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Chapter 1

GABE
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ATHERTON LAKE LAY far below them in all its scenic glory. But Gabe Fox had no interest in the view. What mattered to him was whether the fall would kill his wife, Angie. Never comfortable with heights, he turned his back to the toy-like picnic tables below. “Great view, huh, babe?”

“Hang on . . .” Unlike Gabe, who jogged several times a week, Angie was out of breath from the short hike up to the overlook. She bent at the waist, hands on knees. With her back to him, Gabe had a good look at his wife’s spandex-covered ass. Ugh. Some wives aged like fine wine. Angie aged like milk. Eventually, the pile of blubber straightened. She puffed a wisp of auburn hair from her eyes and took in the landscape. 

“You were right,” she said grudgingly. “The view really is gorgeous.”

“Go on, take some pictures.”

Having recently maxed out the Visa card to buy herself a shiny new Pentax, Angie jumped at the idea. She unzipped her camera bag and beamed as she took out her new baby.

Geez, kiss it, why don’t you? Gabe forced a smile. “Take all the shots you want. We’ve got lots of time.”

Of course, Gabe had been planning Angie’s death for months, but if he’d learned anything in his twenty years of police work, impatience got a man caught. His wife would be out of his life soon enough, so why not let her snap a few pictures first?

“Let’s get one of you, now. Move over there.” Angie pointed at the same knee-high bench-slash-barrier he intended to push her off.

“Sure.” Thankful the thing was a good three-feet wide, he sat down. “How’s this?”

“Boring. The picture would be so much cooler if you got up there.”

“What? You know I’ve got acrophobia.”

“Bla bla. Hop up there, you big crybaby.”

“No way.”

“Then rest your foot on the bench. Or is that too scary?”

“No, no. I can manage that.” The bitch doesn’t know what scary is, Gabe thought. But she’s gonna real soon. Smiling through gritted teeth, he followed Angie’s instructions. “Like this?”

“Yeah, but relax. Hiking up here was your idea, remember?”

Damned right it was. He adjusted his Yankees cap and—with the heart-pounding drop just inches behind him—managed to hold a stiff but toothy grin as his soon-to-be-dead wife snapped away. 

“Okay, your turn.” Angie passed him the camera. “So, where do you want me?”

How about dead and bleeding all over those rocks down there?

But Gabe couldn’t say that. “You’re the brave one. Why don’t you stand on the bench?”

Always eager to show Gabe up, Angie trotted over and with a superior smirk, hoisted herself up onto the bench and struck a relaxed pose, unconcerned by the perilous drop behind her.

Was he really going to do this? Once done, it couldn’t be undone, and his step kids, Kylie and Robby, would be devastated. He snapped three pictures, then, lowered the camera as Angie bounced on her toes, her arms outstretched. “See? No big deal.” 

Oh, what the hell. The kids would get over it.

“No, no, no!” Gabe dashed to stop her from hopping down. “I just got the best idea ever. Come on, baby, one more picture.”

“What are you talking about?”

His entire being told him to throw her off the cliff, right then and there. Instead, he stuck with his plan and coaxed her, ever so gently, back into position. “Remember that motel room in Langston?” he began, pleased by his light, reminiscent tone. “It was right after we got married. Kylie had just turned seven, so Robby was only four. You took pictures of them jumping from one bed to the other, remember?”

“You want me to jump off the cliff?”

He chuckled. Actually, yeah. “No, sweetie. I just want you to stand on the bench and jump up. You know, so I can snap a picture of you in midair.”

Angie looked over her shoulder at the open sky behind her. “I don’t know . . .”

“Oh, so you’re scared of heights, now? That bench is three feet wide. I mean I sure couldn’t do it, but you . . .”

“Oh, all right, but if the lodge serves lobster, I’m getting it.”

“Sure, sure.” Gabe grinned, knowing that was one tab he would never have to pay. “Dessert too.” Temples pounding, he positioned himself for the shot. “Okay, now, when I count to three, you jump as high as you can.”

With a nod, Angie did a little half-squat, prompting a nervous giggle from Gabe.

“What’s so funny?”

“Nothing,” Gabe said, even though she looked like a fat toad ready to hop. His face flooded with heat as he adjusted the camera’s focus. “One . . . two . . . three.”

Angie sprang up, arms and legs forming a big X. Surprised by her agility, Gabe almost didn’t click the button.

But he did. 

“Okay, let’s see what we’ve got.” With surprisingly-steady hands, he brought up the image. “Hey, what’s that?” He frowned up at Angie. “I hadn’t noticed before, but there’s something in your hair.” A lie. Eyes on the top of her head, he moved in. “I think it’s bird poop.”

“Gross. Get it out.” She pulled a tissue from her fanny pack, and as she passed it to him, a dog barked somewhere down the path.

Somebody was coming.

“Okay, lower your head.” Amazed Angie hadn’t commented on the tension in his voice, he swabbed the imaginary mess with now-shaky fingers.

“Didn’t think you liked fooling with hair so much,” she teased. “Maybe you should go to beauty school.”

“Funny,” he croaked. It was time. Angie was right where he wanted her, in fact, her ass was literally hanging over the edge.

He’d never get a better chance.

She raised her fat face to him. “Oh, come on, Gabe. I wanna go.”

“And I want you gone.” He pressed his palm to her forehead. 

“Hey! What―?”

Gabe pushed.

Eyes like golf balls, a scream burst from Angie as good as any horror movie actress could produce. Arms and legs flailing, she fell.

There. He did it.

Legs suddenly boneless, Gabe slumped down on the bench as Angie half-bounced, half-slid down a steep rock wall, then caught some air for a few seconds before mashing down some baby pine trees. The last twenty or thirty feet was all free fall.

The breath he’d been holding whooshed out when Angie hit bottom. Nausea, either from guilt but more likely, the vertigo, tore him away. No, this definitely couldn’t be undone. He dropped to his hands and knees, reveling in the safety of the hard-packed earth.

More barking. This time, closer. And now, voices. Well, if Gabe could hear them . . . he filled his lungs and screamed, “Annnnnn-geeeeee!” With any luck, they’d remember his agonized tone when making their statements to the local police.

