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Chapter One
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“What’s keeping Dalton so long?” Marla said, casting an anxious glance at the doorway. She stood by the kitchen sink with a dishtowel in hand, wondering about the phone call that had torn her husband away from their guests on New Year’s Day. He should have returned the call later instead of disappearing into another room, especially with company over.

“Maybe your friends Tally and Ken are coming after all,” Marla’s mother, Anita, suggested. Her warm brown eyes regarded Marla from under a crown of short, white hair.

“If that’s the case, why would Tally notify Dalton instead of me?” Marla had invited the couple to their party, but Tally had declined. Her best friend hadn’t mentioned plans for their traditional New Year’s Eve date, either. If she didn’t feel like going out with a new baby at home, wouldn’t Tally have said so?

“Maybe it’s a work call.” Anita stacked a trio of dirty serving platters in the sink to free up more counter space.

“Dalton’s partner is supposed to be covering for him today.” As a homicide detective on the Palm Haven police force, Dalton was often on call. Marla had hoped that wouldn’t be the case during their party today. But when he reappeared in the kitchen doorway with a somber expression, her heart lurched. His news couldn’t be good.

“Can we talk in private?” he said, his voice gruff.

“Sure.” Marla tossed her dishtowel onto the kitchen counter and followed him toward the study. Laughter and chatter from their guests reached her ears as they passed the living room of their single-story house.

She faced Dalton inside their home office, where his tall frame and broad shoulders dominated the space. A lock of peppery hair fell across his brow, creased with concern.

“Tally and Ken are missing,” he began without preamble.

“What do you mean?”

“They went out last night and haven’t come home.”

“Who told you this?”

“Mrs. Phelps, their babysitter, phoned me. We’re on her emergency call list.”

“Luke is safe at home, then?” Marla couldn’t conceive of Tally leaving her four-month-old for any length of time.

“Yes, he’s okay. According to the sitter, Tally said they might be out late and would get a hotel room if that were the case. Mrs. Phelps fell asleep waiting for them. When they failed to show up this morning, she figured they were sleeping in. But as the day wore on, she got worried. She tried to call, but their phones went straight to voice mail.”

“Tally would never leave Luke for so long without contacting the sitter.” Marla didn’t voice her fear that something serious must have happened. Tally, in her mid-thirties, had tried to get pregnant for years. Their child meant everything to her. It was unimaginable for Tally to be apart from Luke for an entire day without notifying anyone.

“I called Kat and asked her to look into car accidents and hospital admissions,” Dalton added, compressing his mouth into a thin line.

Marla hoped his partner’s research wouldn’t bring bad news. She gaped at Dalton as the repercussions hit. “We have to get Luke. I’m listed as his guardian in the event—”

“I know. The sitter is packing the essentials for us.”

Tally and Ken had appointed Marla as the child’s guardian in their estate documents. Tally had no close relatives and didn’t trust her brother-in-law in that role. Phil, a confirmed bachelor, lived out west and preferred his single lifestyle.

“Let me try to call Tally,” Marla said, her throat dry. “Maybe she’ll answer if she sees me on the caller ID.”

“Don’t bother. I’ve already tried. This isn’t good, Marla.”

“I agree.” Icy fingers of dread made her stomach clench and her pulse race. “What will we tell people?”

“Tally has a family emergency and needs us to take her child for a few days.”

“Our mothers will want to know more.” Dalton’s parents were at the party along with Marla’s widowed mom and her latest boyfriend.

“We don’t have enough information at this point. We’ll have to break up the party, and then we’re outta here.”

So much for a peaceful start to the new year, Marla thought. Today should have been a time for celebration. She prayed it wouldn’t be a holiday that marked a tragedy hereafter.

Forty minutes later, they entered the development where Tally and Ken lived. The upscale community in the western suburbs of Fort Lauderdale boasted high-ceilinged homes with barrel-tile roofs and manicured lawns.

A sixtyish woman with bleached-blond hair answered the door at Tally’s house. After they identified themselves, Mrs. Phelps gestured for them to come inside.

“Thank God you’re here. I’ve been worried sick. Have you heard anything from Mrs. Riggs? She adores her son and would never neglect him like this.”

“Tally hasn’t called us either.” Marla entered the foyer. The smell of furniture polish mingled with the faint scent of vinegar used to clean tile floors.

“My partner, Lieutenant Katherine Minnetti, is investigating.” Dalton peered around the place as though searching for clues. “If you give me your contact information, ma’am, I’ll be in touch when we learn more.”

“Oh, please. I couldn’t bear it if something terrible has happened to them.” The sitter’s round face paled, reminding Marla of pastry dough, especially with the woman’s rotund figure.

The living room stretched to a set of French glass doors that opened onto a screened patio. The aqua water in the fenced pool looked pristine, as though the pool service guy had just been there. Every surface indoors, too, appeared freshly wiped down. Marla wondered if Tally had been upset recently. She tended to clean when stressed.

