dead,” a frantic female voice shrieked, piercing through Kelly’s dazed mind.


    Dead? Kelly struggled to focus on the two blurs standing over another blur.


    “We’ve got to get him out of here. This is my dad’s warehouse.”


    “And do what?” the girl screamed.


    “Don’t know. Can’t leave him in here.”


    Kelly curled up into a ball, the cold concrete against her cheek. She wanted to open her eyes again. To see what was happening but the darkness beckoned. If she slept a little longer, she would be okay.


    A scraping sound penetrated the haze in her mind, but she kept moving toward the black.


    Slam.


    She jerked, then folded in on herself even more. Now running toward the dark void where she could escape . . .


    Kelly rolled unto her back, the cold hardness beneath her demanding she wake up. She tried forcing her eyelids up but only managed to open them a slit. Through her narrow vision a face loomed close. The darkness surrounding her made it hard to see who it was. Blue eyes? Jared?


    But no matter how much she tried, she couldn’t keep her eyes from shutting again. Her mind in a fog, she allowed it to swallow her up.
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    “Really, Mom, I don’t feel well. I think it’s something I ate last night.” Lexie Alexander drew the cover over her head and hoped her mother would just leave her alone.


    Her mom threw back the coverlet and felt her forehead. “You don’t feel hot. I hate going to church by myself.”


    “I thought Uncle Ethan was going.”


    “He got a call. Some hikers found a dead body.”


    Lexie’s stomach roiled, bile rising up. She jumped from bed and raced for her bathroom before she got sick all over the carpet. Barely making it, she heaved into the toilet.


    Her mom handed her a cold washcloth. “Guess you really are sick. I thought you were trying to get out of going to church.”


    As Lexie hung over the rim, she shook her head.


    Her mom filled a cup with water and gave it to her.


    Lexie swished the cool liquid around in her mouth then spit it into the toilet. “I really did eat some spicy food that didn’t agree with me. I had the Cantina deliver last night while you were out on your date with Cord.”


    “I’ll stay home, in case you need me.”


    Lexie handed the cup to her mother. “I don’t think there’s anything else in my stomach. I’ll be fine with some rest. I was up a good part of the night.”


    “You should have come and gotten me.”


    Lexie rose, glimpsing her wild short hair and pale face. “I know you’re a nurse, but what would you have been able to do? Hold my hand while I puked? I know I’m not eating at the Cantina ever again.”


    Her mother lingered in the doorway into the bathroom. “On the way home from church, I’ll stop and get some ginger ale and saltine crackers, in case you want something later.”


    Lexie waved her away then cupped some cold water and splashed her face. The awful taste in her mouth reminded her of that spicy food that probably was the culprit behind her getting sick. As she heard the bedroom door click shut, she put a glob of mint-flavored toothpaste on her toothbrush and scrubbed her teeth, hoping to get the nasty taste out of her mouth.


    She trudged back to bed and fell across the messed-up covers. Her mind started surrendering to sleep . . .


    The song “Because of You” blasted the air, startling her wide-awake. She fumbled for her cell phone on her nightstand and brought it to her ear. She didn’t feel like talking—even to her best friend.


    “Hello.” Her answer came out long and drawn out.


    “Lexie, I need your help.”


    “Kelly?” She pushed to her elbows. “Why are you whispering?”


    “I’m at a warehouse across town. I need a ride home and bring me that blouse you borrowed last week. Mom has to think I’ve been up and out with you this morning.”


    “Where have you been?”


    “At a party—all night. I’m scared. Come get me.”


    Lexie looked around and saw her car keys on the desk by her purse. “Where’s the warehouse?”


    “At the corner of Sixth Street and Bluebonnet Road.”


    “That’s clear across town in the bad part of town.”


    “I know. That’s why I’m not walking home. I need your help, Lex.” Fear laced each word Kelly spoke in a shaky whisper.


    Lexie swung her legs off the bed. “I’ll be there as soon as I can.”


    “Pull up in back of the warehouse. I’ll be watching. I don’t want to leave until you come.”


    “Okay.” Lexie hung up and snatched her jeans and T-shirt off the floor nearby. She stood to put her clothes on, but the room tilted. Plopping down on the bed, she dressed. Remembering the fear she’d heard in Kelly’s voice prodded her to move as fast as her shaky body would allow.
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    “Thanks for coming out on a Sunday morning,” the police chief of Summerton said to Texas Ranger Ethan Stone.


    “Cord, what happened here?” Ethan stood just outside the cordoned-off area with yellow crime scene tape.


    “Two hikers found a car in Summerton Lake with a dead body in it—Jared Montgomery.”


    Ethan whistled. “Have you told his parents yet?”


    Cord Thompson shook his head. “I can’t call and tell them over the phone. I need to make sure the crime scene is processed by the book first.”


    Ethan removed his tan cowboy hat and raked his fingers through his hair. “Agreed.” Bradley Montgomery owned the largest ranch in this area of northeastern Texas, and Jared was his only child. “Did the hikers recognize Jared?”


    “They are with an officer giving their statements. One of them dove under to see if someone was trapped in the car. He saw Jared and tried to get the door open. He couldn’t, but he could see Jared was dead. He hightailed it out of the water to call 911. Hopefully, since only those hikers know about Jared’s death, this gives us a little time before the news gets out. I can’t mess up this investigation, or I’ll be looking for another job.”


    “What do you want me to do? You know I’m always here to help.”


    “Considering the potential of this case to be high profile, I’m glad you’re the Texas Ranger assigned to this area.” Cord rubbed his nape. “I’ve got a feeling this case will come back to bite me. I don’t want Bradley Montgomery to find out from someone else besides the police, but as I mentioned, I need to stay here. Sending a street officer would say to the man his son wasn’t important enough to our police department to have someone higher up inform him of Jared’s death. Bradley is one of the people whose taxes probably pay a good part of our salaries. He goes to your church. You know him. Would you inform him of his son’s death and that you’ll be working with us on this case?”


    “You and I go to the same church.”


    “I know, but you two were better friends in high school.” A grin skittered across the police chief’s face, but only for a second.


    “So you’re officially asking me to participate in the investigation?”


    “Yes.”


    “Since when have we stood on protocol? We’ve known each other since childhood, and you know the Texas Rangers are here to help with local cases when needed.”