Gabe got his feet under him as a young man toting a toddler in a kiddie backpack pulled to a stop in front of him.

“What happened?” The man panted. “We heard a scream.”

“My wife . . . she . . .”

A leashed Irish setter tugged a woman past them both. The dog hopped onto the bench and peered over. The woman looked too. “Oh, God, Tyson, there’s a body down there!”

Years of working in law enforcement had taught Gabe that, for some stupid reason, upon committing a murder, perfectly intelligent people tended to draw unwanted attention to themselves. Their dumbest behavior was not grieving.

“Angie . . .” he sputtered. “I was taking her picture and she . . .” For effect, he dropped to his knees. “Oh, my God, she’s dead!”

The baby shrieked, reminding Gabe that he should be crying too. As planned, he went fetal, hands covering his face. They’d remember this. His anguish. His tears. Eyes open wide, he called up his saddest memory, and soon, he was ten years old, mowing the front lawn of the house he grew up in. His little sister had just opened the side gate, and his heart clenched as their little dachshund, Missy, ran out into the street. A few houses down, a huge black sedan turned the corner.

A lump swelled in the back of Gabe’s throat as he recalled the roar of the car’s engine . . . Missy bouncing off the fender . . . her yelp as she spun off into the gutter.

“Mister . . . ?”

A warm hand touched his shoulder. 

Dog nuzzling his ear, Gabe sat up, tears dripping from his chin. He muttered some purposefully incoherent garbage and—even though the man was already placing a call for help—fumbled for his own cell phone.

“It’s all right.” Sobbing a bit herself, the woman crouched beside Gabe. “Tyson’s already gotten hold of someone.”

“Oh . . . okay,” he said, pleased by the pained crackle he’d managed to put in his voice.

They were buying it.

“Here.” The man passed Gabe his phone. “It’s the 911 operator.” 

Gabe took it. “My wife!” He pressed the phone to his ear. “Angie fell off the cliff, and―oh my God—I—she needs an ambulance!”

“Someone will be there soon,” a soothing female voice promised. “What’s your name?”

“Gabe . . . Gabe Fox.” He took several shallow breaths, hoping to hyperventilate.

“Try to stay calm,” the woman told him. “You’re at Atherton State Park, right?”

“Yeah, yeah. At the Overlook. She wanted me to take her picture, and―oh, God, please don’t let her die!”

The woman—Sandy—asked him several more questions. Gabe responded with semi-incoherent blathering.

“They’ll be there soon.” Sandy’s voice was filled with empathy. “Just hang on. Take some deep breaths.”

Should he look down there again? Would people expect that?

Stomach twitching, he stole another peek.

What the hell?

Somebody was with Angie; a dark-skinned man with black hair.

So what? She was dead. Nobody could change that. He shoved the phone back at the man. “I have to go . . . my wife.” Camera in hand, Gabe raced down to the picnic area.

Everything was going perfectly. And it was a beautiful day. Alone on the trail, he freed the grin that had been crowding his mouth ever since Angie went flying.
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BY THE TIME Gabe reached the picnic area, an ambulance and sheriff’s vehicle had already arrived. He shifted into high gear, ensuring he’d be winded and sweaty by the time he crossed the wide stretch of grass between them. Huffing and teary-eyed, he dodged through a crowd of picnickers, the grieving husband, rushing to the side of his dead wife.

Two EMTs had already loaded Angie onto a stretcher, the redness of her blood contrasting beautifully against the whiteness of the sheet one of the men was draping over her. It was all going perfectly. In a moment the guy would pull that sheet up over her head and break the unhappy news to Gabe. With Angie pronounced dead, the sheriff’s deputy would take down Gabe’s statement. Afterward, Gabe would request a ride to the river where he would complete the least enjoyable part of his plan, telling the kids.

The EMTs rolled the stretcher toward the ambulance. Eager for some drama, Gabe threw himself on the body. “Oh, Angie! My god, she fell so far.”

One of the EMTs pulled him away, leaving the other free to slide the stretcher into the ambulance. Silly, since there was really no rush with Angie dead.

“Sir, are you the husband?” It was the guy who’d draped the sheet over Angie—and why hadn’t he covered her face?

“Yes, my name is Gabe Fox.” Cheeks wet with a fresh crop of tears, he begged the man with his eyes. “Please . . . tell me she isn’t dead!”

“She’s not dead. But she is in bad shape. We’re leaving for Moresby Memorial, right now.” The EMT pointed toward a drinking fountain where a sheriff’s deputy was talking to the dark-skinned man Gabe had seen from up at the overlook. “See that guy washing his hands in the fountain? If it wasn’t for his quick thinking . . .” He patted Gabe’s shoulder, then helped his partner push the stretcher into the vehicle.

Tears flowed down Gabe’s cheeks as the ambulance pulled away. What the fuck was he going to do now?

Although he’d rather pound Mr. Nosy-helper’s face in, Gabe stepped to him and offered the man his hand. “You saved my wife’s life. Thank you.”

“No thanks are necessary.” The man dried his hands on his pants before accepting Gabe’s. “Dr. Avani Singh.”

“A-a doctor . . . ?”

The deputy grinned. “Lucky you, right? Your wife wasn’t breathing, so Dr. Singh performed a”—He referred to his notepad—“a cricothyroidotomy.”

Gabe blinked back, suddenly lightheaded. “A . . . a what?”

“A small incision, here.” The doctor pointed to his throat. “I made it with my pocketknife, then widened the airway by inserting a section of straw from my soda cup. She’d have died otherwise.” 

“Isn’t that something?” the still-grinning deputy said. “And this guy just happened to be walking by.”
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Chapter 2

IZZY
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DETECTIVE ISABEL SANTOS raced into the Emergency Room. Breathing heavily, she scanned the faces of a half-dozen people, finally locating Sean Fulton seated on the far side of the room, his suit coat draped across the back of the seat beside him. Calling his name, she rushed to the man who over the last year had become more family than boss.

“Izzy.” Looking a little rattled, Fulton stood. He opened his arms, and she fell into them.

“You okay?” She pulled back to see his face. 

“I think I’m in shock. This is all so . . . so crazy.”

“No kidding.” Izzy hugged him tighter. “I don’t get it. Maggie was grocery shopping?”

“She was.” 