A baby’s gurgle turned her toward the sound. Luke sat in his stroller in the formal dining room that opened into the kitchen. She padded over to greet him while Dalton questioned the sitter regarding Tally’s whereabouts. The baby wiggled his arms and legs in constant motion, cooing when he spotted Marla. She smiled in response, stooping to take hold of his tiny hand. Poor little thing. Her chest tightened. Tally would never abandon her child.

The sitter wrung her hands as she related her story. “Mrs. Riggs ... Tally ... said they hadn’t meant to go out on New Year’s Eve. She was sorry for calling me last-minute, but her husband had an urgent work-related appointment. Tally decided to accompany him, saying they’d go out for dinner afterwards. They were lucky I was free. I’d been booked for the night, but the wife got sick and the couple cancelled.”

“I gather you’ve worked for Tally before?” Dalton inquired.

“Oh, yes. I live in the neighborhood. I’m widowed, you see, and I like to help the young mothers who want an evening out. Plus, the extra cash comes in handy.” She collected her handbag from a nearby chair.

“What time did Tally say they’d be home?”

“She didn’t. As I told you on the phone, she said they might be late, in which case they’d get a hotel room. I expected to hear from her this morning, even if they’d slept in. I got worried when Tally didn’t contact me and I couldn’t reach either one of them. Look, I wrote down Luke’s feeding schedule. It’s in the kitchen, along with his diaper bag.”

“Thanks, I’ll get them,” Marla replied. At least Tally hadn’t been breast-feeding. That would have been awkward. Her friend wanted to regain her figure fast and go back to work at her dress boutique. Had the employees there heard from her? No, the shop was closed for the holiday. And why would Tally contact them and not the babysitter?

“How did Tally seem when she spoke to you?” Dalton persisted.

Marla recognized his hunched shoulders as a sign of tension. His anxiety increased her own concern. She gnawed at her lower lip, letting go of the baby’s fingers and straightening her spine. She’d better see what was packed in that bag before the sitter left.

“She appeared rattled, if you ask me,” Mrs. Phelps said with a shrug. “Her words came in a rush, and her face looked drawn. Her husband, Ken, was already in the car when I arrived.”

Had Tally suspected his call wasn’t work-related at all, but instead was an assignation with another woman? Marla had spied him coming out of a restaurant with a brunette one day while driving through Wilton Manors. So when Tally complained that he was acting distant, Marla wondered if he was having an affair. Castaway Café seemed an odd choice for him to meet somebody without being noticed. A heterosexual couple would stand out in that place where gays congregated. Then again, no one would think to look for Ken there.

Anyway, was this why Tally had joined him last night? To see if he was lying to her? Or did she already know the truth? Tally had been evasive in her conversations with Marla lately, so maybe she’d discovered what Ken had been hiding.

Marla wandered into the kitchen and spotted the bulging bag on the counter. A quick glance confirmed its contents. She found the feeding schedule and stuffed it inside. Then she scanned the countertops, searching for messages or any other indication of where Tally and Ken might have gone. Nada. The dish drainer was empty, the counters clean. No stray papers cluttered the granite. Things were almost obsessively neat.

With a sigh, Marla slung the bag’s strap over her shoulder. Holy highlights, that thing weighed a ton! How did mothers do it? Back in the living room, she shot a panicked glance at Dalton as he shut the door on the babysitter’s retreating back.

“Wait, how will I know what to do?”

Dalton rounded on her, his eyebrows arched and his gray eyes like polished pewter. “What’s there to know? You change the kid’s diapers, feed him, and put him to sleep.”

Oh, yeah. Easy for you to say. You’ve been through it once with your daughter.

“Put him to sleep in what? We don’t have a crib in our house.”

“That’s okay; we’ll rig something up that will work for tonight. This shouldn’t last too long. Tally and Ken will reappear at some point.”

“Yes, but what if they don’t? I mean, we’re not equipped to handle an infant. Our house isn’t child-proofed. We don’t have a crib or a changing table or any of the other stuff.”

“Including a car seat, now that you mention it. I’ll look in the garage. Maybe Tally’s BMW is still inside.” He loped off in that direction, hollering a few minutes later that Tally’s car was parked there, and he’d retrieve her equipment.

Meanwhile, Marla wondered what she would do if Tally failed to show up in a timely manner. She had clients scheduled at the salon, as well as other commitments.

Dear Lord. Her throat closed until she reminded herself this wasn’t about her. It was about caring for Luke.

Moisture tipped her lashes. Nothing terrible had better have happened to his parents. Whatever the reason for their absence, she’d give Luke her loving care. Ensuring his safety was all that mattered. And Brianna could help. Dalton’s fifteen-year-old daughter might get a kick out of having a baby in the family, if only temporarily. They’d figure out the rest as they went along.

She followed Dalton outside as he went to fasten Tally’s rear-facing car seat inside his sedan. A cool January breeze stirred her hair, the afternoon sun bright against a clear blue sky. Normally, she liked the change of weather in South Florida, but now it made a shiver grip her spine. She hoped the wind wasn’t a harbinger of ill tidings. New Year’s Day should be filled with hope and renewal, not uncertainty.