    “As I said, we can’t make any mistakes with this case. I can already imagine Bradley breathing down my neck, and I won’t blame the man when he does. I don’t have children, but if something happened to my niece or nephew, I’d be all over it.”


    “I haven’t been here long. What kind of kid was Jared? Like his father?”


    “Yes. Jared is a popular guy and well-liked from what I’ve heard. He’s on the football team as the quarterback. This will be a blow to the whole team and school.”


    Ethan walked to the red Porsche, still dripping water, and studied the boy, his body leaning back, held in place by his seatbelt, his head bent to the right. “Are there signs of foul play?”


    “Not that I can see, but the Medical Examiner is on the way. I didn’t want to move him from the car until he got here. I’ll push to have the autopsy done immediately.”


    “Suicide?”


    Cord frowned. “It doesn’t feel right. He has everything going for him. That’s why I want to be here when the ME arrives. Nothing about this scene looks like a suicide.”


    “What are you afraid of? That this is drug or alcohol-related, and Bradley’s active campaign against drugs is known all over these parts?”


    Cord nodded. “Why here? Yes, I suppose he could have driven into the lake because of the boat ramp here,” he pointed at the pavement ending in the water, “but it’s set out of the way from the parking lot where the road forks.”


    “Which brings us back to suicide. He could have purposely driven it into the lake. Or someone else did. So who would have it in for Jared if he’s so popular?”


    “You see how many questions there are. Bradley will want them all answered and then some. He’ll be looking for someone other than his son to put the blame on.” Cord removed his trademark toothpick from his front shirt pocket and stuck it into his mouth. According to him, chewing on it helped him think since he’d stopped smoking.


    “I’ll be back after I notify Bradley. I want to look at his room and check for a suicide note. It’s early, he won’t have left for church yet. In this region, there have been several deaths in the past couple of months from prescription medications not belonging to the deceased person. But no foul play has been determined in those cases.”


    “Appreciate the help. See you in a while.” Cord gestured toward an arriving black van. “Ah, the ME is finally here. I woke him up this morning.”


    “He got to sleep in. My dog had me up at the crack of dawn to let him out.”


    “Get a doggie door.”


    “Can’t. That creates a hole in my perimeter in which someone could enter my house. Not comfortable with that.”


    Cord chuckled. “Ain’t police work grand? It makes all of us paranoid.”


    Ethan began walking toward his blue SUV. “I’d much rather think of it as making us alert and prepared for anything.”


    Cord’s laughter increased. “You keep thinking that.”


    Ethan climbed into his car and backed away from the scene until he could turn his SUV around and head toward the highway leading to Bradley’s ranch. Usually he didn’t notify the next of kin about a death, at least not since he’d been a Texas Highway Patrol Officer. That was one duty he didn’t miss.
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    Lexie’s wheels squealed as she turned onto Bluebonnet Road, her stomach tight with tension. She prayed she wouldn’t throw up again. Kelly needed her, and she wanted to be there for her best friend, even if lately they had drifted apart since Kelly began dating Jared Montgomery.


    Passing Fifth Street, she began looking for the sign for Sixth. The area around here was creepy, buildings abandoned with several vandalized. Scanning one after another sent a shudder down her length. She hoped Kelly was watching, and she didn’t have to get out of her car. Even though her Ford was over eight years old, someone around here might want to steal it, leaving her and Kelly to walk home.


    That thought panicked her, and she nearly missed Sixth Street. Lexie slammed on the brakes, and her tires screeched. She fishtailed. Great. If that didn’t call attention to her, she didn’t know what would short of laying on her horn. She quickly moved her hands away from the horn and turned the steering wheel toward the way she needed to go.


    A minute later, she pulled up at the back of a brown warehouse that at one time must have been white. Patches of the color peeked out every once and a while. For a second she contemplated honking, but she took a quick glance around and decided against it. The parking lot was as deserted as these buildings appeared, but beyond them a large, low-income apartment complex backed up to the area.


    She’d call Kelly to come outside, but when she rummaged for her cell phone in her purse, she couldn’t find it. She’d left it on her bed. Well then, she would give Kelly a few minutes to come outside.


    Lexie tapped her hand against the steering wheel, trying to keep rhythm to an imaginary song running through her mind. A beat-up car drove down Sixth Street. Lexie held her breath. Her pulse coursed through her at a maddeningly fast rate. If Uncle Ethan knew what she was doing, he would go through with his teasing threat and really have her frozen until she was twenty-one.
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    “Mom! A man is here to see you,” Sadie Thompson’s son, Steven, yelled from the entry hall.


    She cringed and wondered how many people in the neighborhood heard that announcement. A man at the door for Sadie Thompson. No doubt one of them would immediately run to her parents and tell them their daughter was seeing a man. She laughed out loud. That was the farthest thing from the truth. After Harris walked out on their short-lived marriage, she hadn’t had time for anything but raising her children and trying to make a living.


    She finished running a brush through her hair, slipped on some sandals and hurried from her bedroom. When she emerged from the hallway and saw the man standing in her home for the first time in ten years, she stopped, placing her hand on the wall to keep her balance.


    Harris Blackburn. What was he doing here? What did he want from her? The last time she’d seen him he’d had the nerve to ask her for money—money she didn’t have. He’d left then, like he had right after the twins were born, three years before that, and to her relief she hadn’t once seen him.


    Until now.


    Steven eyed the man who was his father, but she doubted her son recognized him. He then turned to go to the den where he played his video games every waking moment she would let him sit in front of the screen. She gritted her teeth to keep from saying anything to Harris until she heard the door to the den close.


    “What do you want?” she asked in a surprisingly civil tone although her first urge was anything but civil.


    “To see my kids. I heard you came back to Summerton.”


    “Who told you that?”


    “A friend in town.”


    “You still have friends?”


    He winced. “Yes. In fact, I returned last week. I have a job here. I’m staying for a while so I thought it was a good time to get to know my son and daughter.”


    She’d so desperately wanted to hear those words from Harris in the past. Now she dreaded them the most. “No.”


    “Did I tell you one of those friends is a lawyer?”


    “Jeffrey Livingston.”


    “Yes, you remember what good friends we were back in the day.”


    “You can have visitation rights when you pay me for all those years of back child support. The amount is over a hundred thousand dollars. Come back then and we’ll talk.” Harris could never keep money for long, so the thought he had that kind of cash was ludicrous.