A woman with two small children were about to sit down nearby. Fulton collected his jacket and found them seats on the far end of the room, away from other people. 

“The responding officer interviewed the witnesses, and they all said the same thing. Maggie had parked her car and was walking toward the store entrance when she was hit.” His voice quavered. “It was all just a stupid accident. Some old man named Alvin something-or-other started backing out of his parking spot at the same time Maggie was walking by. When he noticed her, he hit the gas instead of the brake.”

It sounded serious, but surely not fatal. Izzy had lost both parents by the time she was twenty-three. Her aunt was the closest thing she had to a mother, and now that Maggie and Fulton were married, it was almost like having parents again. 

“So, have you learned anything new since you called me?” she asked. “What’s her condition?”

“One of the ER doctors came out here a few minutes ago.” Fulton slumped against the chair’s vinyl backrest. “According to him, your aunt’s got a concussion and huge impact bruise on her hip.”

“That doesn’t sound so bad.”

“Well, no . . .” Fulton shrugged. “But that bruise means there’s a good chance a bone was broken. They’re taking x-rays now, and will probably do an MRI after that.” He pulled his loosened necktie off with a frustrated tug.

Izzy allowed herself to relax a little. “So worse scenario, she’s got a broken hip?”

Fulton nodded halfheartedly. “Or leg.”

“Sorry, I’m late.”

Izzy looked up at her boyfriend, his green eyes filled with concern. “Hi, Brody. That’s okay.” She accepted his embrace and pressed her cheek to his chest, reassured by the familiar scent of hamburgers emanating from the graphic tee shirt he and his employees regularly wore. “Did you close Salty’s early?”

“Yeah, finally, after I made the folks who’d already ordered to-go bags.” He stroked her hair. “Now, what happened to Maggie, exactly?”

They sat down, and Fulton filled him in. 

“Sounds bad, but it also could have been a lot worse.” With Izzy’s hand in his, Brody turned to Fulton. “Did that doctor say how long all those tests were going to take?”

“No.” Fulton stood. The operating rooms were somewhere behind the double doors on the far wall. He stared at them with the intensity of a man trying to fire lasers from his eyes.

“Help me! Please!” A man’s voice, thick with fear, echoed down the corridor.

Izzy peered over her shoulder and was surprised to find Gabe Fox, an officer she didn’t know well, had pushed his way past the half-dozen people in line to the reception desk. Ignoring their complaints, he leaned across the counter. 

“They . . . they just brought my wife in.” Fox’s voice cracked. “Her name’s Angie Fox.”

For a moment, the receptionist, a ruddy-faced woman rounding sixty, seemed ready to tell him off, but her anger vanished as two teenagers joined Fox, the boy almost as tall as his dad. Like Fox, the kids cheeks were streaked with tears. The crowd behind them quieted, their shared expression having shifted from angry to compassionate.

The receptionist nodded. “Okay . . . let me see what I can find out.”

“Please hurry,” the boy urged. “She fell really far.”

After a few keystrokes, the woman raised her gaze. “They just took her into surgery.”

“What kind of surgery?” the girl asked. 

Izzy could only see the side of her head, but she looked familiar.

The woman apologized for not having that information yet, then slid a box of Kleenex across the counter toward them. “Have a seat. I’ll call you over as soon as I know something.”

Izzy shared concerned looks with Fulton and Brody who lowered his lips to her ear. “I’ve seen that guy at Salty’s. He’s a cop, isn’t he?”

“Yeah, his name’s Gabe Fox,” Izzy said. “I don’t really know the guy, but he seems nice. His little sister’s Tonya Fox. Remember her?”

“Sure, I do. Back in high school, you two were tight.” 

They watched Fox guide the teary-eyed teenagers across the waiting room to seats two rows over.

“You and Tonya still in contact?” Brody asked.

“She lives up in Seattle now.” How long had it been since they’d spoken? A year? Two? Izzy vowed to get in contact.

“Hey.” Fulton tapped Izzy’s arm. “Think we should go over?”

Izzy understood Fulton’s reluctance. The kids seemed to be hanging on by a thread, and Fox? She peered over the row of empty seats between them at the man—the officer—she’d often heard referred to as one of the boldest and most self-assured on the force. “God . . . he looks so . . .”

“Broken?” Fulton suggested. 

Izzy moved her gaze from the boy’s green high-topped shoes to Fox, now hunched forward, his head in hands. “I suppose it would be weird if we didn’t go over,” she murmured. “I mean, we are right here.”
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Chapter 3

GABE
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GABE SAT FORWARD in his waiting-room chair, hands clasped between his knees, trying to absorb what he was dealing with. On the downside, Angie wasn’t dead—but she had to have been knocked around a lot. With any luck, she might die on the operating table. It would sure make things a lot simpler.

This was her own fault, really. The Angie he first met was fun, slim, and great in bed. So much so that when he knocked her up, he hadn’t argued when she refused to have an abortion. No, he’d overlooked the two kids and married her anyway. Stupid, considering she lost that baby a month later. Hell, for all he knew, Angie invented that pregnancy to trick him into marrying her.

He sat back. Baby or no baby, things were good for at least two years. And then, after a few drinks with the guys, he’d come home late and noticed Darcy standing in her open front doorway. Although just a silhouette, he could tell she was naked.  Well aware that Darcy’s truck driver husband had left for a cross-country trip the day before, he’d paid his hot-as-hell neighbor a visit.

For a while, they’d hooked up once a week—not that it meant anything. Then, Angie found out and Darcy moved away. Understandable, considering Darcy was Angie’s best friend and often watched the kids for them. With one woman pissed and the other history, sex became a rare commodity.

It just wasn’t fair, Gabe thought as he recalled the way Angie had tumbled down the steep embankment. At least two people had fallen to their deaths from that very spot. He should be collecting insurance money, not wondering if she was a vegetable. And how much of this would his health insurance cover?

An even worse scenario was Angie waking up. Of course, the first words out of her mouth would be that he, the man everybody thought was so torn up with worry, had shoved her off that cliff on purpose. What would he do then? Run? For that, a guy needed money.