After Dalton settled Luke into his safety harness, Marla hurried back to the house to lock the front door with the spare key Tally had given her for emergencies. At least she’d had the foresight to bring it.

“Wait,” Dalton called. “We should take the stroller. It’ll fold up and fit in the trunk.”

“Okay.” Marla stood by while he went to retrieve the device. She needed instructions on operating these things. Baby care was a strange new world to her.

Soon she’d secured the house, slid into the car, and eyed Luke in the rear. Satisfied he was safe, she faced forward and pursed her lips. “Now what?” she asked Dalton as he pulled out of the circular driveway.

“We’ll take care of Luke until Tally contacts us. Maybe they went somewhere without cell service, or they turned off their phones for some reason. I’ll check in with Kat as soon as we get home.”

Marla folded her hands in her lap, imagining all sorts of awful possibilities. They should have done a more thorough search at Tally’s house for clues as to where she and Ken might have gone. While part of her hoped this was all just a mishap and her friend would turn up at any minute, the other part made her stomach roil in anticipation of bad tidings.

Focus on the baby. Luke was the one who needed care. That meant she had to keep a clear head, but it wasn’t easy with anxiety clouding her mind.

“I’m worried,” she blurted, unable to contain her heart-pounding fear.

Dalton’s brow furrowed. “So am I, but we’ll find them. If all else fails, I can put out a bulletin on Ken’s car.”

They lapsed into silence except for the child’s squeals and coos from the back seat. Thank goodness he wasn’t a screamer, Marla thought, unsure what she’d do if he started howling. The poor kid was bound to miss his mother, but at least she and Dalton were familiar faces.

They made it home in record time. Dalton helped unfold the stroller and place Luke inside. Marla wheeled him into the house while her husband hefted the baby bag.

She’d barely made it into the foyer before the dogs came bounding at them. Oh, no. She’d forgotten about their pets. The crowd had left, but Ma must have let the animals into the house before leaving.

“Down, Lucky,” she ordered their golden retriever, whose paws landed on the stroller. Spooks, their poodle, leapt at the strange contraption and barked.

That set Luke off. He uttered a cry that cascaded into a series of wails.

“Get them away from us,” she called to Dalton, picking Luke up and swaddling him in her arms.

Dalton’s sharp commands brought the dogs under control. Freed from their blockade, Marla headed into the kitchen and regarded the dishes strewn across the countertops. Someone had washed and dried everything, but it all had to be put away, along with the folding chairs and other remnants of the party.

Her shoulders sagged, and she sank into a seat at the kitchen table. Luke continued to howl, his ear-piercing cries grating on her raw nerves. She rubbed his back to soothe him.

“Don’t worry, Luke. We’re here to take care of you.” But in truth, Marla had no idea what to do. It had been years since she’d cared for an infant as a nineteen-year-old babysitter. Should she have picked him up, or would that spoil him into crying for attention all the time?

“He probably needs his diaper changed,” Dalton said, trailing after her. “All this excitement would have made him wet himself.”

“Oh, joy. Or maybe it’s time for a bottle. Get his feeding schedule for me, would you? It’s in the diaper bag.” She reviewed Mrs. Phelps’ instructions. “Yes, he could use a feeding. I’ll change him first, but where should I do it? We don’t have a changing table.”

“Put a towel down on the guest bed and use that for now. You’d better bring a supply of plastic bags in there for garbage. I’ll get a bottle ready while you’re occupied.”

Brianna appeared in the archway. The slim teenager still wore the makeup she’d applied for the party, but she’d tied her toffee hair into a ponytail and changed into jeans. “What is that racket I’m hearing? Oh, cool. You brought Luke home.” Her brown eyes rounded. “Wait, what’s the matter with Tally?”

“We don’t know where she’s gone.” Dalton related what the babysitter had told them.

“That’s weird. You’d think she would tell somebody what’s happening.”

“Would you like to help?” Marla said, gesturing to her. “If so, please carry that bag into the guest room. Luke needs a diaper change. The dogs have upset him, and so has all the commotion.”

His cries eased as Marla held him. She picked up a towel from the linen closet along the way, then realized she’d forgotten the trash bags Dalton had mentioned. Leaving Luke with Brianna, she hastened toward the laundry room off the kitchen where they kept their supplies. Her trembling fingers plucked a box of small-sized plastic bags from a shelf.

It wasn’t only her hand that shook. Her entire body trembled. You can do this, she told herself on the way back to the bedroom side of their house. It wasn’t as though she shouldered the responsibility alone. Brianna and Dalton were there to help, and her husband had already raised a child. He could guide her.

Nonetheless, she felt awkward as she went to change the baby, even though she’d helped Tally with Luke before. Maybe it was because doubts assailed her. Was she up to the task of mothering an infant? When she’d agreed to be his guardian, had she truly believed the role might be hers someday?