    He stuffed his hand into his jacket pocket, withdrew a wad of money, and tossed it to her. “That’s five thousand. The courts will look at it as an attempt. All I want is to see them and get to know them. You can be there.”


    She unrolled the money, all hundred-dollar bills, and examined them. They looked real, but she couldn’t believe it. “What bank did you rob?”


    “I’ve changed over the past few years. I’ve got a steady job as a private investigator, and I’m good at my job. Been at it for three years. I’ve settled down. My kids have a right to know their dad.”


    “Do you even know their names?” Derision dripped off each word. Lord, I’m trying not to lose it. But it isn’t easy.


    “Steven.”


    “And?”


    “I don’t know my daughter’s name. You know how I am with people’s names.”


    “These people are your kids. You call yourself a private investigator? You could have at least found out before showing up here.” As much as she could use the money, she put the rubber band back around the wad and threw it at her ex-husband. “I don’t want your money. Get out. If you don’t leave, I’ll call my brother. Just in case you haven’t heard, he’s the police chief of Summerton.”


    “I’ve heard.” He snatched up the money and returned it to his pocket. “This doesn’t change anything. You’ll be hearing from me soon.” Stepping back, he rotated toward the door and left, the slamming sound echoing through the house.


    Shaking, Sadie finally collapsed back against the wall and slid down. She drew her legs to her and dropped her head on her knees. She’d never thought Harris would come back to Summerton. While growing up here, he’d loathed the town and couldn’t wait to get away.


    Being a teacher, she still had most of the school year to finish out. She was tired of doing everything alone. She needed her family around her, but she couldn’t have Harris in her children’s lives.


    Can I wait until next May to leave again?
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    “Is Mr. Montgomery here?” Ethan asked the man who wasn’t technically the butler because Bradley would scoff at that term. But the guy was always there to answer the door and bar anyone from seeing Bradley if he thought his employer didn’t want to see the visitor.


    “He’s getting ready for church and—”


    “This is official police business.” Ethan showed him his badge, staring down the large employee with beefy arms and bowed legs.


    “He hates to be disturbed at this time.”


    “He’ll want to talk to me. It’s important.” Ethan stressed the last word, narrowing his eyes on the gatekeeper as though Ethan could will him to move.


    “Very well. I’ll ask Mr. Montgomery, but don’t be surprised if he tells you to come back another time.”


    The man escorted Ethan to the formal living room, sterile and stuffy, containing expensive pictures with a western theme on the walls and bronze Remington statues on the tables. There was a time when Bradley would have opened his own door to Ethan. Millions of dollars later his friend kept barriers between him and the townspeople. He missed the days when Bradley and he had ridden a bit recklessly across his family ranch, much smaller in those days.


    “Ethan, it’s great to see you.” Bradley offered him his hand.


    He shook it. “I wasn’t sure I would get through your man at the door.”


    Bradley grinned. “I pay him well to keep the riffraff out, but I’ll have a word with him about you. I’ll let him know you’re a longtime friend, even though we’ve lost touch lately. What brings you here that couldn’t wait until church in half an hour?” He waved his hand toward a chair while he fit his long, lean length in one across from where Ethan stood.


    “I won’t be at church today, and this is something I must tell you in person as soon as possible.”


    Bradley sat forward, his shoulders thrust back. “What’s happened?”


    There was never an easy way to inform a parent their child was dead. “Jared was found this morning by hikers in Red River City Park. He’s dead.”


    The color drained from his friend’s face. He gripped the arms of the chair and leaned so far forward that Ethan was afraid Bradley would topple from his seat. “No, this has to be a mistake. My son is . . .” His mouth moved up and down, but no words came out.


    “I’m sorry, but it’s Jared. I saw the body. The police chief ID’d your son. Of course, you’ll be asked to make a formal ID.”


    “How could it be Jared? He should be upstairs.” Bradley shot to his feet and strode from the room. “He refuses to go to church, so I haven’t seen him yet today, but I’m sure I’ll find him sleeping in.”


    Ethan followed Bradley to his son’s bedroom. For Bradley’s sake, he hoped Cord was wrong, but the car’s registration was to Jared Montgomery.


    When the man thrust the door open and stepped inside, he came to an abrupt halt. His hands balled. “No. No. Not Jared. It can’t be.”


    Ethan guided Bradley to the neatly made bed. “Sit. Is Annabelle home?”


    “No, she’s in Dallas. I’ll have to call her.” Bradley sank onto the mattress, but he didn’t move to get in touch with his wife. “How did this happen? Why Jared?”


    “We don’t have the answers yet on those questions. Cord stayed to make sure we processed the scene quickly. He knew you would want to know what occurred as soon as possible.”


    “Was—was he . . .” Bradley brought up a shaky hand and wiped the sweat from his forehead with his palm.


    “We don’t know the cause of death yet. He was found in his car in the Summerton Lake by the boat ramp.” He decided not to mention suicide. Bradley had enough to process at the moment.


    “An accident? Why in the world was Jared at Red River City Park? That isn’t his normal hangout. And how did he end up in the water? We keep a boat at Monarch Lake.”


    “Good questions. Ones we will get answers for. Did you see him last night?” Ethan made a visual sweep of the tidy room—nothing like what he’d had when he was growing up.


    “Yeah, right before he went out on a date.”


    “With who?”


    “This girl he’s been dating for a couple of months. I don’t think he was serious about her, but she is beautiful and Jared is always . . .” Tears glistened in Bradley’s gray eyes, making them shine like polished silver. He dropped his head. “I don’t think I can get used to saying was. He’s all I have.” Bradley fell silent for a long moment, then he lifted his head and directed his intense, cold gaze to Ethan. “I want you on this case. Actually, I want you to be in charge of the case. If I have to, I’ll call the governor. I need to know what happened. Who’s responsible?”


    “Cord already asked me to assist him.”


    “No. I want you running it. I want the state lab to run all the tests. I need to know.” The urgency and fierceness in Bradley’s tone heightened the tension already gripping his friend.


    “I’ll take care of it. I’m sure Cord will be fine with that.” Ethan captured Bradley’s full attention. “Understand I will dig until I discover what happened, but I won’t put up with you dogging my every step about the case.” He knew if his friend called the governor he would have to oversee the case, and he really wouldn’t have a say on how Bradley conducted himself. Like Cord, he suspected this was the tip of something big going down in his hometown.


