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Chapter 1
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POLICE OFFICER IZZY Santos groaned. “Would you repeat that, please?”

Rhonda Ellis, Rocky Harbor PD’s dayshift dispatcher, did so. “Yes, Officer Santos. You heard right. I need you to head over to 784 Magnolia Avenue and chase a turtle off Mrs. Cassidy’s front lawn. She says it’s eating her azaleas.”

“A turtle?”

“That’s correct. A snapping turtle. And if I were you, I’d get going. That bag of bones has a history of complaints, and the longer you take getting there, the more ammunition she’ll have at the next city council.”

“Copy, dispatch. On my way.” Izzy clicked off the radio. Questioning her career choice, she pulled her rain-misted SUV into the left-hand turn lane.

The idea of patrolling the streets of her hometown had always appealed to Izzy, especially after her father’s sudden death three years ago. A twenty-six-year veteran of the force, he’d often expressed how fulfilling his job was. But if Papi had ever wrangled any turtles, he hadn’t mentioned it.

In her short two months on the job, Izzy had handed out several speeding tickets, and on weekends, more than one DUI. But up to this point, her most memorable assignment had been to locate a stolen bike—which turned out not to have been stolen at all. After asking the owner a few questions, Izzy had located the man’s old Huffy chained to a lamppost behind JJ’s Bar, left there by the caller himself.

Not that Rocky Harbor was crime free. It wasn’t. People sold and overdosed on drugs. There were domestic disputes. All potentially dangerous, and all assigned to male officers. Why? Because they had more experience? Well, how was she supposed to get that experience if she was never given the calls?

Izzy parked in front of 784 Magnolia Avenue. The pretty robin’s egg-blue craftsman-style home was beautifully landscaped with a variety of colorful flowers, including several azalea bushes, all wet and dripping from the last night’s rain, one of which was being munched on by a shoebox-sized snapping turtle.

She imagined Rhonda Ellis struggling to keep her face straight as she’d sent the little Spanish girl on her way, a half-dozen good-old-boys huddled behind her, their mouths covered so Izzy wouldn’t hear their laughter.

“I’m barely twenty-five,” Izzy muttered as she shifted her SUV into park. “That’s not too old to change careers.” She opened the car door and stepped out. But what else was she good at?

Rhonda hadn’t been kidding about Mrs. Cassidy being a complainer. Izzy had barely closed her car door when the old woman came barreling out onto the porch. From four steps up, she peered down her nose at Izzy and then tipped her head at the turtle. The dispatcher’s description of her had also been spot-on.

“You see it?” A skeleton in brown yoga pants and an orange knee-length sweater, Mrs. Cassidy waved her knobby arms. “That . . . that creature is vicious. I tried to shoo him back to his yard with my newspaper, and he took a bite out of it!”

“Do you know who the turtle belongs to, Mrs. Cassidy?”

“Of course, those people.” She wagged her hand at the house next door. “But they’re not home.”

“Do they keep it in a cage, or . . . ?”

“No, it just creeps around the back yard.” Her voice lowered. “I’ve heard they’ve got snakes too. Lord knows what I’ll do if one of them gets out.”

Slowly and casually, the old snapper tore off another mouthful of flowers. Curious as to how the creature had gotten out of its yard, Izzy gave it a wide birth and stepped around to check. Mystery solved. The neighbor’s wrought-iron gate was wide open and swaying in the breeze. She trod back to Mrs. Cassidy and the turtle, which had moved to a new species of plant Izzy couldn’t identify. 

“So, your newspaper didn’t scare him?” Izzy asked.

“Not a bit.” She crossed one side of her cardigan over the other and held it in place with mantis-like arms. “Are you going to shoot it?”

“Maybe.” If she wanted everyone in town to call her Officer Turtle-killer. “But let me try something else, first.” Izzy unsnapped one of the little pouches on her belt and pulled out her expandable baton, not that Officer Turtle-herder would sound much better.

She extended the baton to its full eighteen inches and approached the fugitive. To her surprise, it turned from its meal and faced her. Do you know its name?”.

“It’s Otis.” Mrs. Cassidy descended one concrete step. “Why? Expect it to come when you call it?”

Izzy winced. That was kind of stupid. She’d barely passed the baton over Otis’s head when his neck shot out. With a quick snap, he had it.

“Oh, come on.” Izzy fumed as Otis strolled off toward the street, baton firmly clenched in its beak. “Not funny, El Chapo. That’s resisting arrest.”

“He’s escaping!” Mrs. Cassidy sputtered. “Shoot him!”

“I just might,” Izzy told her. The turtle was armed and dangerous.

“Be a pal,” Izzy told the turtle as he plodded across the lawn. “Hey, my uncle Sergio kind of walks like you. Maybe we’re related.” 

Failing to make friends, Izzy accompanied Otis as he stepped onto the sloped driveway, picking up speed. When he reached the sidewalk, she stepped between him and the street.

Otis stopped, blinked, and held his ground.

Izzy grabbed the baton handle and pulled.

Otis pulled back.

“Fine. Be that way.” She gripped the baton with both hands and lifted. Turtle dangling, Izzy lurched across the lawn toward the neighbors’ house. Having abandoned the safety of her raised porch, Mrs. Cassidy followed. But from a distance.

It was a good thing the woman was old. Anyone under fifty would be recording this. 

Happy not to be the star of the next viral Tik Tok video, Izzy did her best not to jiggle Otis off the baton until she got him through the gate to the safety of his backyard. A few moments later, the snapping turtle, still in control of Izzy’s baton, was sitting beside an aluminum pie pan covered with browning apple slices.

“Okay, there’s your lunch,” she told the turtle. “Now, gimme my stick.”

Otis stared.

“Enough of this.” Izzy grabbed the baton again and lifted, just far enough for all four of Otis’s wrinkly old feet to leave the ground. “Let go, already.”

“You can still shoot him,” Mrs. Cassidy called through the gate.

