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Dedication


To Evie,

for someday.

When it comes time to choose your destiny,

no matter how old or young you are,

I hope you take the path that leads toward your heart.

—Nana
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Author’s Note


THE ROCK SPRINGS Mustang Holding Facility in Rock Springs, Wyoming, is a real place. Although there is no “Claire” as in my book, there is definitely a caring staff for the 700 wild mustangs that are rounded up in annual Bureau of Land Management (BLM) Horse Management Area gatherings. These animals are available on a first-come first-served basis for adoption by qualified individuals.

For more information visit http://www.blm.gov/wy/st/en/programs/Wild_Horses/rs-wh-facility.html

Also, BLM Extreme Mustang Makeover competitions are real events, and every year professional and amateur trainers show what amazing and versatile animals the hardy mustangs are. Competitions and challenges are held across the US.

For information visit: http://extrememustangmakeover.com/
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Chapter One


DR. AMELIA CROCKETT adored the kids. She just hated clowns. Standing resignedly beside Bitsy Blueberry, Amelia scanned the group of twenty or so young patients gathered for a Halloween party in the pediatric playroom at NYC General Hospital. She didn’t see the one child she was looking for, however.

Some children wore super-hero-themed hospital gowns and colorful robes that served as costumes. Others dressed up more traditionally—including three fairies, two princesses, a Harry Potter, and a Darth Vader. Gauze bandage helmets had been decorated like everything from a baseball to a mummy’s head. More than one bald scalp was adorned with alien-green paint or a yellow smiley face. Mixed in with casts, wheelchairs, and IV poles on castors, there were also miles of smiles. The kids didn’t hate the clown.

Amelia adjusted the stethoscope around her neck, more a prop than a necessary item at this event, and glared—her sisters would call it the hairy eyeball—at Bitsy Blueberry’s wild blue wig. Bitsy thrust one hand forward, aimed one of those obnoxious, old-fashioned, bicycle horns–with-a-bulb that were as requisite to clowning as giant shoes and red noses, at Amelia’s face and honked at her rudely. Three times.

Amelia smiled and whispered at Bitsy through gritted teeth. “I detest impertinent clowns, you know. I can have you fired.”

She wasn’t afraid of clowns. She simply found them unnecessary and a waste of talent, and Bitsy Blueberry was a perfect example. Beneath the white grease paint, red nose, hideous blue wig, and pinafore-and-pantaloons costume that looked like Raggedy Ann on psychedelic drugs was one of the smartest, most dedicated pediatric nurses in the world—Amelia’s best friend, Brooke Squires.

“Look who’s here, boys and girls.” Bitsy grabbed her by the elbow and pulled her unceremoniously to the front of the room, honking in time with Amelia’s steps all the way. “It’s Dr. Mia Crockett!”

She might as well have said Justin Bieber or One Direction for the cheer that went up from the kids. It was the effect Bitsy’s squeaky falsetto voice had on them. Then again, they’d cheer a stinky skunk wrangler if it meant forgetting, for even a short time, the real reasons they were in the hospital. That understanding was all that kept Amelia from cuffing her friend upside the head to knock some sense into it. She waved—a tiny rocking motion of her wrist—at the assemblage of sick children.

“Dr. Mia doesn’t look very party ready, do you think?” Bitsy/Brooke asked. “Isn’t that sad?”

“Not funny,” Amelia said through the side of her mouth, her smile plastered in place.

Bitsy pulled a black balloon from her pinafore pocket and blew it into a long tube. Great. Balloon animals.

“I know a secret about Dr. Mia,” Bitsy said. “Would you like to know what it is?”

Unsurprisingly, a chorus of yesses filled the room.

“She . . . ” Bitsy dragged the word out suggestively, “is related to Davy Crockett. Do you know who Davy Crockett was?”

The relationship was true thanks to a backwoods ninth cousin somewhere in the 1800s, but Mia rolled her eyes again while a cacophony of shouts followed the question. As Bitsy explained about Davy and hunting and the Alamo, she tied off the black balloon and blew up a brown one. She twisted them intricately until she had a braided circle with a tail.

“You’re kidding me,” Mia said when she saw the finished product.

“That’s pretty cool about Davy Crockett, right?” Bitsy asked. “But what isn’t cool is that Dr. Mia has no costume. So I made her something. What did I tell you Davy Crockett wore?”