    “Fine, but I ask you to keep me informed of any progress.”


    “I will, but I can’t have you hampering my case.” Because you might not like what I find.


    “I understand.”


    Ethan didn’t think Bradley really did. What if it were suicide? Or murder? Either situation brought a whole slew of questions that were hard on a family. “I have a few questions for you before I go back to the scene. Did you see your son return after his date?”


    “No. He’ll be—would have been eighteen in six months. He didn’t have a curfew, but he was always home at a reasonable hour.”


    “But you don’t know if he returned last night and went out this morning or if he was out all night?”


    Bradley scowled. “No. He never gave me a reason to question his judgment. What are you saying?”


    “Nothing. I need to figure out what he was doing last night. What’s the name of the girl he was dating?”


    “Kelly Winston.” Bradley bit out the words, a nerve in his cheek twitching.


    Ah, Bradley had dated Kelly’s mom in high school, nothing too serious, but he imagined it didn’t set well with Bradley since Mary Lou and he didn’t end on a good note. Wasn’t Lexie friends with Kelly? He’d seen the girl over at his niece’s house a few times in the past month since he’d returned to Summerton.


    Bradley pushed to his feet, his gaze fixing on a photo on his son’s desk of a younger version of Bradley with someone who looked like Mary Lou. Kelly, the girl he’d seen his niece with. “I didn’t want Jared dating her, but I was afraid he would go behind my back if I told him not to.”


    Like Bradley had with Mary Lou. “So you tolerated him seeing her.”


    “Barely. Do you think she had something to do with this? Her mother certainly could mess with a guy’s mind. I should have listened to my gut and put my foot down concerning Kelly.” Bradley began to pace.


    Ethan walked to the desk. “Teenagers love to oppose what you think is good for them. Sometimes we have to let them make their own mistakes. You did what you thought was right.”


    Bradley swung around, his strong jaw line hard. “But Jared is dead.”


    “Kelly might have nothing to do with this. We don’t even know if she was really with Jared last night. Let me do some investigating. Let me do my job.”


    “My son didn’t lie to me. If he said he was going out with Kelly, then he was. Talk to her.”


    “May I take a look at his computer and this room? See if I can find anything to help me reconstruct his whereabouts last night.” A suicide note or an indication someone was mad at Jared.


    “Sure, but I can’t stay in here. I’m going to call Annabelle.” Bradley crossed to the exit, an ashen tint to his tan features. “Keep me informed.”


    When Bradley left, Ethan began his search of Jared’s bedroom. Apprehension nipped at Ethan. Since he’d returned home, he’d only had routine investigations, but he was afraid all of that was going to change with this case.
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    Lexie eased open the back door of the warehouse, its creaking noise clamoring through her head and the vast building. The sound announced to anyone around that someone was coming in. As Lexie squeezed through the opening, sunlight poured into the place, mingling with the cloudy streams coming in through the dirt-crusted windows scattered along the walls on both sides of her. The stench of stale beer, urine, and vomit permeated the air, nearly gagging her.


    Find Kelly and get out of here.


    Her eyes quickly adjusted to the dimness while she started to the left, searching for her friend. The beer bottles and cans littered the concrete floor—lots of them. What went on here? The question kept running through Lexie’s mind as she moved further into the warehouse.


    Then she spied Kelly, or at least it looked like her, curled into a fetal position on the dirty floor, her back to Lexie. Not moving.

  


  
    2


    Beth Alexander drove halfway to church and made a U-turn to head home. Lexie was rarely sick. Maybe it was more serious than something she ate last night. But even if it was, as a nurse, Beth knew about food poisoning and how some people died from it. She’d feel better if she were home, in case there were complications.


    She pulled into the driveway, punching the button on the garage door opener. Slowly the door rose to reveal two empty parking spaces. Had Lexie become sicker and driven herself to the hospital?


    After pulling into the garage, she checked her cell phone to make sure she hadn’t missed a call from her daughter. Nothing. Maybe she left her a note. Lexie was always good about doing that.


    Rushing into the house, Beth went straight for the whiteboard in the kitchen where they both posted messages to each other. Blank. As she flew through the two-story house, looking for any kind of note or indication where her daughter was, Beth placed a call to Lexie’s cell phone. It went to voicemail. The hospital. She punched in the numbers, praying one of the nurses she used to work with would answer.


    When she connected with the nurses’ station in the emergency room, she identified herself then said in a voice she hoped didn’t sound as frantic as she felt, “Has my daughter Lexie come into the ER?”


    “No. Is something wrong with her?” A fellow nurse she had once worked with on the surgery floor asked.


    “She was throwing up this morning, but thought she was getting better. She probably went to a friend’s.” Beth hung up, embarrassed she’d panicked so fast. Lexie just forgot to write a note, telling her where she was going. Knowing Lexie, she was over at Kelly’s house. She placed a call to check with Kelly.


    “Hello,” Mary Lou said in a slow, drawn out voice.


    “Did I wake you up?”


    “Beth?”


    “Yes. Is Lexie over there?” Anxiety still cloaked her. Why did she have the feeling something wasn’t right? Though Lexie would be seventeen in a month, she never gave her any trouble and disappearing without leaving word where she would be was so out of character for Lexie.


    A long pause, then Mary Lou responded, “I don’t think so, but I’ve been asleep.”


    “Would you please go and check with Kelly and see if she has heard from her?”


    “Is something wrong?”


    “She was sick earlier this morning and now she’s gone. Just being a worrywart.”


    “Sure. I’m walking to Kelly’s room right now. She’s like me. Hates to get up early if she doesn’t have to.”


    “Sorry to disturb your sleep.” Beth heard Mary Lou knock on her daughter’s bedroom door. She smiled. Both girls wanted their privacy. That started about the time they turned eleven.


    Sounds of the door opening drifted to Beth, then Mary Lou muttering some unladylike words. When she came back on the phone, anger infused her voice. “It doesn’t look like she came home last night from her date. Her bed hasn’t been slept in. Let me check the rest of the house, and I’ll call you back.”