Brianna had already unfastened the soiled diaper. Marla made quick work of disposing of the wet item and wiping Luke’s bottom.

“Don’t lean over him too close,” Brianna warned. “He might pee again. You have to watch out for boys.”

“You’re right.” After patting him dry, Marla sprinkled Luke’s bottom liberally with powder before putting on a dry diaper. His blue eyes, so like his mother’s, gazed up at her, and her heart melted. “You’ll be fine,” she said in a soothing tone. “We’ll take good care of you until your mommy comes home.”

She put the baby’s outfit back on, planning to change him into pajamas after his last bottle for the evening. Lifting him into her embrace, she cuddled his warm body to her chest. He was so small and totally reliant on her.

“Don’t worry,” Brianna told her with a perceptive grin. “I’m here, and Dad will help.”

“I know. But what happens when I go to work? I have clients scheduled for tomorrow. They’re depending on me, too. I don’t like to disappoint my customers.”

“It’s your salon. Can’t you bring Luke along and sit him in his stroller?”

Marla cast her a wry glance. “I barely have time to eat when it’s busy, so how could I give Luke the attention he deserves? I’ll call Ma and see if she can come by.”

“I’m off from school until next week. I can babysit. What’s the going rate these days?” Brianna asked with a teasing poke at Marla’s elbow.

“I’ll speak to your dad about it, but it’ll be a long day. Maybe my mother can come over for a few hours. You can have the morning, and Ma can take the afternoon shift if she’s free.”

“Or maybe Tally will show up at our door. It’s unlike her to leave you in the dark.”

Lately, it’s been rather common, Marla thought. “I wonder if your father has spoken to Kat yet.” She led the way back into the kitchen, toting Luke under one arm and lugging the tied garbage bag with her free hand.

Dalton was speaking on his cell phone. He stood by the kitchen sink, near where a capped bottle stood on the adjacent counter. Noting Marla’s entrance, he wagged his finger at it. He must have prepared the bottle before calling Kat.

“Ken drives a gold-colored Acura RLX,” he said on the line. “You should be able to get his tag number. I have no idea which direction he might have taken. I’d say to concentrate on the tri-county area first, then we can expand our search later if necessary.”

“Dalton, I just thought of something,” Marla said as soon as he’d hung up. Grateful to Brianna who took the trash bag and dumped it into the larger one in the garage, she shifted Luke to her other arm. “If Ken got a call before he left the house, is it possible to trace its origin?”

He stared at her. “That’s an idea, although they have a land line too, don’t they? The call might have come in on either phone. I’d wait to see what develops before contacting their service providers. If they don’t show up, maybe their GPS is active, and we can find them that way.”

“So nobody who meets their description has been admitted to any hospitals?”

“Kat said there were some John Does. She’s investigating further.”

“What’s a John Doe?” Brianna asked with a perplexed frown.

“Patients whose identities have yet to be established. Watch the news. All sorts of scum end up in the ER along with accident victims.”

Marla gawked at him. “You don’t think Ken got off I-95 at the wrong exit, and they were attacked, do you?” It had been known to happen, especially in Miami.

He spread his hands. “Who knows? It’s damn peculiar that they haven’t tried to contact us.”

“Maybe they had car trouble and have been out of range for cell service.”

“I suppose we could check with Road Rangers and the towing services.”

“And hotels in the area, since the sitter said they might have gotten a room somewhere. But why would they have gone out on New Year’s Eve so suddenly? It doesn’t make sense.”

“Mrs. Phelps said Ken’s call had been work-related,” Dalton reminded her. “I’ll visit his office when it reopens to see if his colleagues know anything. Meanwhile, Luke needs to be fed. Mrs. Phelps wrote down which formula he drinks, in case we have to buy more supplies.”

Marla sat at the kitchen table with the baby in her lap. Dalton brought over the bottle, and she tickled Luke’s lips with the nipple until he grasped onto it. He made loud sucking noises as he drank, his gaze fixed on hers. Oh, gosh. Her heart softened at the trust in his eyes and at the scent of his formula mixed with his powdery baby smell.

What if he was her own? No, don’t go there, Marla. You have enough to do right now taking care of Tally’s child.

“You said Ken drives a gold-colored car,” she remarked. “Isn’t that unusual in Florida?”

“You mean, compared to all the white and silver models?” Dalton replied. “The technical term for his color is gilded pewter metallic. The RLX retails for around sixty thousand dollars with add-ons.”

“His business must be doing well.” She glanced at Brianna, who’d taken a seat opposite and wore a broad grin on her face. “What are you smiling about?”

“You and Luke. You look so natural with him. It would be nice to have a baby brother.”

Marla’s cheeks heated, but she didn’t comment. It was one thing to care for a teenager and quite another to satisfy an infant’s needs. Luke required a level of care she didn’t know she could provide.