Angry but defiant, the turtle clawed the air with stubby legs.

She jiggled the baton. Were turtles ticklish? Maybe she should . . .

The doodly-doo of Izzy’s cell phone startled her. The sound also startling Otis. He let go and landed with a thud on the soft grass.

Thank you, T-Mobile.

Battle lost, Otis comforted himself with apple slices as Izzy answered her phone. “Officer Santos.”

“Isabel, Chief Garver here. You can forget that turtle. I’ve got a real case for you.”
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Chapter 2
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PHONE PRESSED TO her ear and overjoyed by the chief’s news, Izzy managed to secure the gate behind her. “I’m really sorry, Chief, but could you hold on for just one minute? I’m, uh, wrapping up the turtle thing.”

“Okay, but make it quick.”

“Thank you, sir.” She tapped the mute button and focused on Mrs. Cassidy. “Feeling safe now, ma’am?”

Mrs. Cassidy gave the gate a good shake. Apparently satisfied that Otis wouldn’t burst through and murder her in her sleep, she nodded, although reluctantly. “I’d rather you put a bullet in his head, but yes. What’s your name, anyway?”

“Santos. Isabel Santos.”

Mrs. Cassidy narrowed her eyes. “That your married name? You don’t look Mexican.”

“I’m not, ma’am, I’m Spanish.”

“Same thing, isn’t it?”

“Not really. Now . . . if you don’t mind . . . ?” Izzy held up her phone.

With a toss of her bony hand, Mrs. Cassidy returned to her porch as Izzy dashed back to the privacy of her police vehicle. Door firmly shut, she took a deep breath and unmuted her cell, afraid she’d left the chief on hold too long. “Sorry about that, Chief Garver. I was just—”

“No problem, Officer Santos, or may I call you Isabel?”

Although Izzy hated her full name, she also didn’t want to come off as a smartass. “Whatever you like, sir.” Having only spoken to the chief of police two other times, her chest tightened, anticipating the worst. “Am I in trouble?”

“No, not at all. Actually, I was hoping you might do me a favor.”

“Of course. Whatever you need.”

“I like your enthusiasm, Isabel. Normally, I’d send Detective Fulton on a case like this—you know Fulton, don’t you?”

“Yessir. He and my dad used to go salmon fishing together.”

“Good, well Fulton’s sick as a dog. Got some sort of flu bug or something.”

“I see,” she said. But she really didn’t. Fulton was sick, and the chief’s second pick was Izzy Santos, two months out of the academy?

“Isabel, do you know a girl named Rachael Beckett?”

“Rachael Beckett . . .” Realizing she was literally sitting at attention in her car seat, Izzy tried to relax. “Sorry, sir. That name’s not familiar. Is she local?”

“Yes,” Garver said. “Anyway, her dad called me this morning. Seems Rachael arrived home from college yesterday afternoon, then came up missing this morning.”

“Whatever you want me to do, sir. I’m ready.”

“Great. I’ll text you the Becketts’ address. And, uh . . . in case you’re wondering . . .”

The line went silent. Maybe the chief had realized how green Izzy was and hung up. She was about to say something when Garver cleared his throat.

“I didn’t choose you for this because I think the Becketts are overreacting. I chose you because you were top of your class at the academy. More importantly, I think ahead. Besides Rhonda our dispatcher, you’re the only woman on the force and the only cop under thirty. If something actually does come of this—and God willing, it won’t—I’ll need someone who can climb inside Rachael’s head and look around, think as she might think. So, who’s my best choice?”

“Me . . . I guess.” Holy cow. A real case. “Thank you, sir. I’ll do my best.”

“You better.” He rustled some papers. “Okay, enough chitchat. I’m going to text you the Becketts’ address and phone number. Have you got Fulton’s already?”

“No, sir.”

“I’ll send his too. The Becketts will fill you in on the details. I already gave Fulton your number, so expect to hear from him soon.”
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DRIZZLE HIT THE windshield as Izzy started her drive to the Beckett’s place. She set her wipers to the slowest possible setting and continued on her way, not sure what to think of her surprise call from Chief Garver. Was there really something to this Rachael girl’s disappearance? Too wound up to wait for Fulton to call, she phoned him herself. After a half dozen rings, he picked up, and Izzy put him on speakerphone.

“Are you sure you don’t need a doctor?” Izzy asked. The man sounded like his nostrils were glued shut.

“Izz juss a code,” he assured her. “I’ll be okay id a few days.”

“I’m a little confused, sir. Why is the chief in such a hurry to get me out there today? Aren’t we supposed to wait twenty-four hours?”

“Normally, but Mark Beckett helped the chief win a lot of football games back in high school.” Fulton drew in a wheezy breath which quickly became a string of hacking coughs. “Look . . .” He cleared his throat. “You’re Andy Santos’s daughter. If you’re half the cop he was, you’ll be fine. And don’t worry, we’re not taking off the training wheels.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“That you can call me if you need help. I’ll be right here at home. I promise.”

“Yeah, and from the sound of your voice, asleep in your bed.”

Fulton chuckled, then cleared his throat again. “Don’t worry. If I do decide to lay down, I’ll turn the volume on my phone all the way up. Just give me a while to answer.”

“I’ll let it ring at least ten times.”

“Perfect. Now get going.”

“I’m already halfway there. But, sir . . . ? You’re the real detective. What do you think?”

“About what?”

“Rachael. Think she’s just off partying with friends?”

“Izzy, I . . .” With a click, the line went silent.

Had Fulton put her on mute so he could blow his nose? She heard another click, followed by ragged breathing. “Sir?”

“Sorry, I . . .” He coughed twice. “Honestly, Izzy, I’ve never met the girl. The chief thinks she’s a good person, but I’ve learned that even the best people have secrets.”