Too antsy to sit, Gabe stood and stretched. Beside him, eighteen-year-old Kylie and fifteen-year-old Robby sat zombie-like, their arms wrapped around each other, an intimacy they only shared in photographs. Well, if it took their mom’s “accident” for them to realize how much they loved each other, then he’d done them a favor.

Not that the kids were bad, really, but they were definitely money pits. A senior in high school, Kylie was already dropping hints about needing a car for college, and paying for Robby’s new braces had forced Gabe to work even more double shifts than normal. He checked his watch, then sat back down. No, regardless of what happened, pushing Angie had been the sensible way to go. He didn’t have much, and a divorce would take half of it.

And how long was all this surgery crap going to take? His stomach rumbled. No wonder, since he hadn’t eaten anything since breakfast. He opened his mouth to suggest he and the kids head over to the cafeteria. A familiar voice drew his attention. God, what was he doing here?

Gabe looked up to find not just Chief Fulton walking over but also Izzy Santos, the hot little rookie detective Chief Garver had given Fulton’s position to before he retired.  Sure, she’d solved two murder cases last year, fresh out of the police academy, but didn’t his twenty years on the job count for anything?

His heart froze. Had Angie regained consciousness? Is that why these two were here? To arrest him? “Sir?” He pulled himself up on rubbery legs, focusing on the chief. “Wh-what are you doing here?”

“My wife, Izzy’s aunt, was hit by a car,” Fulton explained. “We’re waiting for news from her doctor.”

“Maggie?” Gabe said, trying to look more stunned than relieved. “That’s rough.”

Fulton nodded to the kids who were now standing and following the conversation.

“We couldn’t help but overhear,” Izzy said. “So, your wife had an accident? I’m so sorry.”

“Poor Angie.” Fulton rested his hand on Gabe’s shoulder. “If there’s anything I can do, just tell me.”

“Thanks. Yeah, my poor sweet Angie.” Gabe pinched his face as he retold his tale, sprinkling in a few pauses and voice cracks for effect. The act seemed to go over well, especially with all the background sobs from Kylie and Robby.

“Oh, honey.” Santos pulled Kylie to her, and they shared whispers Gabe couldn’t make out.

Great, a hugger. Expecting Santos might move on to him, Gabe took a step back. Thankfully, nobody seemed to notice.

You’re probably wondering how we know each other,” Santos said, one arm still around Kylie’s waist. “Your daughter is my inside connection at the local library.”

Smiling, Kylie nodded. “The Inspector Gamache books are super hard to get, so when a book Detective Santos wants becomes available, I set it aside and shoot her a text.”

“Oh.” Gabe smiled. “Nice.” 

To his relief, the doors leading to the surgery area swung open. He didn’t recognize the lady doctor who appeared, but Fulton seemed to. 

Eyes on the new arrival, Fulton rested a hand on Gabe’s shoulder. “Sorry, man. That’s my wife’s doctor. We should . . .”

“Go,” Gabe said. “I understand.” 

Thankful he didn’t have to speak to them anymore. He watched Fulton make a beeline for the doctor. Santos went too, but not before motioning for a familiar-looking man sitting two rows over to follow her.

About the same age as Santos, the guy was tall, good-looking, and familiar. Not a cop—at least not one here in town. But he did look familiar. 
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Chapter 4

IZZY
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FULTON INTRODUCED IZZY and Brody to Dr. Hong, Maggie’s orthopedic surgeon. The petite, young Asian woman escorted them to an area similar to the main waiting room but a fourth the size, suggested they all sit on the sofa, then dragged one of the single chairs to in front of them and sat down in it.

“Mrs. Fulton suffered what’s known as a femoral shaft fracture.” Dr. Hong rested her hand on her upper thigh. “In this area here. It’s also called a displaced fracture. That’s because the two sections of bone have separated and are out of alignment.”

“Okay.” Fulton ran one hand through his mop of dark-brown hair, mussing it. “So, how do you get them back in alignment?”

“It’s a long process.” Dr. Hong tapped the tablet  in her hand and turned it for them to see. “The first step, which we’ll begin once Mrs. Fulton is anesthetized, is skeletal traction.”

The image showed a simple ink drawing of a man in a hospital bed. Thigh bone obviously broken in two, his leg was raised and suspended at both knee and calf by cables.

“See this?” Dr. Hong pointed to the knee area. “We’re going to insert a metal pin here.” 

She went on to describe the traction process and how once Maggie’s bones were aligned, she would then need surgery.

“And how long will she be in traction?” Brody asked.

“That depends on several factors,” Dr. Hong said. “But in Maggie’s situation, I’m thinking a week to ten days.”

“Then, you’ll operate?” Izzy asked.

“That’s right. The procedure is called intramedullary nailing. That’s when a specially designed rod is inserted into the canal of the femur to keep the bone stabilized.” Dr. Hong next showed them an animated simulation.

“How big of a scar will it leave?” Fulton asked.

“I won’t know until I get in there, but probably five inches. Maybe six.”

Fulton grunted. “Good thing Maggie only wears jeans.”

He was right. Dresses were taboo to her aunt, and dress pants were normally reserved for weddings and funerals.

“But . . .” Fulton eyed the doctor warily. “Will she recover completely?”

Izzy held her breath, comforted by Brody’s large warm hand taking hers.

“That’s mostly up to Maggie.” Dr. Hong turned off her tablet. “We’re talking about a lot of physical therapy.”
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HOURS LATER, ANGIE’S doctor finally stepped into the waiting room. Clad in aqua-colored scrubs, white, and about the same age as Gabe, he introduced himself as Dr. Jennings, then suggested they’d all be more comfortable down the hall in a smaller, more private area. Gabe took it as a sign that Angie was either dead or so messed up he expected at least one of them to freak out. Good.

Besides a round table and several chairs, the room was empty. Jennings closed the door and waved them over to the table. Stone-faced, he stood by as they each took a seat.

Please-please-please—Gabe’s prayer played on a loop in his head—tell-me-she’s-dead. Please-tell-me-she’s dead—

“Angie survived her surgery,” Jennings began. “She’s being moved to the intensive care unit as we speak.”

Sonofabitch. No, wait. She could still be a vegetable. “But”—He pinned the doctor with his eyes—“is . . . is she going to be okay?”