She finished the feeding session, aware of Brianna and Dalton’s keen observation. Did she pass muster? Her doubts got cast aside as she burped Luke and changed his soiled diaper. Dalton rigged the guest bed to serve as a crib, and she put the baby down for his afternoon nap. If his parents remained absent, she’d have to look into the possibility of buying basic nursery items.

Luke cried as she stepped from the room. She remembered Tally saying he often fussed before going to sleep, but the temptation to pick him up almost made her return. Logic told her he’d been fed and changed, so he should be comfortable. She steeled herself against his wails while lingering in the hallway.

Shortly thereafter, his cries segued into whimpers, until finally silence reigned.

She dragged a hand across her face. This day had been exhausting, but she wouldn’t be able to sleep tonight until she’d reviewed things with Dalton.

“What else can we do?” she asked him at the dinner table. They ate leftovers from the party. She was so tired that her appetite had fled. It took too much effort to chew and swallow, but she forced herself to eat for the energy.

Dalton looked as fatigued as she felt. Lines creased his brow, and his mouth curved downward as he regarded her. “I can broaden the search tomorrow. They can’t have just disappeared.”

Tally, where are you? Marla hoped for a simple explanation that they’d laugh off together someday. But dread wove its insidious fingers into her psyche. She’d never be able to get any rest at this rate. Her heart pounded, its pace accelerating when the phone rang. She glanced at the wall clock as she snatched the receiver. Six-thirty. Maybe Dalton’s partner had news.

“Hello?” Her voice came out as a squeaky croak.

“Hi, may I speak to Marla Vail, please?”

“That’s me.”

“I’m a nurse at Southwest Regional Hospital. Now don’t get too alarmed, but we have a patient here in ICU who has you listed as an emergency contact. She was in a car accident last night. Her name is Tally Riggs. How soon do you think you can get here?”
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Marla’s knees quaked as she and Dalton rode the hospital elevator to the floor that held the Intensive Care Unit. What would they find there? Her friend surrounded by tubing and wires? Was Tally even awake? The nurse hadn’t given much information over the phone, just that Tally had sustained serious injuries. She’d been stabilized for now but wasn’t out of the danger zone.

“The nurse didn’t say anything about Ken. Do you suppose he’s been hurt, too?” Marla said in a hushed tone to Dalton, even though they were alone in the lift.

“We’ll find out soon enough.” His stony eyes didn’t betray his emotion, but she knew he was worried from his tense posture.

She gripped her stomach as a wave of sickness hit her. What would they find when the doors opened?

Her nose wrinkled as they stepped into a corridor beside a bustling nurses’ station. The antiseptic smell reminded her of her father’s last days. Her body trembled, and her pulse raced. Beyond the nurses’ station were cubicles walled off by glass partitions. Patients lay against white sheets, looking as pale as their bed linens. Their faces were barely visible behind the apparatus that supported them. Marla scanned the group but couldn’t identify Tally among them.

One of the nurses, a short woman with auburn hair, glanced up and smiled at their approach. Marla’s throat tightened. She couldn’t find her voice to speak, so she let Dalton take the lead. As they neared, she clutched his arm, needing the reassurance of his firm presence.

“Hi, we’re Marla and Dalton Vail. Somebody called us about our friends, Tally and Ken Riggs.” Dalton’s deep voice flowed over her like warm honey, soothing her nerves.

Thank God she had him to lean on. She couldn’t have done this alone.

“Oh, yes. The doctor wants to speak to you. Come this way, please.” The woman wearing blue scrubs guided them briskly down the corridor and into a lounge. The waiting area had a TV, vinyl-upholstered chairs, a coffee table, and a magazine rack. A potted plant stood in one corner. A counter held a coffeemaker that looked half-empty. Marla wondered why the room wasn’t filled. She’d be here all the time if a loved one was in jeopardy, but perhaps visiting hours were over for the evening.

“Have a seat, and I’ll page Dr. Gillis.”

The nurse scurried out before Marla could mobilize her tongue to ask questions. Was the woman avoiding their inquiries on purpose? It wasn’t a good thing when the doctor had to relate the news.

Unable to sit still, she joined Dalton in pacing the linoleum floor until heavy footsteps sounded from the corridor. She stared at the open doorway, relieved to see a gray-haired man in a white coat approach them. He had warm brown eyes and a welcoming smile.

“Mr. and Mrs. Vail? I’m Dr. Gillis. Please, have a seat.” He shook their hands and then waited until they’d complied. “The police informed us you were on Mrs. Riggs’ ICE list. In Case of Emergency,” he clarified.

“Yes, we’re close friends,” Dalton acknowledged.

“It took the rescue team a while to retrieve the couple. When we got them in the ER, our priority was to stabilize the injured woman. That’s why you didn’t hear from us until today.”

“Do you know what happened?”

“Their vehicle went off the road last night. I’m sorry to have to tell you this, but Mr. Riggs did not survive the crash.”

“Oh, my God. No, it can’t be true.” Marla clamped a hand to her mouth. This wasn’t possible. Ken ... dead?