    Mary Lou hung up before Beth could say another word. She again trekked through the house, searching for anything to tell her Lexie’s location. She made another call to Lexie’s phone, but all she got was her daughter’s voicemail. Again. She even texted Lexie who always responded almost immediately when she did.


    When Beth’s phone chimed, she answered so fast she didn’t even see who was calling.


    “Kelly isn’t here. I don’t know where she is. You think she’s with Lexie?”


    “I don’t know.”


    “I looked for the outfit Kelly wore last night. I couldn’t find it on the floor with all her other clothes. I tried Jared and Kelly’s cell phones. Nothing.”


    “Me, too. Lexie isn’t answering. I don’t like this.” The nagging feeling persisted. “If you hear from either one, please let me know, and I’ll do the same.”


    Maybe Lexie didn’t have anything to do with what was going on with Kelly. She’d try some of her other friends and see if anyone had heard from her daughter.
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    Ethan approached Cord who was tagging a set of footprints near the boat ramp. “I see the ME’s van has left with Jared’s remains. Did he have anything to say about the cause and time of death?”


    “He thinks between midnight and five this morning. He might be able to narrow it down more after the autopsy. On his cursory look, he couldn’t find any evidence of murder. No obvious signs at least. That doesn’t rule out drugs, though. He’ll check and see if he has water in his lungs or if he was dead before he hit the lake.”


    “What else have you found?”


    “Several sets of footprints. However, they may be from the hikers. This one looks like tennis shoes. Another over there—boots.” Cord pointed to a marker he’d left by the evidence. “We did have to cut Jared out of his seatbelt so I’ll have that looked at.”


    “It can jam in wrecks.”


    “I’ll give the ME a few hours, then pay him a visit. Want to come?”


    “Yes.”


    “How did the notification go?” Cord looked directly at Ethan. “About the way I thought?”


    “Yep. In fact, Bradley insists I take the lead on the case. He threatened to call the governor if he had to.”


    Cord shook his head. “Bradley hasn’t changed since high school. He always did like to bulldoze his way through things.”


    “Made a great tackler for the football team, but could make it hard to take as a friend.”


    “But you stuck by him better than I did, so I can see why he wants you on the case. There are no hard feelings here. In fact, it takes the pressure off me and my office.”


    “And puts it on my shoulders.”


    Cord patted Ethan’s back. “You’ve got big shoulders. Better you than me. You can take it.”


    Ethan sighed. No wonder he didn’t have a life outside of his work and his extended family. “I have a feeling I’m going to need a month-long vacation after this is over, and you should pay for it.”


    “Yeah, sure, on my pay you can spend a month in the woods living in a tent. I’ll supply the woods and the tent. If you want to eat, you’ll have to bring your own food.”


    Ethan’s cell phone played “The Eyes of Texas.” His sister. “Ethan here.”


    “Lexie is missing. Something is wrong. I just know it. You’ve got to come over here. I don’t know what to do.”


    “How long has she been missing?”


    “A few hours.”


    “She’s a teenager, Beth. She probably went somewhere—”


    “Kelly is missing, too. Her mother is also worried about her.”


    Kelly. The one who had a date with Jared Montgomery last night. “I’ll be there right away.”


    After pocketing his phone, he faced Cord. “My sister needs me.”


    Cord perked up, the furrows in his forehead smoothing out. “What’s going on? I couldn’t help overhearing your conversation. Something about Lexie?”


    “She’s missing. Which on its own, I wouldn’t get too concerned about. I seem to remember several times she lost track of time and forgot to let Beth know. But my sister tends to forget those times.”


    “Then why are you leaving the scene?”


    “First, I know you’re a good cop, and you’ll make sure everything is processed correctly. But mostly, Kelly is missing, too.”


    “They’re best friends. No telling what they’re doing. Girl stuff.”


    “I didn’t get a chance to tell you that Bradley told me Jared had a date with Kelly last night. I don’t believe in coincidences. Why is she missing when Jared turns up dead?”


    “I’m coming with you. This scene is basically finished. Not much other than the footprints and a lighter on the boat ramp a few yards back.”


    “Lighter?” Ethan strode toward his SUV.


    “Yeah, I’ll have latent prints run on it. I doubt it’s anything connected to this scene. I didn’t think Jared smoked since he’s on the football team. If coach ever found out, he would have been running laps until he collapsed and not have a breath left to smoke.” Cord opened the door to his truck. “I’ll follow you.”


    “Just like the old days. Should I be concerned you’re after my sister again?”


    “That was ages ago. She married the other guy.” Cord gave him an innocent look.


    “And is now a widow. Is that why I’ve seen you two together a couple of times in town?”


    “We’re friends. We like spending time together. That’s all.”


    “You never married.”


    “Good observation.” Cord cocked a grin. “You haven’t married either. Let’s go.”


    For the second time that day, Ethan left the scene. He agreed with Cord. Several officers had combed over it looking for any clues and evidence. He hoped Jared’s body told the ME more than his location did, and maybe the car would tell them something, too. Bradley would demand answers and wouldn’t tolerate delays in getting them.
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    “Mom, what a surprise. You didn’t tell me you were coming by today.” Sadie shut the front door after her mother stormed into the foyer and swept around to face Sadie.


    Her mom planted her hand with her purse clutched in it on her waist. “I saw Harris Blackburn today at Cattlemen’s Grill. What’s he doing back? Why didn’t you tell me?”


    Sadie glanced toward the stairs that led to the second floor where her two children were. She still hadn’t talked with them about their dad wanting to be in their life because she didn’t know what to say. But she didn’t want them finding out by overhearing their grandmother talking about Harris. “Let’s go outside on the patio. Steven and Ashley don’t know.”


    Her mother’s mouth pinched into a frown. “I told you he was a big mistake.”


    Sadie started for the back of her house. “I know.” Whether she liked it or not she was tied to Harris because of the children. Changing her last name back to Thompson hadn’t changed that fact. She had to deal with it—somehow.


    Out on the patio, Sadie breathed in the fall air and relished its crispness with a hint of burning wood. She didn’t want to have this conversation with her mother. She would only hear about how she’d messed up her life getting involved with Harris in high school. “How’s Dad?”


    “Furious when he saw Harris. I was afraid he’d go over and have words with him. Instead, we cut our lunch short and left.”


    “Does Dad know you came over?”


    “It was his suggestion. He wants the man gone from Summerton.”