Call ended, Fulton’s words echoed in Izzy’s mind while outside her window, stores and gas stations were swapped out for winding country lanes. A few minutes later, she turned onto Mud Hen Road, which, according to her GPS map, dead-ended after a quarter mile. 

It was just past eleven, and her Aunt Maggie expected her back in town for a noontime lunch date. Seeing no cars behind her, she pulled over to shoot Maggie a quick warning text. The Beckett house, once the last on the left, was now the last house on paved road. Yet undiscovered by GPS, three dirt lanes now sprouted from the former dead end. They wound off into the surrounding forest.

Like many homes on the outskirts of town, the Becketts’ lot was at least an acre in size, similar to the one across the road where a man who looked to be in his seventies was tossing a ball for a little white dog. Izzy watched the dog scramble across the lawn, then rolled her SUV through the Becketts’ already open gate and down a gravel driveway bordered on the right by rhododendron bushes. To the left of the driveway lay a large sprawling lawn scattered with apple trees, one of which looked dead. Like most Rocky Harbor homes, this one had no surveillance cameras. A two story, it was well-tended yet ordinary, except for the three-sided room addition on the far right. In the center, a middle-aged couple Izzy assumed to be Mr. and Mrs. Beckett sat at a picnic table surrounded by hanging fuchsias. Normally, a patio that filled with plants and flowers would draw a smile from Izzy, but not today. 

Her gut tightened at the sight of their fear-filled faces. Their daughter was missing, and somehow, Izzy was responsible for finding her. She gave them a wave and drove toward the two sturdy barn-red outbuildings on the left side of the property where a new-looking Ford F-150 truck hunched beneath an attached carport. Two other vehicles sat on a concrete pad beside the carport, a Subaru Outback and a Toyota.

Izzy parked behind the Toyota. Since it was still drizzling, she zipped her jacket and strode back up the driveway where she found the Becketts standing in the front yard, a stream of smoke rising from the cigarette in Mrs. Beckett’s hand.

With a somber nod, Izzy began with, “Mr. and Mrs. Beckett, I’m Officer Santos.”

A foot taller than Izzy’s five-one, Mr. Beckett offered her a thick, calloused hand. “Thanks for getting over here so fast.” Accustomed to manly grips, Izzy steeled herself, but Beckett’s handshake was far from a bone crusher.

Pixy-haired and just a few inches shorter than her husband, Mrs. Beckett waved Izzy over to the patio, her pale-gray eyes, large and piercing. “You’re so young,” she said, surprising Izzy by the kindness in her voice. “About the same age as our Rachael.” As if reminded why Izzy was there, she dropped her gaze. She looked at Izzy again with moist eyes. “Would you rather come inside?” She gestured at the nearby picture window and a door leading into a cozy-looking kitchen.

“I’m fine with sitting at the picnic table,” Izzy told them.

With a sigh, Mrs. Beckett motioned for Izzy to take a spot at the sturdy redwood table. The couple, both dark-haired and beginning to gray, sat side by side across from her. Izzy pulled out her pad and pen as Mrs. Beckett reached across and took her hand.

“I hope my age comment didn’t bother you,” she told Izzy. “But Chief Garver originally promised to send a detective out.”

And you got this little girl. “I’m sorry. Detective Fulton woke up with a really bad flu bug this morning. But don’t you worry. Everything I learn, he’ll learn.”

“That’s good.” She gave Izzy’s hand another squeeze before letting go. “I mean, two heads are better than one, right?”

“That’s very true. Now . . . let’s get started.” Izzy flipped to a clean page in her notebook. “What’s your daughter’s full name?”

“Rachael Grace Beckett.” Mrs. Beckett laced her fingers in front of her. “And Rachael’s spelled with an A-E-L.”

Izzy jotted the name down in neat block letters. “Now, we need a description. You know, age, height . . .”

“Well . . . I know she’s five-ten.” Mrs. Beckett kneaded her hands. “She has brown eyes and long brown hair—well, it’s dyed now. Blond. I don’t know, a hundred and sixty pounds?” She looked at her husband.

“She’s got an athletic build,” Mr. Beckett said. “Oh, and she just moved home after college, so that makes her . . .”

“Twenty-two?” Izzy suggested.

“Twenty-three,” Mrs. Beckett said. “She was working on her teaching credential that last year. Got a job teaching kindergarten over at Redwood Elementary. The girl just loves the little ones.”

“Your daughter sounds amazing. You must be very proud.”

“We are.” Mr. Beckett smiled. “And not just for that. It’s a six-hour drive from the University of San Francisco, and even with a job and school, she still managed to visit every other month.” His brow pinched. “Rachael, we love her. It makes no sense for her to sneak off like that.”

“I see.” Izzy tensed as she rushed to get every word down. “So, Rachael moved back home from San Francisco yesterday. Is that right?” She asked Mrs. Beckett, who, had been smiling and nodding as Mr. Beckett sang their daughter’s praises. 

As if reminded why Izzy had come, she picked up the nearby cigarette pack. “Do you mind, Officer Santos?”

Izzy did, but Mrs. Beckett was stressing. “No, go ahead. Can you tell me what Rachael did after she got home?”

Mrs. Beckett lit the cigarette. She took a long drag and passed it to her husband who also took a long drag. They passed the cigarette back and forth as they summarized the previous day, starting at four p.m., the time of Rachael’s arrival. Since Mr. Beckett worked until ten, Mrs. Beckett had lit a fire out in the firepit, and she and Rachael sat beside it, talking and drinking wine. Later, Mrs. Beckett had given in to Rachael’s suggestion and skipped baking her lasagna, a meal they’d substituted with the best part of a chocolate cake.

“After that, all we did was watch TV until Mark came home from work a few minutes after ten.” Mrs. Beckett took a long final drag and offered the cigarette to her husband who stubbed it out in the ashtray.

He noticed Izzy watching and shrugged with a weak smile. “These cigarettes have been sitting in a drawer for five years.”

“Hey . . .” Izzy shrugged. “I’m a cop, not a judge.” 