Jennings remained unreadable. “Your wife has incurred substantial injuries, all of which we’ve addressed.”

“That’s good,” Robby said.

Jennings nodded. “Let me tell you what we’ve done for Mrs. Fox.”

Gabe didn’t care if they’d given her new boobs and a tummy tuck. What he wanted to hear was that the man had removed a small tree branch from Angie’s brain.

Sadly, Angie’s long list of surgeries didn’t include a pine tree lobotomy, but it was more than enough to get the kids crying again.

God, what a mess. Gabe passed around a nearby tissue box and took one himself. Screw Angie. What about his future? He dabbed his tears which were born from frustration. “That’s a lot to recover from, Doc. But it’s all physical stuff, arms . . . legs. What about her head? Is Angie’s brain going to function . . . you know, normally?”

“Honestly, only time will tell. As they were bringing her in, she had a seizure, due to the severity of her head injuries. The neurologist found some swelling on Angie’s brain, and after careful consideration, we decided it best if we induced a coma.” Jennings looked at each of them in turn. “It sounds scary, but it’s a common procedure. Keeping her unconscious for a while will allow her brain to heal properly.”

“See, guys? They’ve got it all under control,” Kylie said, surprising Gabe that she hadn’t fallen to pieces. Robby responded with a hopeful nod, so Gabe went the other direction. “Oh, God, a coma.” He dragged his hands across his face.

“But it’s an induced coma,” Kylie said. “They can take her out of it whenever they want.”

And then, what? She tells everyone Gabe pushed her? Feeling like he might throw up, Gabe pinched his eyes shut and swallowed hard. “So, like in a day or two you’ll take her out of it and she’ll wake up?” Say-no-say-no-say-no.

“I wish it were that simple.”

Oh? Was this be the light at the end of Gabe’s tunnel? He opened his eyes and found Jennings staring back.

“We have to monitor her progress,” Jennings continued. “If things go well, we’ll stop giving her the coma medication after about a week. Then, either she wakes up by herself . . . or she doesn’t.”

“A week!” Gabe didn’t have to cover his eyes because, this time, the tears were already flowing.
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FULTON, IZZY AND Brody were allowed to enter Maggie’s hospital room by midafternoon. Although Maggie was obviously still groggy, her dark, Moorish eyes brightened as they trailed in.

Weighing just over a hundred pounds and barely an inch taller than Izzy’s five-one, Maggie didn’t just look helpless in the bed, she looked tortured. To keep the bones from shifting, her left leg sported a fresh new cast. Bad enough, but what really bothered Izzy was the stainless-steel pin protruding from each side of her aunt’s lower thigh, right above the knee. A metal device had been attached to both ends of the pin, sort of a down-facing horseshoe with a rope threaded through the curve. That rope extended up over a pulley, then down over the foot of the bed where a ten-pound weight kept the leg elevated and immobilized as the ends of Maggie’s broken femur were slowly pulled back into alignment.

Izzy’s first impulse was to cover her precious Tita Maggie with kisses, but she let Fulton approach first. He took Maggie’s hand and kissed her softly.

“What’s this?” Maggie murmured. She pressed her thumb to his furrowed brow. “Sean . . . Cariño. It’s okay. I’ll be fine . . . eventually.”

“Yeah, eventually.” He tipped his head to the side as he took her in. “Look at you. Still beautiful, even when you’re trussed up like a Thanksgiving turkey.” With a crooked smile, Fulton signaled for Izzy to take her turn. 

Eyes welling with tears, Izzy stepped forward.

“Ay, hija, you too?” Maggie opened her arms, and Izzy kissed her cheek. “It looks worse than it feels.”

“Now.” Izzy combed Maggie’s dark curly hair with her fingers. “You’re still doped up.”

She responded with a sleepy smile that widened when she noticed Brody standing in the doorway. “Hey, you.” She gestured at her odd new accessories. “What do you think?”

“What I think”—Brody crossed his arms and smiled back—“is that I’m looking at one tough little Spanish woman.” He strode to the bed and kissed Maggie’s hand. “Do you remember what happened?”

“Mostly.” She closed her eyes for a few moments. “I was walking through the Safeway parking lot when this big white car rammed into me. After that . . . nothing.” Maggie stared through Brody with unfocused eyes. “Oh, man, I . . .” She looked at Fulton. “Do the police know who hit me? I mean, it wasn’t a hit-and-run, was it?” 

“No way,” Fulton said. “We’ve got a dozen witnesses. Like I told these two, the driver got flustered, he hit the gas instead of the brake, and here you are.”

“Okay . . . good. That’s good.”

What was that look on her aunt’s face, because it sure wasn’t relief. 

“Something bothering you?” Izzy asked.

“I’m not sure.” Eyes closed, Maggie pinched the ridge of her nose. “I saw something . . . but then I didn’t.” She offered a weak smile. “Guess the concussion made me a little goofy. What time is it, anyway?”

“Half past three,” Brody said.

“Oh my gosh. You didn’t skip lunch, did you?” Stifling a yawn, she waved them out of the room. “Go. Eat.”

“She’s right.” Fulton flapped his hand at Izzy and Brody. “Go.”

“You need to eat too.” Maggie pushed Fulton weakly. “Go. I need more sleep.” Already fading, she grabbed his sleeve. “And don’t forget to feed my gatito when you get home. You know how upset Diego gets when he’s hungry.”
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SINCE THE INTENSIVE Care Unit only permitted two visitors at a time, the nurse suggested Gabe see Angie first. He waved goodbye to Kylie and Robby then followed the woman down the hallway to the nurses’ station where she picked up a small brown paper bag and held it out for him to take. 

“Those are your wife’s personal effects.”

He cast an unseeing glance inside. 

“We couldn’t save the clothes,” the nurse continued. “What you’ve got there is her fanny pack, earrings, locket, stuff like that.”

“I get it.” Since it seemed like the right thing to do, Gabe clutched the bag to his chest. “Where . . . where is she?”

“Right behind you.” The woman gestured toward Angie’s room, just a few steps from where two nurses sat working at their computer stations and another stood preparing some type of meds.