    But her dad wouldn’t come see her himself. He hadn’t spoken to her other than a few civil words in the company of others since she’d left fourteen years ago with Harris. Her father saw his grandchildren, especially Steven, but when he did, it was away from her and her house. “I do, too, but from what Harris said to me earlier, that isn’t going to happen anytime soon. He wants to be in Steven and Ashley’s life.”


    “No, he can’t!”


    “Please, Mom, I don’t want the neighbors to overhear our conversation.” Nor her children. She peered up at Ashley’s window above the patio. Maybe this wasn’t the best place to talk with her mother about her ex-husband. “Let’s walk.” Her house backed up to the woods. She strolled that way, hoping her mother would follow.


    She did, even in her high heels that sank into the soft ground. “What are you going to do?”


    “Fight Harris on seeing the kids.”


    “That’ll work. I doubt he cares anyway. He abandoned you and them when they were three months old. What kind of man does that when you were trying to raise twins?”


    “He’s working for Jeffrey Livingston. He told me he’d use his employer’s services if he had to.”


    “Jeffrey is an excellent attorney. That’s not good. Why now? It’s been years since Harris left.”


    Thirteen, long, difficult years. Sadie stopped at the edge of the woods. “I don’t know. But I don’t have a good feeling about it. Harris is a schemer. He says he’s changed, but I don’t think that’s possible.”


    “You changed.”


    “Mom! How can you say that? I was never like Harris.”


    One of her perfectly shaped eyebrows rose. “You weren’t? From my perspective, you were wild and loved going against your father and me. But I’ve forgiven you. Your father hasn’t. You were his little girl. He hasn’t been able to get over his disappointment.”


    Wild? Because she thought she loved a guy who her parents didn’t approve of. They hadn’t even given him a chance. She’d seen Harris struggle against people’s perception of his father. Having a dad in prison had made it tough on him. She’d thought she could keep him on the right track. Everything was fine until she discovered she was pregnant and eighteen with a husband who didn’t want children. Ever.


    “Give your father time now that you’re back in Summerton. Remember he’s the one who suggested I speak with you about Harris being in town. That’s a start, hon.” Her mom patted Sadie’s arm as if she were a young girl again. “So what are you going to do about Harris?”


    “I don’t know. I guess I need to consult an attorney.” Where she’d get the money was a whole other question.


    “I would have said talk to Jeffrey Livingston, but since Harris works for him that’s out. Too bad. He’s a cutthroat.”


    “I know. The best in town.”


    “There’s a new lawyer that moved to Summerton about six months ago. She brought her dog to the clinic a couple of times. I’ve heard good things about her.”


    “Who?”


    “Colleen Stover.”


    “She goes to my church.”


    “Then you know her.”


    “No, but I’ll make an appointment to see her.”


    Her mother’s dark eyes brightened. “Maybe you can get a restraining order against Harris.”


    “I doubt it. He hasn’t done anything wrong.”


    “Yet.” Her mother crossed the backyard toward the patio. “Tell your kids today. Otherwise, they’ll find out some other way, and that won’t be good.”


    “I know. I will when you leave. Give Dad my love.”


    Her mom looked sideways at her, stopped, and embraced her. “Oh, baby, I’m sorry he’s so stubborn.” She stepped back and framed Sadie’s face. “You’re a good child, honey. He’ll realize that sooner or later.”


    “When, Mom? I’ve been back for over a year.” Her throat thick-ened, but she refused to shed any tears over what happened in the past. She’d spent too many nights crying herself to sleep. She wouldn’t now.


    “Dad invited Steven to go hunting in November. You know how particular he can be about who goes along with him on his ‘yearly trek into the wilderness’.”


    “I never could understand a vet hunting deer. Just doesn’t seem right.”


    “Your father is a man of contradictions.” She kissed Sadie’s cheek then strolled toward the side of the house. “Go tell Steven and Ashley. I’ll call you later.”


    She waited until her mother disappeared from view then opened the back door and went into the kitchen.


    Steven stood in the middle of the room with a glare on his face. “Tell me what?”
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    Lexie clamped her hand over her mouth to keep her scream inside. She’d talked with Kelly twenty minutes ago. Her gaze panning the warehouse, she hastened to her friend and knelt behind her. With a quaking hand, she rolled her over, jostling her. When she did, Kelly’s eyes popped open.


    Lexie squealed. “I thought you were dead.”


    Tears crowded Kelly’s gaze. “He’s dead, I think.” She struggled to sit up.


    Lexie helped her friend. “Who?”


    “Jared. I can’t find him anywhere.”


    “That doesn’t mean he’s dead. Kelly, what happened last night? You’re acting weird.”


    “Jared brought me to a party.”


    “Here in a warehouse?” Lexie’s stomach churned, not like earlier but from all the nauseating smells bombarding her from every direction. “What kind of party?” Her gaze latched onto vomit a few yards away. She quickly averted her eyes before she tried to empty her already empty stomach.


    Kelly dropped her head into her hands.


    Silence reigned—except for the sound of dripping water somewhere at the other end of the warehouse. Plop. Plop. The noise nipped at Lexie’s frayed nerves.


    “Kelly, what have you done?” A chill sent goose bumps down her body. More than anything Lexie wanted to run.


    Sobs shook Kelly’s shoulders.


    Lexie clasped her friend. “You’re worrying me.”


    Kelly lifted her head, tears streaking down her pale face. “I only wanted him to like me.”


    “Jared? But he does. Didn’t he tell you last week he loved you? Why did he leave you?”


    “I told you. I think he’s dead.”


    “Why do you think that?”


    “I don’t know.” Kelly kneaded her fingers into her forehead. “Did I dream that? I can’t remember.” She slapped her head.


    Lexie restrained her friend’s hand. “Calm down. That won’t help you remember.”


    “I’ve got to! I know it’s important.”


    “You don’t remember anything about last night? What did you drink? Take?”


    “I don’t know.” Her high-pitched voice held a note of hysteria.


    Scared at what her best friend was saying, Lexie reached for her cell phone in her pocket but remembered she didn’t have it with her.


    Kelly swiped at her tears, only to have more fall. “When I looked outside. I didn’t see Jared’s car. No one’s.”