According to the Becketts, Rachael had only received one phone call, from her friend Jessica Montoya, supposedly inviting Rachael to a beach party for the following evening. Izzy took down the girl’s name and phone number.

“And how did Rachael behave?” Izzy asked.

“When?” Mrs. Beckett asked her. “During the call?”

“Any time. Like, did she seem worried about something . . . preoccupied?”

“Not at all. I mean, she was a little tired from the drive, but as far as I could tell, relieved to be home and looking forward to starting her new job in the fall. Right, Mark?”

“Right. We all went to bed around midnight, but when Teddy went in to wake her up this morning, Rachael was gone.”

“And what time was that?” Izzy asked Mrs. Beckett. 

“About ten. So, sometime between midnight and then.”

Izzy took it all down. “And I assume Rachael owns a cell phone?”

Frowning, Mrs. Beckett let her husband take that one.

“She does.” Mr. Beckett’s thick black brows drew together. “That’s why I phoned Eddie—I mean, Chief Garver. When we couldn’t find her, I decided to call her cell phone.”

“So, she didn’t answer?” Izzy said.

Mrs. Beckett shook her head. “It was still up in her room. When I heard it ringing, I raced upstairs and found it under her bed like someone had kicked it there.” Eyes welling with tears, she slumped against her husband. “That’s why we called Eddie. Rachael would never go anywhere without her phone, Officer Santos. It’s like a third hand to her.”

Somewhere behind Izzy, a small motor started up. She turned. Across the road, the neighbor was piloting a green tractor mower out of a shed. The little dog followed.

She turned back to the Becketts. “Do you know anyone Rachael might have gone to visit?” 

The table went silent as the Becketts appeared to think it over. 

“There’s Vue Tran,” Mr. Beckett said. “Rachael met Vue playing soccer when they were kids. We don’t have her number, but she works at the Safeway. We already called Jessica Montoya, but she didn’t know anything.”

Eyes on her husband, Mrs. Beckett cleared her throat. “There’s Nathan Broom.”

“That guy?” Becket scowled. “Rachael wouldn’t have anything to do with him.”

“Who’s Nathan Broom?”

“Rachael’s boyfriend,” said Mrs. Beckett. “Not now. From high school.”

“Yeah,” her husband grumbled, “but he’s a loser, a punk who—”

“Oh, honey.” Mrs. Beckett rested her hand on his. She turned back to Izzy. “They were going together their junior and senior years but broke up not long after graduation. As far as we know, Rachael hasn’t spoken to him since, but I heard Nathan started working on his dad’s charter boat recently.”

Izzy wrote the name down. “At Rocky Harbor Marina?”

“That’s right.”

“Forget Nathan.” Beckett stood and rested both palms on the table. “So, what’s your first step?”

Izzy rose too. “I’d like to start with looking at Rachael’s things.”

“Okay.” Mrs. Beckett stubbed out her cigarette. “They’re all upstairs in her bedroom.”

––––––––
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IZZY PEERED INTO the small bedroom then turned back to address the Becketts. “It’s best if you folks stay out of here from now on.”

“Why?” Mrs. Beckett asked. “It’s not a crime scene.”

“No, it isn’t.” Since they appreciated Fulton’s experience, she invoked his name. “But Detective Fulton suggested I secure the area. You know, so that clues to her location aren’t accidentally destroyed.” She held up her cell phone. “And since he can’t be here himself, he said I should take pictures. That okay?”

As she expected, they agreed. Mr. Beckett excused himself, but Mrs. Beckett stayed. Arms crossed, she stood in the doorway.

A little nervous, Izzy clicked on the ceiling light and scanned the room, hoping to spot some clue to Rachael’s mysterious absence. In the center sat a double bed, an orange and red patchwork coverlet stretched across it. A light oak dresser faced the bed, and to its right, a desk, on top of which lay a clear plastic pouch filled with makeup, its zipper open wide. On the shelf above the desk stood a handful of softball trophies and several ceramics projects, one with a blue ribbon hanging off it. Two red suitcases lay stacked in the corner, still zipped tight. On top sat a cardboard box filled with wadded-up newspaper.

She snapped pictures of all those things, as well as the three movie posters thumbtacked to the wall above the bed.

“She said she might do a little decorating last night,” Mrs. Beckett said. A smile edged its way onto her melancholy face. “College turned her into a movie junky.”

Izzy made a note of it, then took a closeup of the golden idol replica statuette sitting on one end of the dresser. “Looks like the one in Raiders of the Lost Ark.”

“It does.” Mrs. Beckett pointed over to the nightstand where a dull-black falcon statuette stood alongside a lamp and one of those old-timey alarm clocks with two bells on top. “That’s new too.”

“Just like the one in the movie.” Izzy doubted if it would matter but made a note anyway.

Besides the golden idol, there wasn’t a whole lot more on top of the dresser. Just a pair of hoop earrings, a silver cross on a chain, a hairbrush, and a framed 5 x 7 picture of Rachael dressed in a green cap and gown standing between her smiling parents.

“Isn’t she something?” Voice quavering, Mrs. Beckett handed the photo to Izzy. “That gold tassel on her cap means my baby graduated with honors.”

“Impressive.” Izzy took pictures of it and everything else in the room, often stopping to write down any information Mrs. Beckett gave her. As Izzy was finishing up, Mr. Beckett returned. He stood quietly beside his wife.

“Everything appears in order,” Izzy told them. “You know, there might be something useful on Rachael’s cell phone. Mind if I take it?”

“Useful, how?” Mr. Beckett asked.

“Honey”—Mrs. Beckett looped her arm through his—“she’s trying to help.”

“I’m sorry.” His shoulders slumped. “This . . . this is just so . . . surreal.”

“I understand.” And Izzy did. Where the heck had Rachael gone to?