Great, if you want your wife to get lots of attention. Terrible, if you don’t want to get caught while you’re finishing her off. Feeling like a kid forced to tell his mom he’d broken her favorite vase, he shuffled into the room where the woman he’d tried to kill lay at the mercy of tubes and wires, a sleeping cyborg. They’d even stuffed one down her throat. Gabe grimaced.

From what he could see, they’d done a good job of cleaning her up. One arm was in a cast, but the other didn’t look that bad, considering. Her face was a different story. Gabe would definitely have to prep Kylie and Robby. He groaned at the thought. The day had gone badly enough without having to deal with screaming kids.

According to her doctor, Angie would be this way for at least a week, but once they took her off the meds . . . he licked his suddenly dry lips. No, he had to finish her. But how? A pillow wouldn’t work, not with that respirator. He looked the device over and found the on/off button. But didn’t these things have alarms? He imagined himself pulling Angie’s plug and an army of nurses bursting in and tackling him to the ground. 

Ugh. No, suffocation was off the table. With one look at Angie’s eyes, even a half-ass doctor would spot the telltale broken blood vessels. Those things just screamed suffocation.

But what about the IV drip? He followed the tube up to a plastic bag filled with clear liquid. Saline, probably. But how hard would it be to add something lethal?

He traced the IV line back to Angie’s hand and the little port thingy taped onto it. Nurses injected medication into them. But how? He squeezed the paper bag, annoyed by his own ignorance. Where did people get poisons, and which should he use? The last thing he wanted was Angie foaming at the mouth or dying while he was still in the room. Well, he’d just have to do some research.

He turned to leave as a nurse holding a clipboard entered the room. At the sight of him, her brow furrowed sympathetically. “I can’t imagine how overwhelming this whole situation must be for you.”

“You’re right. You can’t.”
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A YEAR HAD passed since Izzy first heard that the elderly owner of Rocky Harbor Marina was planning to sell his fifty-foot 1929 Elco cabin cruiser. She’d moved onto the boat a month later, causing her morning rituals to change dramatically. The bed, although still double sized, was now enclosed on three sides by ceiling-high mahogany cabinets, a snugness she adored. Nearly a foot taller than Izzy, Brody wasn’t quite as enthusiastic, but he couldn’t deny the soothing effect of the water’s gentle but constant movement. For Izzy, the only downside of the bunk was that it was three feet high. Happily, the cabin also came with a matching mahogany step ladder.

As was their custom on days when Izzy had no major cases to deal with, Brody had slept over, and they had dressed for a morning run. That was another change to her life, this one definitely for the better. Accustomed to jogging past houses and apartment buildings, that unimpressive scenery had been upgraded to soft sandy beaches, sea gulls, and colorful fishing boats hurrying out to sea. 

Finished with their four-mile jog, Izzy and Brody returned to the boat, ready for a shower. 

“You go ahead,” Brody said, and as he often did, began gathering up his things. 

“Yeah, yeah. Great boat. Tiny shower.” Izzy chuckled.

“You’re very understanding.” The morning sun streamed through the porthole onto Brody as he collected his wallet and keys. He was sweaty and a little musky, but Izzy didn’t care. In that light, he was a Viking. She surprised him by pulling him to her, and they shared a deep and sensual kiss. Izzy had just lured Brody back onto the bunk when her cell phone rang. Seeing it was Fulton, Brody passed it to Izzy and climbed down off the bed. 

“Hold that thought,” he said, his honey tone intensifying the heat that had risen within her. Green eyes laughing, he pulled his shirt back on, kissed her forehead, and climbed the five-step ladder to the galley.

“You hold that thought,” she called after him. Irritated by Fulton’s timing, she poked the button on her still ringing phone. “Morning, Boss.”

“What took you so long? Is Brody there again?”

“Not your business. How did Maggie spend the night?”

Fulton chuckled. “Good, considering. Apparently, they’re keeping her well medicated.”

“I’m glad she’s managing the pain.” She knew he’d slept on the pullout bed in Maggie’s hospital room. “How’d you sleep?”

“Let’s just say my back wouldn’t turn down one of your aunt’s pain pills. If you’re thinking of stopping over for a visit, there’s no rush. Maggie just had her breakfast, and she’s ready for a nap.”

“That’s fine,” Izzy said, relieved her aunt was doing well. “You go home and get cleaned up. I’ll head over to the hospital as soon as I’m dressed.” After a quick shower, she pulled on her usual detective clothes: a charcoal gray pantsuit and fitted, white collared shirt. She’d just finished French braiding her hair when a familiar engine sound warned her that every boat in her part of the marina would soon rock violently. Malcom Dillbeck was going fishing.

Thankful she wasn’t still in the shower, Izzy tottered over to the already open porthole as the cabin door banged against the wall. Like every other time she’d caught the eighty-something-year-old leaving the marina, the old goat was pushing his Boston Whaler like he was late for his own funeral. 

“Damn it, Malcom, slow down!” The surrounding vessels bobbed and sloshed in their moorings as Izzy shouted after him through the tiny porthole. “The next time I see you speeding through here I’m going to write you a ticket!”

As she expected, Malcom responded by raising his middle finger.

She should crank up her boat and chase the old criminal down. Right. And how realistic was that? Especially with no first mate to help her cast off. She tracked down her second shoe and her phone rang.

“Good morning,” Rhonda Pinteaux said, Rocky Harbor PD’s day shift dispatcher. “I’m so sorry about your aunt, Detective Santos. She doing okay?”

“I haven’t seen her since last night, Rhonda, but the chief just told me she’s as good as can be expected. Thanks for asking.”

“Oh, what a relief. I’m calling because there was a vehicle burglary about two blocks north of the marina. You interested, or are you headed for the hospital? I could send over a uniformed officer, if you’d rather not.”

Izzy thought it over. “No, I’ll take it.” Maggie was probably sleeping, anyway. She took down the details and grabbed her jacket. 
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COFFEE IN HAND, Gabe stepped onto the front porch of his two-story craftsman-style house where Kylie waited for her best friend, Addison, to pick her up.

Kylie heaved a dramatic sigh. “This is stupid. I should be at the hospital with—”

“Look, kiddo.” Gabe smiled over his coffee cup. “You can quit shooting eye daggers at me, because my mind is set. Your mom would want you kids to keep your grades up. Did you forget all those scholarships you applied for?”