“Coonskin cap!” One little boy shouted the answer from his seat on the floor at the front of the group.

Mia smiled at him, one of a handful of nonsurgical patients she knew from her rounds here on the pediatric floor. Most of her time these days was spent in surgery and following up on those patients. Her work toward fulfilling the requirements needed to take her pediatric surgical boards left little time for meeting all the patients on the floor, but a few kids you only had to meet once, and they wormed their ways into your heart. She looked around again for Rory.

“That’s right,” Bitsy was saying. “And this is a balloon skin cap!”

She set it on Mia’s head, where it perched like a bird on a treetop. The children clapped and squealed. Bitsy did a chicken flap and waggled one foot in the air before bowing to her audience.

“I want a boon-skin cap!”

A tiny girl, perhaps four, shuffled forward with the aid of the smallest walker possibly in existence. She managed it deftly for one so little, even though her knees knocked together, her feet turned inward, and the patch over one eye obscured half her vision. She wore a hot-pink tutu over frosting-pink footie pajamas, and a tiara atop her black curls. To her own surprise, Mia’s throat tightened.

“But, Megan, you have a beautiful crown already,” Bitsy said gently.

Megan pulled the little tiara off her head and held it out. “I can twade.”

Mia lost it, and she never lost it. She squatted and pulled the balloon cap off her head then held it out, her eyes hot. “I would love to trade with you,” she said.

Megan beamed. Mia placed the crazy black-and-brown balloon concoction on the child, where it slipped over her hair and settled to her eyebrows.

“Here,” Megan said, pronouncing it “hee-oh.” “I put it on you.”

She reached over the top of her walker and pressed on Mia’s nose to tilt her face downward. She placed the tiara in Mia’s hair and patted her head gently. It might as well have been a coronation by the Archduke of Canterbury. Megan had spina bifida and had come through surgery just four days earlier. No child this happy and tender and tough should have such a poor prognosis and uncertain future.

“You can be Davy Cwockett’s pincess.” Megan smiled, clearly pleased with herself.

“I think you gave me the best costume ever,” Mia replied. “Could I have a hug?”

Megan opened her arms wide and squeezed Mia’s neck with all her might. She smelled of chocolate bars, apple-cinnamon, and a whiff of the strawberry body lotion they used in this department. A delicious little waif.

She let the child go and stood. A young woman with the same black hair as Megan, arrived at her side. It could only be Megan’s mom. She bent and whispered something in her daughter’s ear. The child nodded enthusiastically. “Thank you, Doc-toh Mia.”

“You’re welcome. And thank you.”

The young mother’s eyes met Mia’s, gratitude shining in their depths. “Thanks from me, too. This is a wonderful party. So much effort by the whole staff.”

“I wish I’d had more to do with it.”

“You just did a great deal.”

Megan had already started on her way back to the audience. Mia watched her slow progress, forgetting about the crowd until a powerful shove against her upper arm nearly knocked her off her feet. She turned to Bitsy and saw Brooke—grinning through the white make-up.

“What the heck? Clown attack. Go away you maniac.”

A few kids in the front row twittered. Bitsy honked at her, but it was Brooke who leaned close to her ear. “That was awesome, Crockett,” she whispered. “It’s the kind of thing they need to see you do more of around here.”

“They” referred to the medical staff. It was true she didn’t have the most warm-hearted reputation—but that was by design. She grabbed Bitsy’s ugly horn.

“They can kiss my—” Honk. Honk.


All the kids heard and saw was Davy Cwockett’s Pincess stealing a clown’s horn. Bitsy capitalized, placing her hands on her knees and exaggerating an enormous laugh.

“Hey! I think I have a new apprentice clown. What do you all say?”

Bitsy pulled off her red nose and popped it on Mia’s. The kids screeched their approval.

“I’m going to murder you.” Mia’s tone belied her pleasant smile.

“Our newest clown needs a name. Any ideas?”

Princess! Clowny! Clown Doctor! Sillypants! Stefo-scope!


Names flew from the young mouths like hailstones, pelting Mia with ridiculousness.

“Stethoscope the Clown, I like it.” Bitsy laughed. “How about Mercy?”

“Princess Goodheart.” That came quietly from Megan’s mother, standing against the side wall, certainty in her demeanor.