Mrs. Beckett passed Izzy the phone, which she slipped into her jacket pocket. “Like I said,” Izzy began, “everything looks fine in here, but just in case . . .”

“Don’t touch anything.” Mrs. Beckett’s words came out a groan.

“Exactly.” Izzy turned to look back at the room, wondering what she should do next. And then, her phone buzzed. A text. She looked at the Becketts. “It’s from Detective Fulton.”

“Is it about Rachael?” Mrs. Beckett’s hands flew to her chest. 

More reserved, Mr. Beckett raised his chin. “Let’s go downstairs.”

Izzy read the texts as she followed the Becketts down to the living room. Fulton’s first suggestion, she’d already done. Also, his second. She scrolled down. Nope, hadn’t thought of that. She texted back her thanks and, with the neighbor’s little tractor still droning in the distance, took a spot on the sofa alongside Mrs. Becket. Her husband sat in what was probably his favorite chair.

Armed with Fulton’s new questions, Izzy asked, “Do you know if Rachael has credit cards or who she banks with?”

The Becketts looked at each other. 

“Bank of the North Coast. Why?” Mr. Becket said.

“So they can track her withdrawals,” Mrs. Beckett. said. 

“Exactly. If Rachael uses her card, we’ll know when and where she did it.” Izzy took down the information, then read Fulton’s second question. “What does Rachael drive?” 

“That’s just it,” Mr. Beckett told her. “Rachael didn’t just leave her phone behind. She left her car too. That’s her Subaru out there.”

Izzy stepped over to the big picture window. She copied down the Subaru’s license plate number, along with a brief description of the car. If Rachael didn’t drive, then, how did she leave? Drawn by the sound of barking, her gaze drifted back to the room’s front window. Across the road, the old man had put on gloves and was now pruning a hedge of berry bushes.

“Does that gentleman spend a lot of time outside?” she asked as the neighbor dropped a long berry vine on the lawn beside him. 

“Emmitt?” Mrs. Beckett stepped up beside Izzy. “He doesn’t go out much since his wife passed away, and he uses a cane now, but he still loves his yard. From the minute he gets up, he’s out there doing something.”
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Chapter 4
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THRILLED BY THE possibility that their across-the-road neighbor might know something, the Becketts all but shoved Izzy into her car. By then, the drizzle had stopped, and a few patches of blue could be seen between the clouds. Seeing it was quarter to twelve, she updated Maggie with another text. But she left calling Detective Fulton until she’d spoken to the neighbor. 

Izzy secured Rachael’s cell phone in the SUV’s storage compartment and climbed into her vehicle. It would have been a quick walk, but in her two short months as Rocky Harbor PD’s only female police officer, she’d learned one thing very well: If you’ve got it, use it, and pulling up in a big police SUV was a lot more imposing than her little self, trotting up the driveway. She shifted into drive and drove to the street.

The name on the mailbox said Smith. Like most rural homes, the Smith place was set far back from the road. Like the Beckett place, a split-rail fence surrounded the property, but Emmitt Smith hadn’t installed a gate. Izzy turned into the driveway and rumbled slowly down to the house—a tidy gray manufactured home on a concrete pad surrounded by a freshly mown lawn that took up most of the property. 

She stepped out of the car and the dog, a Jack Russell terrier, bounded out from behind the place, barking madly. Attracted to something on Izzy’s shoes, the dog switched from barking to sniffing, and at the sound of the mower shutting down, it dashed back to behind the house. Izzy followed the dog to a shed where Mr. Smith, a large apple-shaped man probably in his late seventies, was carefully climbing down from the John Deere’s yellow high-backed seat.

Izzy approached as Smith grabbed a cane hanging from a hook on the shed wall beside him. Stabilized, he shambled toward her, a bemused smile on his gray-stubbled face. 

If Rachael got snatched, it wasn’t by this guy. Regardless, Izzy left at least six feet between them, or, as her dad used to say, the length of two arms. “Hi, Mr. Smith. I’m Izzy Santos, Rocky Harbor PD.”

“Santos?” Mr. Smith’s time-weathered lips stretched into a grin. “You wouldn’t be Andy’s little girl, would you?”

“Yessir.” Heat filled Izzy’s cheeks, but Mr. Smith didn’t seem to notice because the Jack Russel was barking at her again.

“Peanut. Stop that.” Bracing himself with his cane, Smith bent to pat the dog, giving Izzy a good view of his thinning hair and sunbaked scalp until he pulled himself straight. “Your father was a good man. But you know that. What brings you out here, Officer Santos? The Simpson twins growing weed out behind my property again?”

Izzy chuckled. “No, sir. At least, not that I’m aware of. I’m here for the Becketts across the road. Are you familiar with their daughter, Rachael?”

“Sure. Rachael used to housesit for us back when she was younger. Do me a favor, and shut that other door for me.” As if walking on thin ice, Mr. Smith tottered over to the nearest of the two open sheds and, with some effort, swung it closed. “Has something happened to her?” he asked as Izzy tugged the second door into place.

“That’s the problem, sir. We just don’t know. All I can tell you is that all three Becketts went to bed last night, and this morning, Rachael was gone.”

“Hmph.” Smith wheezed as he locked the shed. “Well, she looked okay when I saw her.”

Izzy tried not to show her relief as she pulled out her notebook. “You saw her? What time was that?”

“Let me think.” Smith scratched his sunburned forehead. “I was taking Peanut out for his morning wiz, so, six . . . six-thirty?”

“You’re sure it was Rachael?”

“Course it was Rachael. I even remember what she was wearing. He ticked it off on his fingers: A powder-blue raincoat that went down below her knees, a white floppy hat, and dark glasses.”

“What was she doing?” Izzy scribbled away, hoping she’d be able to decipher her own handwriting. “Did she get into a car with someone?”

“No, she was alone. I spotted her walking down the driveway. Headed off that way.” Smith pointed toward the main road.

“Did she stop or say anything to you?”

“Well, no, but she waved.”