Dalton leaned forward. “Ken has a brother, Phil. Do you know if he’s been notified?”

“We’re doing that now.”

“Tell us more,” Dalton said in a flat tone.

How easily he could turn on detective mode and shut out his feelings, Marla thought. These were his friends. How could he act so unruffled?

“Mrs. Riggs sustained serious damage in the accident. Keeping her alive is our main concern.” The doctor rattled off a bunch of medical terms, but Marla only heard words like “lung puncture” and “brain swelling” and something about the danger of her spleen rupturing.

With each pronouncement, her gut clenched. Fear churned her belly at the thought that Tally might not make it. If only this were a nightmare and not reality.

“So Tally is unconscious?” she asked, once she could speak beyond her constricted throat. At least her friend wouldn’t suffer any pain that way. Her body must be bruised all over.

“Yes, ma’am. It might be weeks before she wakes up. We’ll have no idea of the residual damage until then,” Dr. Gillis said, enunciating each word. Marla surmised he was used to dealing with frantic family members whose anxiety caused selective hearing.

“You mean, she might be permanently disabled?” Marla’s pitch rose. Tally had to be all right if she made it through this crisis. Luke needed his mother.

“I don’t care to sugar-coat things for you, ma’am. Your friend is lucky to have survived. Our ER is filled with patients injured on New Year’s Eve. The holiday is another reason why it took so long to identify her.”

Dalton gave Marla’s hand a squeeze. For a brief instant, pain flickered across his expression. But then he suppressed it into his detective’s mask and retrieved his cell phone.

“I should check with Kat. It’s odd she hasn’t heard about the accident. She’s been checking the reports.”

“Dalton is a police detective, and Kat is his partner,” Marla explained to the doctor. “We feared something bad might have happened when Tally’s babysitter called us to come over.”

“Would either of you know if Mrs. Riggs has a living will?” the physician inquired.

Marla exchanged a startled glance with Dalton. “Um, I think so. I have a bunch of her papers at home, including power of attorney. I’m listed as Tally’s successor trustee after her husband.”

“We’d appreciate having a copy of those documents when you get the chance. I assume the brother will take charge of Mr. Riggs’ body when it’s released?”

Marla’s mouth opened and closed like a beached fish, but she couldn’t edge any words past her thick tongue.

“That’s right,” Dalton agreed. “Phil would be the one to make funeral arrangements. If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to call my partner with this news.” He rose and strode away into the corridor.

Marla stood, anxious to learn more about Tally. “So what are my friend’s chances?” she asked, avoiding any thoughts of Ken. She couldn’t believe he was gone, but she’d deal with it later. Tally needed her strength through this ordeal.

“The next forty-eight hours are crucial. If she makes it to the weekend, I’d say we have a fighting chance she’ll come out of this alive. But that’s all I can predict at this point.”

“How often can we visit?”

“Two visitors are allowed at a time from eleven in the morning to eight in the evening. So to clarify, you’re the person to call if we need to make a decision on her care, and not the husband’s brother?”

“Yes, that’s correct. Unfortunately, Tally doesn’t have any close relatives. We’re like family to her.”

“I’ll make a note in her chart. You can come see her now. Don’t be frightened by the equipment. It’s helping to save her life.”

“Thank you so much, doctor.” Tears tipped her lashes at his kindness. She was grateful he showed compassion, especially when he must relate bad news on a regular basis. Tally was fortunate to be under his care. Actually, what type of specialist was he? Did the hospital have Tally’s insurance info so she could get whatever interventions were needed?

Marla asked at the front desk. The nurse reassured her that the police had called in that information once they’d retrieved Tally’s wallet. Marla said goodbye to the physician and followed Karyn, the nurse, to the proper cubicle.

Tally’s wan face was barely visible beneath the ventilator tube and tape keeping it in place. Her chest rose and fell beneath the flimsy hospital gown, and her eyelids remained closed. An IV machine dripped fluid into her arm, while other wires and tubes snaked to various devices. Karyn explained the purpose of each one, but Marla’s ears closed. She could only take so much.

“Her lips look dry,” she observed.

“Here, I’ll take care of it.” Karyn dabbed a wet swab around Tally’s mouth. “You might want to talk to your friend. It’s possible she could hear you. People who’ve awakened from comas sometimes remember loved ones being nearby and speaking to them.”

“Okay.” After the nurse left, Marla pulled up a chair and sat, grasping Tally’s cool hand. “Tally, it’s me. I’m here with you. You were in an accident, but you’re going to be all right.” She smoothed Tally’s blond hair away from her face.

Air-conditioning blew into the room. Marla shivered, more from nerves than the ambient temperature. Beeps, clicks, and hissing noises filled the space. Her gaze rose to the monitors, where she viewed the steady rhythm of Tally’s heartbeat.

Oh, Tally. Why did you go out last night? Why couldn’t you have stayed home? A tear leaked down her cheek. She had to believe things would turn out okay, for her own sake as well as Luke’s. If and when Tally woke up, she’d have to deal with her husband’s death. A long road stretched in front of them.