“Oh, don’t you dare.” Mia practically hissed the words at her friend the clown.

“Perfect!” Bitsy called, her falsetto ringing through the room. “Now, how about we get Princess Goodheart to help with a magic trick?”

Mia’s sentimentality of moments before dissipated fully. This was why she couldn’t afford such soppy silliness, even over children. If she was going to turn to syrup at the first sign of a child with a walker and a patched eye, perhaps pediatrics wasn’t the place for her.

On the other hand, Megan represented the very reason Mia wanted to move from general to pediatric surgery. She had skill—a special gift according to teachers and some colleagues—and she could use it to help patients like Megan. They needed her.

“Pick a card, Princess Goodheart.” Bitsy nudged her arm.

Mia sighed. She’d have thought a party featuring simple games, fine motor skill-building, and prizes would have been more worthwhile. The mindlessness of magicians and the potential for scaring children with clowns seemed riskier. Indeed there were a few uncomplicated, arcade-type games at little stations around the room, but the magic and clown aficionados had prevailed. Mia grunted and picked a six of clubs.

“Don’t show me,” said Bitsy.

“I wouldn’t dream of it.”

“Now, put the card back in the deck. Who wants to wave their hand over the deck and say the magic words?” Bitsy asked.

“Oh, God, help! Oh, help, help please. Something’s happening to him!”

Bitsy dropped the card deck. In the back of the room, next to a table full of food and treats, a woman stood over the crumpled body of a boy, twitching and flailing his arms. Mia heard his gasps for breath, ripped the ridiculous nose off her face, and pressed into the crowd of kids.

“Keep them all back,” she ordered Brooke, right beside her and already shushing children in a calm Bitsy voice.

The fact that she continued acting like a clown in the face of an emergency made Mia angry, but there was no time now to call her out for unprofessionalism. In the minute it took Mia to reach the child on the floor, five nurses had surrounded him, and the woman who’d called for help stood by, her face ashen.

“Are you the boy’s mother?” Mia asked.

“No. I was just standing here when he started choking.”

“Out of the way, please.” Mia shouldered her way between two nurses, spreading her arms to clear space. They’d turned the child on his side. “Is he actually choking?”

“He’s not. It looks like he’s reacting to something he ate,” a male nurse replied.

She knelt, rolled the child to his back, and froze. “Rory?”

“A patient of yours?” the nurse asked.

“The son of a friend.” Mia hadn’t seen him arrive. She forced back her shock and set a mental wall around her sudden emotions. “Is there anything on his chart?”

She’d known Rory Beltane and his mother for three years and didn’t remember ever hearing about an allergy this life-threatening.

“I don’t believe there were any allergies listed,” the nurse said. “We’re checking his information now. He’s a foster kid.”

“Yes, I know,” she replied with defensive sharpness. “His mother is incapacitated and temporarily can’t care for him. Is the foster mother here?”

“No. At work.” The nurse said. “Poor kid. He was just starting to feel better after having his appendix out. This isn’t fair.”

She had no time to tell him exactly how unfair Rory Beltane’s life had been recently. “I need a blood pressure cuff stat. Get him on IV epinephrine, methylpred and Benadryl, plus IV fluids wide open.”

“Right away, Doctor.” Nurses scattered.

The male nurse calmly read from a chart, and Mia’s temper flared.

“Excuse me, nurse, are you getting me that cuff?”

“It’s on the way,” he said, and smiled. “Just checking his chart for you. No notations about allergies. I’ll go get the gurney.”

Mia blew out her breath. She couldn’t fault him for being cool under pressure. Another nurse, this one an older woman with a tone as curt as Mia’s, knelt on Rory’s far side holding his wrist. “Heart rate is one-forty.”

Mia held her stethoscope to the boy’s chest. His lips looked slightly swollen. His breathing labored from his tiny chest.

“Here, Dr. Crockett. They’re bringing a gurney and the electronic monitor, but this was at the nurse’s station if you’d like to start with it.”

Mia grabbed the pediatric-sized cuff, its bulb pump reminding her of Brooke’s obnoxious horn. With efficient speed, she wrapped the gray cuff around Rory’s arm, placed her stethoscope beneath it, and took the reading.

She’d always been struck by what a stunning child he was. His mother was black and his father white, and his skin was the perfect blend, like the color of a beautiful sand beach after a rain. A thick shock of dark curly hair adorned his head, and when they were open, his eyes were a laughing, precocious liquid brown.