    She’s only confused. Good. “That doesn’t mean he’s dead. You can call him when you get home and ask him what happened. Why he left you here. Come on. I’ll help you up.” Lexie scanned the dark shadows around her, her gaze coming to rest on the only bowl around. What had been in it? Chips? But there was no indication there had been dip to go with them. Then she noted the coolers with water in them. Must be where the beer had been. “This place is creepy and smells awful. Let’s get out of here. Everything will be better once you’re home.”


    Kelly went even paler. “Can you take me to your house? I’ll call Mom and tell her I came to see how you were doing. I don’t want to go home alone. I don’t want her to see me like this. I need a shower. Maybe borrow some clothes to wear.”


    Lexie’s stomach gurgled, reminding her of her sleepless night battling nausea. “Sure. Mom went to church. She shouldn’t be home for another hour.” Grunting, she tugged on Kelly’s hand. She rose a few inches then sank down on the cement floor. Exhausted from being sick, Lexie wrapped her arms around Kelly, and with what strength she had, she dragged her to her feet. Between them, neither had much energy.


    Finally standing, Kelly swayed into Lexie who went down on one knee. She put her hand out to steady herself and encountered a puddle. She sniffed and jerked back. Urine. Bile rose into her throat.


    Lexie scrambled to her feet and pulled a wobbly Kelly toward the exit. At the door, she paused, steadying Kelly. A chill ran up and down Lexie’s spine. She glanced over her shoulder and for a second wondered if they had been alone. She pushed Kelly through the threshold out into the bright daylight.


    At her car, Lexie dug into her purse, produced some hand sanitizer, and coated her hands with it. Jared might not be dead, but something bad went down here last night.
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    “You need to put a BOLO out on Lexie,” Beth said the minute Ethan stepped into his sister’s house. She held up a cell phone. “I found this under her bed covers. It’s Lexie’s. So we can’t track her by her GPS.”


    “Calm down, Beth.” Ethan moved her toward the living room while Cord shut the front door after he entered. “It’s only been an hour or so. You’re overreacting.”


    “How can you say that when . . .” Beth swallowed hard, “not after what happened to Emma?”


    Ethan guided his sister to the couch and settled next to her. “Emma and Lexie are different.”


    Her eyes simmering, Beth looked at him then Cord. “Lexie is underage. I won’t allow her to run away like Emma. I can’t lose her, too.”


    “You didn’t allow Emma to run away. She just did it without your okay.” Ethan took her hand and waited until he had his sister’s full attention. “You haven’t lost Emma. You know where she is now and that she’s doing okay.”


    “Only because you found her. What if Lexie has done the same thing as her big sister?”


    “First, I’ll say it again. Lexie is completely different from Emma. She’s never given you a reason to be concerned. Second, you said Kelly is missing, too. They’re probably together somewhere.”


    Beth glanced at Cord. “Do you think I’m overreacting?”


    Cord’s eyes softened as he took in Beth. “I can only tell you from experience that if you smother your child, they often rebel in ways you don’t want. Remember what happened with Sadie.”


    “Everything turned out for your sister in the end.”


    Cord grasped the brim of his cowboy hat and moved it around in a circle over and over. “Sadie left with Harris Blackburn when she was seventeen, but they had to wait to marry until she turned eighteen a month later. She hadn’t even graduated from high school. She was determined to prove to Mom and Dad she could be her own person. At the time, they didn’t know she was pregnant, but if they had, it would only have driven her further away. They would have whisked her away so far from Harris and insisted she give the babies up for adoption. I’m sure that’s why she did it.”


    Beth’s gaze fastened on Cord’s face. “But look at her now. Last year, she returned and is now teaching high school English. Lexie loves her as a teacher. She’s learned so much.”


    Cord had insisted earlier that Ethan’s sister was just a friend, but their body language—a blush on Beth’s cheeks, a gleam in Cord’s eyes—spoke of more. And Ethan had been oblivious to it while busy settling down in Summerton after being gone for seventeen years.


    “It hasn’t been easy without our family’s support. Dad still hasn’t accepted Sadie back into the family. Harris married her, then left her almost immediately. He didn’t want children and having twins right off the bat sent him packing. Sadie struggled to finish high school and go to college while raising Steven and Ashley. I helped where I could. I even tried to talk her into coming home sooner. She wouldn’t until last year. It’s a delicate balance for a parent when a child becomes a teenager.”


    Beth frowned. “What you and Ethan are saying is that I’m not balancing it well. This from two men who aren’t parents. I am not smothering Lexie. I learned with Emma.”


    With his forehead creased, Cord shook his head. “I didn’t say that. You asked my opinion. I’ll always give you the truth even if you don’t want to hear it. Officially we can’t do anything unless we suspect foul play. Is there anything pointing to that?”


    Beth shot to her feet, her hands balled at her sides. “Officially. This from my brother and—a friend. I expected y’all to do more than that.”


    The conversation with his sister was going downhill fast, especially for Cord. Beth sent the man stabbing looks. Ethan tugged her back onto the couch and took both of her hands so she would shift toward him. “Beth, I’ll go over and talk with Mary Lou after I take a look at Lexie’s room, while Cord,” Ethan glanced at his friend, “will quietly have his men look for Lexie’s car. When they find it, they’ll let you and me know rather than approach her. She’ll never know. Okay?”


    Beth released a long breath. “I guess so. I just can’t shake this feeling something isn’t right. I got this when Emma ran away, and I was correct then.”


    Ethan rose. “You’ll know when we do. If she comes home, call me. I’m going to Mary Lou’s. Remember, Lexie is a good kid. She’s never given you a reason to worry.”


    “Sure and Sadie never did until she ran away with Harris.” Her gaze on Cord, Beth didn’t get up from the couch as Ethan and Cord made their way toward the foyer.


    “I didn’t score any points with your sister today,” Cord murmured, plopping his hat on his head.


    “Welcome to my world. Things have been a mess ever since Emma ran away two years ago. Now that Emma is an adult, there is little Beth can do about it. Emma doesn’t want to have anything to do with Beth. Since Zed died in a factory accident, she’s clung to her kids a little too much, and Emma was Daddy’s little girl. She was devastated by Zed’s death.”


    “Is this why we never married? Families are complicated.” Cord reached for the door handle.


    Ethan chuckled. “That’s a nice way of putting it.”
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    “Time for your meds, Lucy,” Patti Shea said as she entered the patient’s room at Greenbrier Nursing Home.