Kylie grumbled. She checked her watch. “If Addison doesn’t get here soon, we’ll have to run across the entire school if we’re going to be dressed and ready for PE on time.”

She should take her mom’s car, Gabe mused. Angie sure didn’t need it. As he wondered whether the suggestion would help or hurt him, he looked in the direction of the familiar rumble of Addison’s 1965 Mustang. With a screech of tires, the car stopped in front of the house. He followed Kylie down to the curb where she gave his cheek a goodbye peck and quickly climbed into the car.

Since the girls had spent two hours on the phone last night, Addison knew everything Kylie did about Angie’s accident. A sassy little brunette, she waved him closer and reached across Kylie for his hand. “Hi, Mr. Fox. I’m sorry about what happened to Mrs. Fox. I’ve been praying for her.”

“Thanks, Addison.” Smiling sadly, he squeezed Addison’s hand and shut the car door. Ugh. Would this be his world, now? Gloomy faces and pitying stares?

He wouldn’t mind so much if Angie were dead.

He watched the Mustang pull away and turned back to the house in time to see Robby riding his bike down the driveway toward him. 

“Bye, Gabe. See you this afternoon.”

“See you.” Gabe waved and sipped his coffee as Robby peddled off down the street. Of course, his big fatherly spiel about keeping the family boat on course had all been bullshit. If the kids were in school, they were also out of his hair.

Happy to finally get the house to himself, he took a quick shower then headed straight to the Dalton City Library. Of course, Rocky Harbor had a library too, but a prominent police officer dropping by to use one of the computers would likely raise several eyebrows, especially since Kylie worked at that library part-time. Dalton was another story. A one-hour drive, there, nobody would give him a second look.

Since the last time he set foot in a library was his senior year in high school, Gabe remembered little more than the place held books and computers, and anyone could use them.

He found several tall circular computer carrels scattered throughout the Dalton City Library, each with three stations. He continued his tour until he found a carrel with all three seats empty. Even better, it was in the far back corner where nobody could peek over his shoulder.

Although these county-owned computers were probably ten years old, doing his research here was smart. Why leave evidence on his home computer if he could avoid it? Not that there was any reason for the CSI guys to be geeking around with his search history, but it was always better to be safe than sorry, especially when you’re researching poisons.

He climbed onto the stool, and with a quick mouse jiggle, the screen came to life. Dalton County Public Library, it said above two large buttons. The one on the left took him to the Internet. The other to the book catalog. Well, what was wrong with books?
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IZZY ARRIVED AT 557 Parker Street and found what looked like a brand-new Honda Civic sitting in the caller’s driveway. She easily spotted the basketball-sized hole in the car’s driver’s-side window and bent to peer through the opening. The garage door rumbled upward, and an apple-shaped man wearing jeans and a quilted flannel jacket stepped out to greet her. Izzy showed him her badge.

“You’re here fast,” the man said.

“Yeah, I was close,” Izzy said. “You Eric Sherman?”

“That’s right. I was heading off to work when I found that. Bastards took my stereo system.”

“Sorry to hear it. Okay if I take a closer look?”

Sherman agreed, and Izzy tugged on a pair of nitrile gloves. She opened the door and poked her head in. As she expected, she found more glass beads, a gaping hole in the dashboard and one item she didn’t expect.

“My insurance guy said I should report it,” Sherman said. “But it’s probably a big waste of time, isn’t it?”

“Not necessarily.” Izzy walked around the car and opened the passenger-side door. “What color’s your wallet?”

“Black, why?”

She picked up something on the passenger-side floorboard; A tattered, brown leather billfold. “Any idea who this belongs to?”

Sherwood shook his head as she flipped the wallet open. Inside, she found fourteen dollars, but most importantly, a driver’s license. “Jerry Greene. You know this guy?”

“Nope.” Sherman grinned. “This is fantastic. Looks like the dummy served himself up on a silver platter.”

“Maybe.” Izzy dropped the wallet into an evidence bag, which she pocketed. It seemed like a slam-dunk arrest, but a thief with criminal smarts could claim his wallet had been stolen and the thief had dropped it there to frame him. She shared those concerns with Sherman.

“You’re kidding.” Sherman rolled his eyes. “What if you had video evidence?” He pointed at the house across the street. “There’s a porch camera over at Benny’s house. Maybe it caught something.”

Izzy peered across the street at the gray-stucco two story. “I don’t see it.”

“It’s right above the . . .” Sherman’s jaw fell limp. “It’s gone.”

They crossed the street to the neighbor’s front porch. “Now, where was it, exactly?”

“There.” Sherman pointed out three screw holes right above the front door. “At least Benny got it free. His brother put in a whole new system last month and gave Benny his old stuff, but the footage would have been clear. I was there when they tested it.”

Nodding, Izzy lifted her hand to knock on the door. 

“Don’t bother, Detective,” Sherman said. ““Benny’s visiting his mom in the Philippines and won’t be back until the seventeenth.”

“That’s . . .” Izzy counted. “Friday. You okay with waiting that long?”

“To tell Benny they stole his camera?”

“Well, that, but I was talking about getting this Jerry Greene guy arrested. He probably took that camera because he believed the footage came with it.”

For a moment, Sherman seemed confused, but then a look of happy realization spread across his face. “Oh, yeah, the recorder. It’s on a shelf back in the house. Benny showed it to me.”

“Perfect.” She slipped one of her business cards into the doorjamb and handed another to Sherman. “I’ll run a check on Greene. When Benny gets home, have him call me.”
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IZZY STRODE INTO her aunt’s hospital room, expecting to find Maggie still snoozing. Instead, she found the TV playing softly and her aunt squinting up at the ceiling. “Hey, Tita Maggie.” She bent down and kissed her aunt’s cheek. “How’s the leg?”

“The leg is okay.” Maggie rubbed her forehead with the heel of her hand, then looked up at Izzy, her substantial dark eyebrows gathered. “There’s something you should know.”

Oh, God. Did Maggie have another one of her supernatural visions? “What’s going on?” Chest tightening, Izzy smiled nervously as Maggie opened and shut her eyes a few times.