“Was there anything unusual about her appearance? Maybe she looked frightened?”

Beefy arms crossed, he squinted up at the sky, and Izzy followed his gaze to find a few clouds still lingered, as if unwilling to leave a half-finished job. “Hard to say, since she had on those big glasses, but I don’t believe so. It all happened pretty quick. I waved . . . she waved back . . . and then she just walked off down the road.”

“I see. And is there a bus stop nearby?”

“Down on the main road, but that’s just for school kids. City buses don’t come out this far.”

As Izzy wrote it all down, Smith said, “Does that help? Rachael’s a sweet girl. I sure wouldn’t want anything to happen to her.”
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IZZY VISITED THE remaining neighbors, but only two answered their doors, and those lived on the opposite end of the road from the Becketts. Neither had seen Rachael that morning, and like all the other neighbors, appeared to have no use for surveillance cameras. Izzy was disappointed but not really surprised. She stopped by to tell the Beckets what she’d learned. As before, they went out for a cigarette the minute they saw her car.

“Good news,” Izzy told them as they all took their places at the picnic table. “Rachael wasn’t kidnapped. She walked out of here on her own volition.” As she expected, both their jaws dropped.

“Emmitt told you that?” Mr. Beckett pulled his wife in for a one-armed hug. “Great news, huh, Teddy?”

Mrs. Beckett shrugged off her husband’s arm, along with his enthusiasm. “But it doesn’t make any sense.” She looked at Izzy. “What time did Emmitt see her?”

“Not long after six. Any idea where she might have gone at that hour?”

“None.” Mrs. Beckett threw up her hands, and cigarette ash fluttered down. “This is crazy.” Eyes on the Smith house, she stepped away from the table. “I mean, who visits old friends at six in the morning—or anyone else, for that matter?”

“Maybe she met somebody for breakfast,” Mr. Beckett suggested. “The Chart House opens at five.”

His wife turned to him. “That place is at least five miles from here.” She waved her cigarette hand at the Subaru. “And why leave her car?” 

Mr. Beckett shrugged, and for a few moments, they all went silent. 

Mrs. Beckett was right to be skeptical, and her questions were good, especially the one about the car. Why didn’t Rachael take it? So her folks wouldn’t hear the engine and run outside to stop her?

But that was something kids did in high school.

The Becketts had only mentioned one person they didn’t want Rachael seeing, and that was her old boyfriend, Nathan Broom. He could have picked her up, but why so early? Because he’d be needed on the charter boat later? Fishermen were definitely early risers.

Well, the Chart House was out by the marina. So was Salty’s Café.

It was just after twelve-noon, and interviewing Nathan shouldn’t take that long. Since her aunt Maggie had been nagging Izzy for a Salty Burger ever since the place reopened last week, she might be willing to wait in the car while Izzy chatted with Nathan. They could pop over to Salty’s after, then, if need be, the Chart House.

And who knows? Maybe Rachael was on the boat with Nathan, cutting bait or whatever. It would explain why she snuck off . . . sort of.

Remembering how Mr. Beckett had gone off when his wife mentioned Nathan, Izzy considered not sharing her idea. Why upset the man if—

“What if Nathan picked her up?” Mrs. Beckett said. Her gaze shifted from her already scowling husband to Izzy, who took the cue and stood. “I’ll go talk to him.” 
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Chapter 5
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IZZY PHONED FULTON as she drove back to town. 

He listened quietly, then said, “I would subpoena Rachael’s bank and phone records, but we don’t have probable cause yet.”

“And if Rachael shows up, we won’t have to,” Izzy told him.

“God willing.” Fulton sniffled. 

He agreed Rachael’s disappearance was strange and since she’d walked off of her own volition, had probably spent her day with some old friend. The most likely suspect was Nathan Broom. 

“Find Nathan,” Fulton told her. 

“He works on his dad’s charter boat,” she said, then, remembering her lunch plans added, “Is it okay if I take my aunt Maggie along? I promised I’d buy her a Salty’s Special today.”

“Oh, that’s right. Salty’s reopened last week.”

“Yeah, finally. Oh, hey. I could bring you something. Want me to?”

“Nah . . . I found a couple of soup cans in the cupboard. You can bring me some gum, though. Juicy Fruit. And go ahead and take your aunt to lunch. Just make sure she stays in the car when you’re talking to Nathan.”

“Definitely. Thank you, sir.”

Ten minutes later, Izzy pulled into the little strip mall where her aunt Maggie had her shop, a five-minute walk from the beach and ten from the marina. She found a parking spot in front of the office supply store two doors down and strolled past the beauty salon and the dry cleaners, which made her wonder how many clean uniforms were hanging in her closet. 

Izzy stopped to look at the new items her auntie was showing off in the big display window. The ceramic plates and hand-made redwood boxes were nice, but it was the stained-glass panels that always drew her eye. Today’s new addition was of a rocky coastline. She imagined it hanging in the cabin cruiser she intended to live in.

Well, maybe one day.

She stepped back and scowled up at the boring black-and-white ART GALLERY sign above her. When Aunt Maggie bought the store, she had promised Izzy she would replace the sign once she found a better name. Six years later, she still hadn’t found one. 

Directly below the sign, the door to the gallery swung open and a young woman Izzy didn’t recognize stepped outside. Cheeks streaked with tears, she crammed her arm into an oversized tote bag.

“Everything okay?” Izzy asked, even though she had a good idea of what peculiar activities had prompted the tears.

Barely twenty, if that, the girl looked up, and like most people suddenly confronted with a police officer, her eyes widened. “No—I mean, yeah.” Smiling, she swiped her tears with the heel of her hand. “I’m fine. Really.” Having fished out her keys from the bag, she pointed them at a scraped-up silver Hyundai, making it beep. “Thanks for asking, though.”

Izzy waited for the girl to drive off, then stepped into the store. The place was empty, but that was to be expected in early May since it was still the rainy season and not a popular time for tourists.