    Lying in her bed, Lucy rolled her head toward Patti, the eighty year old’s eyes trying to focus on her nurse. Lucy blinked several times. “Where have you been, Anna?”


    She was used to Lucy calling her by her daughter’s name. Patti smiled as she slipped the woman’s hydrocodone into her pocket and replaced it with an over-the-counter pain reliever she dropped into the little paper cup. “Working, but I’m here now to give you your medication. Ready?”


    “How’s Wally?” Lucy struggled to get up.


    Patti helped her. “Daddy is fine. He sends his love. He’ll be here later.”


    When her patient sat up, Patti presented the paper cup. Lucy took it with a glass of water Patti handed her. “Did you swallow it?”


    Lucy nodded. “You’re a good daughter.” She stroked Patti’s arm.


    Patti’s cell phone vibrated in her pocket. “I need to go, Mama.”


    Lucy stared at her. “Who are you?”


    “Patti, your nurse. Rest now,” she said as she headed toward the hallway, removing her phone, noting the number and quickly answering the call from her husband.


    “I found someone else who can buy some pills from you. He’ll be a steady client.”


    “I don’t know if I can do it. I’m taking what I can from the patients who don’t know what day it is.”


    “Find others. You’re creative. You can come up with ways. Remember the money you get helps with the bills we have to pay.”


    “Yes, I’ll do what I can.” Patti punched the off button. How could she forget the bills she was trying to pay off? She was drowning in debt and didn’t know what else to do. With her husband out of work and unable to find a job, there was little recourse for her to get any extra money.


    Patti went to the medicine cart and unlocked it to retrieve the next patient’s medication. This one in the room next to Lucy’s missed her pill yesterday. Could she risk two days in a row? Maybe she would try it and see what happened. Betty took only tranquilizers. She’d give her another herbal supplement. Then, if it worked, she could adjust her schedule of taking pills to two days off and one day with their real medicine. She had to do something. She needed the painkillers for herself, and the other medication helped pay the bills.
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    Sadie stared at the open window over the sink then at Steven. How much did he overhear?


    “Ashley,” Steven yelled. “Come down here. Mom has to tell us something.”


    The whole neighborhood probably heard him. Sadie stalked to the sink and stood on tiptoes to close the window. She had a feeling this wouldn’t be a pleasant little conversation with her thirteen-year-old twins.


    When Ashley trudged into the kitchen, she reminded Sadie of herself at that age. Her daughter’s long, white blond hair tumbled down her back in curls. She had the part near her face clipped back, emphasizing her large brown eyes, dark like hers whereas Steven had hazel eyes with curly, sandy-colored hair. A person could tell they were brother and sister, but not fraternal twins, and they worked hard at making it stay that way.


    “Couldn’t this wait until I finished studying for my algebra test for tomorrow? I don’t understand why teachers have tests on Monday.” Ashley leaned against the counter just inside the doorway.


    “To ruin your weekend by making you study.” Steven went to the fridge and got a Coke. “There’s nothing in the house to snack on.”


    “I’m going to the grocery store tomorrow after school. If you’d ration the chips and protein bars through the week, this wouldn’t be a problem.”


    “Mom, what do you need to tell us? Remember, algebra test.”


    “Let’s sit at the table.”


    Ashley rolled her eyes. “Oh, no. It’s one of those conversations where you talk, we listen.”


    “No. I have to tell you two something, and then you can ask questions.” Sadie took her usual chair at the table and waited until they sat across from her. How did she start? Her kids had stopped asking about their father years ago probably because she made it clear the subject of him was off limits.


    “This is about your father.” Sadie inhaled a deep breath, her mind racing with possible ways to continue.


    “What’s there to talk about. Isn’t he dead?” Steven asked.


    Sadie dropped her gaze to a burnt spot in the tabletop where her daughter had placed a skillet without a hot pad down. When their father had never come around to see them like their friends whose parents were divorced, they started thinking he was dead. She’d never corrected them in that assumption.


    “Not exactly.” She peered first at Steven then Ashley. Confusion dominated their expression. “He divorced me when you two were babies and left. He didn’t want to have anything to do with us. The last time I saw him was ten years ago when he came by for some money.”


    “The man who came to see you earlier?” Steven’s quiet voice held too much control.


    Sadie nodded.


    Ashley looked at her brother. “You met our dad today?”


    “I guess so, but she didn’t say anything to me about it. How come, Mom?”


    Both her children stared at her. Waiting for an answer she didn’t really have. She’d never told them the reason Harris walked out on their marriage was because of them. She’d always let them think they had fought and he’d left. That had satisfied them when they were young. From their frowns, it wouldn’t now.


    “He took me by surprise. I didn’t realize he was in town.”


    “More like speechless or you could have introduced us. It’s obvious Grandma knew he was here. Who else? Everyone but your own children?” Steven sat back, his arms rigid at his sides, the biceps bunching as if he were clutching the seat.


    “No. Grandma saw your dad today for the first time. She came over to tell me since she didn’t think I was aware of it. I hadn’t known until about an hour before she saw him.” Sadie slid her gaze to Ashley who hadn’t said much since Sadie had made the announcement. Her daughter sat with arms crossed over her chest, looking away.


    “So what are we supposed to do? Welcome him with open arms?” Steven rose so quickly the chair fell backwards. He glanced at it, murmured, “Why didn’t you tell us he was still alive and could do this?” then stormed from the kitchen.


    Ashley remained, her shoulders hunched over, her head down.


    “Ashley?”


    She lifted her chin and pierced Sadie with a narrow-eyed look. “I’ve always told my friends my dad died. You knew that. Why didn’t you stop me?”


    Because it was easier to believe he was dead than alive and coming back into our lives. “I don’t have a good answer other than I thought I would never see him again, so in a way, he was dead to us. I really didn’t know otherwise.” Which was a cop-out and Sadie knew it.


    Ashley pushed to her feet, leaning into the table. “I want to meet him.”


    “No.”


    “Why not? He’s my father. I think I have a right to finally meet my own dad.”


    Words tumbled through Sadie’s mind, but nothing stayed long enough to form a coherent sentence. Her daughter glared at her for a long moment, then hurried from the kitchen. A minute later, she flinched at the sound of the front door slamming.
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