“That concussion seems to have scrambled my brain,” Maggie began slowly. “This morning I didn’t remember a thing about the accident, but after I woke up from my nap . . .” She shook her head as if trying to sort her jumbled thoughts. “I saw something, Izzy. When that car hit me, I saw something.”

Izzy straightened. “Like what, Tita?”

“Like . . .” She kneaded the sheets with her hands. “I don’t know . . . an animal . . . no . . . it was a person. It had to be.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Before the car hit me, it struck someone else, and I think they might be dead—I mean, that’s what I see, right? Violencia?”

“You mean, like before that car hit you, the driver ran somebody else over . . . on purpose?”

Still kneading her covers, Maggie shrugged. “That, I don’t know. Some of it’s still fuzzy.” She shook her head again.

“Should you be doing that? I mean your head already bounced off the pavement once. Maybe you should . . . I don’t know . . . not move it so much.”

“I’m just trying to understand what I see, Izzy. You must look into this.”

“And what do you suggest I do?”

“You’re the detective. Examine the car. You don’t need a warrant to look at the outside, do you?”

“No, as long as what I find is in plain sight.”

“Then, what are you waiting for? If there is evidence, it won’t be there forever. Rain could wash away blood, and if the guy decides to get it washed or, ay Dios, fixed . . .”

“I’ll be screwed.” Izzy thought it over. “Okay, well, that shouldn’t be too hard. If he’s getting it fixed, Rocky Harbor only has three places that do body work.” She took out her phone.

As soon as she confirmed the vehicle she was looking for was at South Bay Body Work, Izzy drove over in what once was Fulton’s unmarked vehicle when he was a detective, a slight upgrade from the well-marked SUV Izzy had driven. She parked in the lot out front and went inside to speak to the owner, Big Sheila Murkowski.

Dressed in her usual postman’s-blue overalls, Big Sheila reminded Izzy of a large, human globe with no continents. With some effort, the big woman rose from behind her ancient desk, which, like the last time Izzy had visited, was stacked with files and various-sized boxes of auto parts. “Detective Santos, what can I do for you?”

“Hi, Sheila. I’d like to take a look at that Chrysler 300-S you got in yesterday.”

“Sure. You got a warrant, or are we just talking about the vehicle’s exterior?”

“Just the exterior.”

“Okay, let’s have a look.” Long gray hair streaming down her back, Sheila lumbered over to a wired safety glass window beside a door that opened onto the main garage area. High ceilinged like a warehouse, the place had six parking bays with three mechanics moving about the four occupied spots. “That’s it on the end.”

They strode past a pick-up truck with no windshield followed by a red convertible where two men were installing a new black-canvas top. The next car was a big white sedan. Izzy pulled out her notebook and recited what she’d written there. “So, this is the car owned and driven by Alvin Griswold, age seventy-three?”

“It is.”

“And what sort of work does he want done?”

“We’re replacing this for sure.” Sheila patted the trunk door and lumbered toward the front of the vehicle. “Also, the windshield and the hood.” Hands on hips, she studied the front of the car. “The grille and front bumper too. Obviously.”

Since Maggie had been backed into, Izzy expected the trunk door to be replaced, but the hood? She walked around to look at the front of the car. “Dang. What caused all that?”

Sheila eyed the long cracks in the windshield and the plate-sized dent in car’s hood. “Apparently, the owner hit a deer last week but didn’t get around to reporting it until now.” She puffed her cheeks and looked at Izzy as if saying, “Hey, I just work here.”

“Is that what it looks like to you?”

“Not a big buck, but yeah. Dent pullers are cheap. My guess is the owner thought he could live with the windshield crack and tried to fix the hood damage by himself.”

“And that didn’t work.”

“Let’s just say my people would do a better job.” Sheila chuckled. “Anyway, now he’s got trunk damage, and since he can’t fix that, he’s decided to report what the deer did.” Sheila lumbered back toward her office. “Just remember,” she told Izzy over her shoulder. “It’s only fair game if you can see it from the outside.”

“Got it, Sheila. And thank you.” Izzy stared at the car. Even if the damage to the front had really been caused by a deer, that made two accidents in one week. Did Griswold need glasses? And how did Maggie’s vision fit in?

She started by examining the front grille, which was missing a section about the size of her hand. Although not interested in dead insects, Izzy expected them, but the black-plastic honeycomb of 4x2 inch rectangles was surprisingly bug free. Okay, so the deer bled a lot, and Griswold decided to wash it. Nothing nefarious there . . . if what he hit was really a deer. 

She took a few photos then moved around to the back of the car where she took more pictures of the damage caused by running into Maggie. Higher than most, the trunk door turned down at a sharp, almost ninety-degree angle, the center of which was now pushed in a good three inches, misaligning the latch which had been tied down.

Bending closer, Izzy discovered a tiny smear of what looked like blood. Of that, she took a picture and a sample. The area below the trunk door appeared clean, so she examined the two back corners, both of which had dents and scrapes. 

Izzy straightened. Nothing criminal yet, but Alvin Griswold could definitely benefit from installing a backup camera. She decided to speak to Big Sheila again.
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BETTER INFORMED BUT frustrated, Gabe left the Dalton Library. The books he’d flipped through, and the websites he’d looked at had all told him the same thing. Poisons were part of nature. Hemlock . . . arsenic, hell, even those big bushes growing wild in the middle of the freeway, and if used properly, every one of them would kill. The problem was, he didn’t want Angie puking her lungs out before she died. What he needed was something deadly, but low-key. Botox seemed his best bet, a real shocker since women paid big bucks to get the stuff jabbed into their faces. 

His second choice was Aconite. Knocked out the way she was, Angie wouldn’t complain about the stomachache it gave her. There was no stopping the monitors from picking up her breathing and heart problems, but Gabe would be long gone when those symptoms kicked in. Happily, Aconite wasn’t normally tested for in autopsies, but what would the nurses think if their intubated coma patient suddenly threw up? With a sigh, he decided he’d worry about that once he found the stuff. 

As Gabe returned to Rocky Harbor, his cell phone rang. It was the high school nurse. Somehow, Kylie had gotten banged in the head with a volleyball. She might even have a concussion, and since Angie was out of commission, it was Gabe’s responsibility to pick her up. Wasn’t it just like the bitch? Unconscious and still sticking him
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