“Seventy-five over fifty. Don’t like that,” she said.

The male nurse appeared with a gurney bed. “I can lift him if you’re ready. We have the IV catheter and epinephrine ready.”

“Go,” Mia ordered.

Moments later Rory had been placed gently on the gurney, and three nurses, like choreographed dancers, had the IV in place, all the meds Mia had ordered running, and were rolling him to his private room.

“We’ve called Dr. Wilson, the pediatric hospitalist on duty this week who’s seen Rory a couple of times. He’ll be here in a few minutes,” said the male nurse, who’d just begun to be her favorite.

She frowned. “It wasn’t necessary to bring him in yet. I think we have this well in hand. We need fewer bodies, not more.”

“I’ll let him know.”

The epinephrine began to work slowly but surely, and most of the staff, at Mia’s instruction, returned to the party to help the remaining kids. The older nurse and the male nurse remained.

Ten minutes after he’d first passed out, Rory opened his eyes, gasping as the adrenaline coursed through him and staring wild-eyed as if he didn’t believe air was reaching his lungs.

“Slow breaths, Rory.” Mia placed her hand on his. “Don’t be afraid. You have plenty of air now, I promise. Lots of medicine is helping it get better and better. Breathe out, nice and slow. I’m going to listen to your heart again, okay?”

Mia listened and found his heart rate slowing. A new automatic blood pressure cuff buzzed, and Rory winced as the cuff squeezed. Tears beaded in his eyes. Mia stared at the monitor, while the nurse calmed the boy again.

“That’s a little better,” Mia said. “But, I think we need to keep you away from the party for a while. That was scary, huh?”

“Dr. Mia?” He finally recognized her.

“Hi,” she said. “This is a surprise, isn’t it?”

“You saved me,” he whispered in a thick, hoarse rasp. “Nobody ever saves me.”

For the first time Mia truly looked at the two nurses who stood with her. Their eyes reflected the stunned surprise she felt.

“Of course I saved you,” she said. “Anybody would save you, Rory. You probably haven’t needed saving very often, that’s all.”

“Once. I ate some peanut butter when my mom wasn’t at home. I couldn’t breathe, but Mrs. Anderson next door didn’t believe me. ” His voice strengthened as he spoke. “I can’t eat peanut butter.”

“What did you eat today? Do you remember? Right before you couldn’t breathe?”

He shook his head vehemently. “A cupcake. A chocolate one. I can eat chocolate.”

“Anything else?”

“I had one little Three Musketeer. Bitsy gave it to me. She said the nurses said it was okay to have one because my stomach feels better.”

Bitsy again. Rory looked solely at Mia and avoided the nurses’ eyes, as if he feared they’d contradict his story.

“And you don’t remember any other food?” Mia asked.

“I didn’t eat nothing else. I swear.”

“It’s all right. It really is. All I care about is finding what made you sick. Look, I’m going to go out and talk to some more nurses—”

“No! Stay here.” He stretched out his arm, his fingers spread beseechingly.

“All right.” She let him grab her hand and looked at him quizzically. “But you’re fine now.”

“No.”

He was so certain of his answer. Mia couldn’t bear to ignore his wishes, although it made no logical sense. At that moment a white-coated man with a Lincoln-esque figure appeared in the doorway.

“My, my, what’s going on here? Is that you Rory?”

Rory clung to Mia’s hand and didn’t answer. Mia looked over the newcomer, not recognizing him, although his badge identified him as Frederick Wilson, MD.

His eyes brushed over Mia, and he dismissed her with a quick “Good afternoon.” No questions, no request for an update from her, the medical expert already on the case. She bristled but stayed quietly beside Rory, squeezing his hand.

“How’s our man?” Dr. Wilson asked. You doing okay, Champ?” He oozed the schmoozy bedside manner she found obsequious, and the child who’d been talkative up to now merely stared at the ceiling.

Dr. Wilson chuckled. “That’s our Rory. Not great talk show material, but he plays a mean game of chess from what I hear. A silent, brilliant kind of man. I’m Fred Wilson.” He held out a hand. “You must be one of the techs or NAs?”