Marla didn’t know how long she’d sat there until Dalton arrived and put a hand on her shoulder. Her tense muscles uncoiled at his reassuring touch.

“What did Kat say?” she asked him, keeping her face averted to hide her distress.

Dalton signaled for her to join him away from Tally’s bedside. When she’d complied, he spoke in a low tone. “Kat got a response on Ken’s license tag earlier and wanted to get more information before she called. The accident happened in Davie, which isn’t our jurisdiction. Ken was driving down a narrow two-lane road when he swerved onto the swale. Their car flipped over down a ditch and ended up with the driver’s side submerged in a canal.”

“Why did it take so long for us to hear about it?”

“The rescuers were able to retrieve Tally and Ken from the wrecked car, but they had to wait for daylight to tow it upright. Tally’s purse and cell phone were inside. Fortunately, those items were still dry. Kat was about to call us once she clarified their status.”

An image played in her mind of the wrecked car where Ken must have been killed. Or had he been merely stunned? Maybe he’d been awake but trapped in the car while water filled his end. Unable to pry himself loose, he would have drowned. A chill swept her nape at the horror of it.

“Who called the cops if it happened at night?” she asked, steering her mind to practicalities.

“A neighbor witnessed the accident. Kat requested a copy of his report.”

“I don’t understand why this news didn’t surface sooner.”

His eyes darkened to slate. “New Year’s Eve is a busy time of year in terms of accidents. The Davie cops would have had plenty to keep them occupied, and ditto for their rescue teams. The car wasn’t towed from the canal until today.”

Kat knew how worried they’d been. She should have called as soon as the license tag registered. Marla pressed her lips together, keeping silent on the subject. She’d hoped Dalton’s influence would soften the lieutenant by now, but he still couldn’t crack her stern exterior. Kat had transferred into his department without his chief explaining how or why. Despite Dalton’s subtle inquiries, her past remained a mystery.

Marla should cut her some slack. Maybe she’d hoped to spare them pain by learning if the car’s passengers had made it. But wouldn’t the police report have mentioned a fatality?

She returned to her friend’s side, staring down at her in helpless anguish. The constant clicking and hissing from the ventilator sounded in the background. How frail we are, she thought, surveying Tally’s still form with a choked sob. She’d need all the miracles of modern medicine to come out of this unscathed. And poor Luke, who’d grow up without a father.

Marla turned a tear-streaked face to Dalton. “We should get Phil’s number from the nurse. Maybe we can pick him up at the airport. It’s the least we can do.”

“We’ll see when his flight gets in. You should get home to the baby. The best way to help Tally is to care for her child.”

“I’ll want to visit her here, too. I have to talk to Ma about babysitting. If she’s not available, perhaps I can call Mrs. Phelps. It’s not fair to ask Brianna to give up her vacation time.”

“My mother would probably love to pitch in as well. She wouldn’t mind driving down from Delray. And we have plenty of leftovers from our party, so you won’t have to cook for a few days.”

His last remark lifted her spirits. How typical for the man to always think about his next meal.

*****
[image: image]


Brianna had done fine in their absence, getting Luke through another feeding, giving him a bath, and changing him for the night. Marla complimented the teen while wondering where she’d washed the baby. In one of their sinks? She didn’t ask, adding the baby’s plastic bathtub to her growing list of items to pick up at Tally’s house.

Fatigue seeped into her bones as she completed her chores. Finally, she and Dalton had some privacy after retiring to their bedroom.

“Phil got a flight in the morning,” he told her while readying for bed. “I offered to pick him up and give him a key to his brother’s house. He might as well stay there. And he can drive Tally’s car rather than a rental.”

“Good idea. I found Tally’s living will and power of attorney and faxed them to the hospital.”

“Let’s hope those choices won’t be necessary.” He slid under the sheet next to her, turned on his side in her direction, and leaned on an elbow.

“I still can’t believe Ken died in a car crash. It’s awful, and Tally lying there like a limp doll isn’t much better. I’ll have to bring a comb next time I visit.” Her friend’s hair was the one thing in her power to control, and it would help humanize Tally to the staff to make her decent.

“We’re here for her. Tally can count on us for whatever she needs.”

“I know.” Marla curled into him, seeking comfort from his embrace. His warmth seeped into her skin and helped her rejoice in feeling alive.

They stayed folded together for a while, neither one speaking. Marla heard his soft snores and realized he’d fallen asleep. She rolled away, her eyes open and anxiety keeping her awake. Take one day at a time, she advised herself. That’s all you can do in a crisis.

And this, too, shall pass, said her mother’s voice in her head. With that soothing thought, her breathing slowed and she drifted to sleep.

The baby’s cry startled her into full alert mode. “Oh, no. What time is it?” She glared at the clock dial, luminous in the dark. Dalton must have awoken earlier and turned off the lights before going back to sleep. It was two o’clock.