“Tita Maggie?” Izzy called out. 

“Come-here-come-here-come-here!” came the enthusiastic answer. 

Following the sound of rustling paper, Izzy strode past a new display of redwood carvings and pushed through the hippy-bead curtain strung across the stockroom doorway. She found her aunt standing behind an old folding table stacked with dishes.

“Come look at this new stoneware.” Dressed in her usual jeans and tee shirt, Maggie reached into the open cardboard box in front of her and pulled out a dark-blue and turquoise dinner plate and mug. “It’s a whole new glaze combination. ¿Bonitas, no?” She returned the pieces to the box as Izzy looked her aunt up and down. 

“Very bonitas. But not nearly as pretty as that new dye job of yours.” Izzy ran her fingers through her aunt’s amazing new look. “When did you go to Dalton?”

“I didn’t.” Having been warned to mind Izzy’s gun belt, Maggie moved in for a strong but cautious hug. As Izzy enjoyed the nostalgic scent of the same organic lavender oil her mother once dabbed behind her ears, Maggie added, “Someone next door did it.”

“At Color Me Crazy?” Izzy reared back. “I thought they only did old ladies.”

“They’ve hired a new girl.” Maggie ran her fingers down her thick mane. “As you can see, dahling, it transitions from Desperate Charcoal to Paprika Dream.”

Or, black on top and orange on the bottom. But, hey, it looked great with her naturally curly hair. “It’s maaah-velous.”

“Thank you.” Maggie grabbed a mug. “But, these are marvelous too, right?”

“Definitely.”

“You know, the woman who made these also makes those stained-glass panels you like.”

As with most of their embraces, Maggie left lipstick on Izzy’s cheek and gave it a swipe. Then, she filled her hands with mugs. “We should put these out. You grab the dishes.”

Izzy lugged the box out into the store where she helped Maggie add the new items to the large display of hand-thrown bowls, plates, and goblets.

“Now,” Maggie said, “all I have to do is touch up my makeup and change my top.”

“You aren’t going to wear a tee shirt?” A valid question, since, other than oversized-hooped earrings and a good pair of faded jeans, Maggie was rarely seen in anything else.

Today being no exception, her aunt pointed to the W on her Professional Cat Wrangler tee. “Coffee stain. Plus, I’ve got a new tee.”

As her size-six aunt disappeared between the hippy beads, Izzy hoped she would look half as good when she reached her mid-fifties.
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Chapter 6
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IZZY DROVE TO Salty’s Café, listening to Maggie reminisce about their first visit to the restaurant, nearly twenty years past. Izzy’s parents were both alive back then, as was Maggie’s husband, Uncle Jimmy. Like most Spanish families, they’d raised Izzy Catholic, and on the day of her first communion, had taken her there for her first Salty Burger. “Where have the years gone? And now, they’ve all left us, and you. Look at you.” She gestured at Izzy’s uniform. 

“Right?” Izzy chuckled. “Dad would be blown away.” 

She turned onto Anchor Road, and as always, the broad view of the Pacific Ocean made her smile. She’d visited a few times last summer, but how long had it been since Maggie had felt sand between her bare toes? Years, that’s how long. Ever since Uncle Jimmy passed away five years ago. Silly, since, having moved into the apartment over the gallery, she now lived closer to the beach than ever.

Like on many of their drives through town, Maggie commented on various points of interest along the way. “I can’t wait to try that new Spanish restaurant.” She pointed to their left where workers were attaching a big PAELLA sign to the front of the building. “Is that the name, do you think?”

Izzy hoped not. If that was Rocky Harbor’s future, the next shoe store would be called SHOE STORE. Preferring not to start another debate, she went with, “Not sure. I doubt their paella will be as good as yours, though. Oh, check out the Chart House.”

“Gracias, hija.” Maggie smiled at the sight of the old sea-view restaurant she and Uncle Jimmy had often frequented. “They’re busy today.”

“Would you rather eat there?” Izzy asked. “I know how much you like their fish and chips.”

Maggie grinned. “Oh, no. I’m ready for a Salty Burger.”

“Sure, if that’s what you want.” Izzy’s chest tightened a little. She drove past the beach rental shop and pulled into the marina where she parked and got out.

“So, police business, huh?” Maggie looped a dark lock around her finger and peered out at the rows of sailboat masts in front of them. “Can’t you give me any details?”

Izzy thought it over. “I have to talk to a guy about a girl.”

“That’s all I get, huh?” Maggie’s thick brows arched above her dark, Moorish eyes. “Wow. Thanks a bunch.”

“You’re welcome, and don’t touch anything while I’m gone.”

“Aw, man . . .” Maggie faked a pout. “That radio has a lot of cool buttons.” She pointed at the center console. “Is that the siren . . . ?”

“Don’t you dare.” Izzy tried to look stern as she pointed at the harbormaster’s office. “I’ll be right in there. And if I hear that siren . . . you can forget Salty’s.”

Maggie reared back, clutching her imaginary pearls.
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ACCORDING TO THE harbormaster, there were five registered charter boats working out of the marina, and the one belonging to Nathan Broom’s father, Charlie, a forty-foot Russell Reed, had just motored back in a few minutes earlier. “Her name’s Reel Obsession,” the man told her. “Down that way. Slip 51.” He pointed to the far end of the harbor near the marina.

Izzy thanked him and stepped outside onto the sturdy wooden walkway. After a quick peek back at the SUV, she headed off to look for Reel Obsession. A life-long boat lover, the sight of so many in one place was a thrill. She strolled down the sun-bleached docks, checking out the various cabin cruisers, sporting boats, and sailboats, grinning when she spotted a little nineteen-foot Starcraft like the one her dad used to take her fishing on. They were all moored stern in, and Izzy took her time, absorbing the clever names she found painted on them like Pier Pressure and The Codfather. One day she would have a boat out here. And she’d live on it, too. A big cabin cruiser she should probably name Empty Pockets, considering how much boats cost these days, even the used ones.