She stared at him in disbelief. A nursing assistant? Who was this idiot? She looked down and remembered her badge was in her pocket. She fished it out and shoved it at him. “I’m Dr. Amelia Crockett, and I’ve been handling Rory’s case since the incident about fifteen minutes ago.

“Crockett. Crockett.” He stared off as if accessing information in space somewhere. “The young general surgeon who’s working now toward a second certification in pediatric surgery. Sorry, I’ve been here two weeks and have tried to brush up on all the staff resumes. I’m the new chief of staff here in peds. Up from Johns Hopkins.”

She had heard his name and that he was a mover and shaker.

“Dr. Wilson,” she acknowledged.

“So, since you’re a surgeon and not familiar with Rory’s whole case, maybe I’ll trouble you to get me up to speed on the anaphylaxis, and then I’ll take over so you can get back to what I’m sure is a busy schedule.” Dr. Wilson crossed his arms and smiled.

She glared at him again. He may as well have called her just a surgeon. And to presume she hadn’t familiarized herself with Rory’s case before prescribing any course of action . . .

“I’m sorry, Dr. Wilson,” she said. “But with all due respect, I happen to know this child, and I’m also well aware of the details of his case. I, too, can read a patient history. I believe I can follow up on this episode and make the report in his chart for you, his regular pediatrician, and the other docs on staff who will treat him.”

“It really isn’t necessary,” he replied, and his smile left his eyes.

Unprofessional as it was, she disliked him on the spot, as if she’d met him somewhere else and hadn’t liked him then either.

“I was here to help with the Halloween party,” she said. “My afternoon is free and clear.”

“That explains much. So that isn’t your normal, everyday head ornamentation?”

For a moment she met his gaze, perplexed. Oh, crap. Her hand flew to her head, and in mortification she pulled off the tiara still stuck there with its little side combs.

“I didn’t mean you needed to take it off. It was fetching.” Dr. Wilson said. He winked with a condescending kind of flirtatiousness—as if he were testing her.

She flicked an unobtrusive glance at his left hand. No band, but a bulky gold ring with a sizeable onyx set in the middle. She got the impression he was old school all the way, a little annoyed with female practitioners, and extremely cocky about his own abilities.

“Rory is improving rapidly since the administration of Benadryl and epinephrine. We are uncertain of the allergen. From what he’s told us he has a suspected sensitivity to peanut butter, but as far as we know he hasn’t eaten any nuts.”

Dr. Wilson nodded, patting Rory periodically on the shoulder. Rory continued his silence.

“Rory, do you mind if I do a little exam on your tummy?” Dr. Wilson asked.

“Dr. Mia already did it.” He turned his head just enough to look at her.

Again he smiled, ignoring Mia. “I’m sure she did, but I’m a different kind of doctor, and I’d like to help her make sure you’re okay. Maybe if everyone left the room except you and me and Miss Arlene, it won’t be so embarrassing if I check you out? Dr. Crockett and Darren can go and make sure there’s nothing out at the party that will hurt you again.”

Arlene and Darren, she noted absently. She hadn’t taken the time to look at their nametags.

Rory shook his head and squeezed Mia’s hand again.

“As you can see,” she said, curtly, “the child is still fearful and a little traumatized. Perhaps in this case you and I could switch roles? I’ll stay with my patient, and you’ll make a better sleuth with Darren?”

Dr. Wilson’s mouth tightened, and he drew his shoulders back as if prepping for a confrontation. In that instant, the sense of recognition—the confrontation if not the chauvinism—she’d had earlier flashed into unexpected clarity.

Gabriel Harrison.

Her stomach flipped crazily. Fiftyish Dr. Fred Wilson didn’t look a bit like the arrogant, self-important, patient advocate she’d met six weeks before at the VA medical center in her old home city of Jackson, Wyoming. In truth, nobody who wasn’t making seven figures as a big-screen heartthrob looked like Gabriel Harrison. The trouble was, just as Dr. Wilson knew he was good, Lieutenant—retired Lieutenant—Harrison knew he was gorgeous. Both men believed they had the only handle on expertise and information.

She’d met Harrison after a car accident in the middle of September had left her mother and one of her sisters seriously injured, and he’d been assigned as a liaison between them, their families, and the hospital. He’d made himself charming—like a medicine show snake oil salesman—and her sisters, all five of them, now adored him. Her mother considered him her personal guardian angel. However, he’d treated Mia like she’d gotten her degree from a Cracker Jack box, and he continued doing so in all their correspondence—which was frequent considering how he loved ignoring her requests for information.