Marla padded into the makeshift nursery where Luke had managed to dislodge one of the towels they’d folded around the bed. Tomorrow she’d have to see about getting a crib. She turned on a lamp and moved to examine the child’s diaper. Her finger came away wet. It wasn’t time for a feeding, so she changed him and put him back. But he continued to fuss and whimper.

“What’s the matter, little guy? Do you miss your momma?” Marla caught his little fingers in her hand. He squirmed and scrunched his tiny face. If she let him howl, he’d wake the household. Instead, an idea dawned on her.

She hurried out, retrieved his stroller, and wheeled it into the room. Then she sat Luke inside, strapped him in, and rolled him down the hall toward the kitchen. It didn’t even take ten minutes for him to close his eyes in slumber. Once he was sound asleep, she put him back to bed and then stumbled into her room.

Marla’s head felt groggy when she finally woke from an unsettled sleep five hours later. Dalton’s side was empty, his sheets ruffled. Had he remembered to give Luke his early morning bottle?

It was seven o’clock. Marla tossed aside the covers and leapt out of bed. So much to do, not enough time.

As she trudged into the bathroom, she contemplated which task to attack first. Her bleary eyes stared back at her in the mirror. Luke’s care took priority. She’d call her mother to see if Ma could babysit. Next, Marla considered her work schedule for the day. She’d ask Robyn, the salon’s receptionist, to rearrange her appointments so she’d have time to visit Tally.

Dalton greeted her in the kitchen, where he’d brewed a pot of coffee and had a mushroom omelet waiting for her to reheat in the frypan. Luke sat in his stroller, gurgling happily, while Brianna was flipping through Teen Vogue at the kitchen table.

“You’re a sweetheart,” Marla told Dalton, kissing him on the mouth. She poured herself a cup of aromatic coffee and stuck the reheated omelet on a plate. “I gather you fed Luke already. He got up in the middle of the night. I walked him in his stroller until he settled down.”

“That’s a good technique. We used to do that for Brie when she fussed,” Dalton said with a fond smile for his daughter.

Marla’s gaze inevitably rose to his broad shoulders and confident posture. He never failed to impress her in a dress shirt, tie, and pressed pants.

“Any word from the hospital?” she asked, unable to eat a morsel until he responded.

“Nope. I’ll get the scoop from Kat this morning. What about the baby?”

“Hand me the phone. I’ll call Ma. She’s always up early.” Praying her mother would be free, Marla dialed Anita’s number.

“Good morning, bubeleh. What’s going on? I thought I’d hear from you sooner.”

Marla had disbanded the party after telling everyone they had to pick up Luke. “We got a call around dinnertime that Tally and Ken had been in a car accident on Monday night.”

“Oh, my God. Are they okay?”

“Ken was killed.” Marla’s throat tightened. He couldn’t be dead, could he? She still found it hard to believe.

“What? That can’t be true.”

In a choked voice, Marla gave her mother an update. “Dalton is getting Ken’s brother at the airport later this morning. I thought to offer my help with funeral arrangements since he’s from out of town.” And I’ve attended enough memorial services to know the local burial places.

“That would be a nice gesture,” Anita replied.

“I’d prefer to stay home with Luke today, but I have clients scheduled. Would you be able to babysit? Brianna offered, but I don’t want to ruin her vacation.”

“Sure, I can come. I’m so sorry. This is horrible news.” 

“I know. It’s unbelievable. I have to think about Luke, or I’ll lose focus.”

“Don’t worry; I’m here to help. Give me a half hour to get ready, and then I’ll be over. We’ll get through this together.”

That matter settled, Marla stuffed down her breakfast, did the dishes, and put Luke in his makeshift crib for another nap. Dalton dropped Brianna, now free from obligation, off at a friend’s house on his way to work. Marla had time to check her email and call the hospital before Anita arrived.

“I just spoke to Tally’s nurse,” she told her mother, while Anita plopped her purse and reading material on the dining room table.

“How is she this morning?” Anita followed Marla down the hall to the baby’s room.

“She needed a unit of blood because her hemoglobin had dropped. Otherwise, she’s been stable during the night.”

“Hopefully, she’ll continue to improve.”

“Yes, but we won’t know the extent of her head injury until she wakes up. What happens if she needs help on a long-term basis?”

“Worry about one thing at a time. Oh, isn’t he adorable,” Anita crooned upon spying Luke. “Poor little guy to lose his daddy so young.”

“We’ll take good care of him. We’re not prepared for a baby in the house, though. We don’t have the right furniture or the proper supplies in stock.”

“Why don’t you borrow the stuff from Tally’s nursery?”

“Their crib and dresser are too heavy to move. The changing table might fit in our car, and I can see what else is there while I’m at their house. We could end up having Luke for weeks, or even months.”

The possibility of her friend not making it leaked into her mind. No, that wouldn’t happen. Tally had to survive.

Her eyes misted, and Marla blinked rapidly. She had to be strong. Breaking down wouldn’t help anyone.

Anita stroked her cheek. “You
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