No, she wouldn’t have empty pockets. Not if she made detective. And figuring out what happened to Rachael Beckett would bring her that much closer.

She spotted Reel Obsession tied up at the very end of the dock, just where the harbormaster said it would be. From there, she could see the lighthouse, accessible to foot traffic at this hour because of the low tide, and in the opposite direction, Salty’s Cafe with its big hand-painted plywood hamburger propped up on the roof. Her timing was perfect. Two fishermen were climbing down from the Reel Obsession. One hopped down onto the dock, and the other was lowering what appeared to be a full ice chest. A pair of hopeful seagulls swooped by looking for handouts.

Since they were too old to be Nathan, Izzy stepped aside as the men hustled the heavy container down the narrow strip of dock. 

“What did you catch?” she asked them.

“I caught a fifty-five-pound lingcod and three rockfish,” the taller one answered proudly. With a smirk, he added, “Jimmy only got four rockfish.”

Jimmy gave his friend a rueful smile, and the two shuffled off toward the fish-cleaning station.

Izzy walked down the length of the boat and found two more men still on the vessel. The older, ruddy-faced and silver-haired, sat hunched over a laptop. The younger, broad-chested and black-haired, was coiling rope. 

He smiled at Izzy with piercing blue eyes and signaled for her to approach the railing. “Looking for a good charter boat?”

The senior of the two peered up from his laptop, his eyes the same brilliant blue. At the sight of Izzy, he chuckled. “If she is, that’s a strange outfit to wear fishing.”

Izzy smiled and tapped her badge. “Rocky Harbor PD. I’m looking for Nathan Broom.”

“That’s Nathan.” He tipped his head toward the younger version of himself. “I’m Charlie, his old man. And you are . . . ?”

As Izzy introduced herself, Nathan strode from the stern of the boat to the bow. “Sir?” She nipped back along the dock, paralleling his progress. “Sir, I need to speak to you.”

“About what?” Nathan stowed the rope in a locker, then headed back to where he’d been, as did Izzy.

“Would you climb down here, please?” she asked. “I want to talk about Rachael Beckett.”

“Rachael? Why? Did something happen to her?” He swung his legs over the railing and dropped onto the dock directly in front of her. “Is she okay? Who called the cops? Her parents?”

“Look, the Becketts—”Izzy took a breath to take control of the questioning. “When did you last speak to Rachael?”

“Hey, hold on a second.”

Izzy and Nathan looked back at the boat where Charlie now gripped the chrome railing, his eyes focused on his son. “You never told me you were seeing Rachael Beckett again. How long’s that been going on?”

“Dad, stop. I haven’t seen her, I promise.”

Worried the situation might spiral out of control, Izzy gestured down the dock. “Maybe we should talk over there.”

She stopped walking three boats down and positioned herself where Charlie—still scowling over the boat railing at them—was at Nathan’s back. “So,” she began, hoping his answer would clear everything up. Where did you and Rachael go this morning?”

“Trick questions? Really?” Nathan shoved his fingers into his back pockets. “I haven’t seen Rachael in like five years. Since . . . since I joined the navy. We, uh . . .”

They turned at the sound of heavy footsteps to find Charlie Broom steaming toward them. “Okay, detective, what’s all this about?”

“It’s officer, and before I say anything else, I want Nathan to tell me the truth.”

“Me too.” Charlie crossed his thick arms high over his chest and eyed Nathan intently. “So, you haven’t seen Rachael. But have you spoken to her? Texted?”

A flush crept across Nathan’s cheeks. “Just this last week. And Rachael texted me. You know, to catch up. She told me she was moving back to town, and would be here on the seventeenth. That was yesterday, so last night, I called her . . . late.”

“Doggone it, Nathan.” Charlie’s hands dropped to his sides. “You promised.”

“But I haven’t seen her—not yet, anyway.” He looked at Izzy. “Hey, what’s all this about?”

Nathan sounded sincere, but Rachael went somewhere this morning, and it was Izzy’s job to find out where. “What time did you take the boat out this morning?”

“At eight. You can ask those guys if you like.” “He tipped his head at the fishing station.

“What did you do before eight?”

“We filled the boat up with gas, then I went over to the bait shop and picked up some herring. Why?”

“So, you didn’t pick Rachael up this morning?”

“No,” Nathan said, with an edge to his voice. “Is that what her parents said? Because I—” The fire in his eyes vanished. “Wait. What’s with all these questions? What happened?”

“That’s what I’m trying to figure out. If I can believe their neighbor, she walked off the property about six this morning, and nobody’s seen her since.” Izzy raised her chin. “Where were you at six?”

Charlie pulled his son close. “He was with me.” Grinning, he jiggled Nathan’s arm. “Right, son? I made us French toast.”

As if stunned, Nathan nodded slowly. But was he reacting to Izzy’s news or his dad’s improvised lies? She flipped back through her notes. “Were you planning to meet Rachael at the beach party tomorrow night?”

“Yeah.” Nathan blinked and shook his head. “Around five, out at Kershaw Beach. Other people are coming too. Probably a dozen. Just a BYO thing. Beer . . . hotdogs. No big deal.”

Izzy took down the information. “Besides the party, what else did you and Rachael talk about?”

Nathan muttered something under his breath, then said, “Just that we were looking forward to seeing each other.”

“You sure?”

“Yeah, it was a short call. Please, what’s going on with Rachael?” 

Izzy looked into Nathan’s eyes. Was his anxiety sincere? Her dad would have known. Hoping for the best, she went with her gut. “All I can tell is Rachael was home last night, and this morning . . . she wasn’t.”

With a look of complete confusion, Nathan headed back to the boat, and as Charlie moved to follow, Izzy asked him what she’d been wondering all day. “What’s so bad about Nathan and Rachael seeing each other?” 
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