Mia was glad that at her planned trip home for Christmas, her mother and sister would be home and Gabriel Harrison, patient advocate, would be long gone from their lives. Unfortunately, it wouldn’t work quite so easily with Fred Wilson. She was stuck more-or-less permanently with him.

“I want Dr. Mia to stay.”

Rory’s fingers tightened on her hand, and the last vestiges of memories from Wyoming slipped away.

“That settles it in my opinion,” she said. “At my patient’s request, I’ll stay with him. Darren, would you be willing to accompany Dr. Wilson to the lounge and ask some questions about the food? Arlene, would you please get Mr. Beltane here a glass of juice and maybe some ice?”

“Yes,” Darren said. “Sure.”

“Of course,” Arlene replied, with the first smile Mia had seen from her.

Fred Wilson, on the other hand, looked as if he might need the Heimlich maneuver. “If I might have a word with you outside, Dr. Crockett.”

She met his gaze coolly. “Rory, I need to help Dr. Wilson with some things, but I’ll be right back. I promise.”

“No.”

“I promise, honey.” She smoothed the child’s hair back and he nodded, his eyes shining.

Dr. Wilson patted Rory on the shoulder a final time. “I’ll see you tomorrow, young man. You may even get to go home. Bet you’d like that.”

Rory gave an anemic shrug.

She slipped out of the room with Fred Wilson behind her, took several steps away from the door, and spun to face him.

“Would you care to explain what this is about?” she demanded.

“Dr. Crockett, I have heard your reputation as the wonder child of this medical community,” Wilson said. “But in this department you have no seniority, and a fast track to the top is not impressive. No matter how good you are technically, nothing can take the place of years of experience. And just because you wear a stethoscope and have been in this physical location longer than I have, doesn’t mean you possess anywhere near the experience I do. You were insubordinate in front of the patient and my staff. I won’t have that.”

She didn’t blink or raise her voice. She put her hands in her lab coat pockets to keep from showing her flexing fingers. “In point of fact, Dr. Wilson, you treated me like a first-year intern in there, even though I am the lead medical staff member in this matter. I also have the trust of the patient, and you ignored that along with his wishes. I treated you with the respect you commanded. It’s not my style to kiss up to anyone or brown nose a superior to make my way. Good medicine is all I care about. You or one of your hospital staff docs will handle his care in regard to his recent appendectomy, but at the moment, because he is still in a little bit of shock, that is secondary to aftercare from the anaphylaxis. I didn’t appreciate you not bowing to my expertise or asking me to debrief you—even if I didn’t just come from Johns Hopkins.”

“You take a pretty surly tone.”

“I apologize.”

For a long moment he assessed her, and finally he shook his head. “I don’t like your style, Doctor. But the staff thinks highly of your skill. We’ll let this slide because the child did request your presence.”

“I don’t love your style either.” She smiled. “But I’ve heard the staff thinks highly of your bedside manner. I hope we can grow to understand each other better as we are required to work together.”

“I hope that’s so.” He nodded curtly and left.

Why were older doctors so prejudiced when it came to believing surgeons knew their stuff? Mia was tired of dealing with the game playing and politics of staff. What was wrong with just being a damn-good physician?

She let herself back into Rory’s room, and he smiled with relief. “How are you, kiddo?” she asked. “Do your stitches or anything inside your tummy hurt?”

“No.”

“You didn’t want Dr. Wilson to stay and examine you. Do you not like him?”

“He’s nice.”

That stymied her. “Then why—?”

“He didn’t have nothin’ to do with making me better.” Rory interrupted. “Only you and Dr. Thomas who took out my appendix. And . . . you . . . ” His huge, dark eyes brimmed with tears that clung to his lashes like diamonds but didn’t spill.

“I what, Rory?”

“You saved me. And I want you to save Jack.”

“Jack?” A slice of new panic dove through her stomach. She knew Jack. “Your cat?”

“Yeah.”

“Why does Jack need saving?”

“Buster has him,” he said. “But Mrs. Murray, the foster lady, she said I couldn’t bring him with me ’cause she’s allergic to cats. And Buster said he’d keep him for a while, but he can’t keep him forever because mostly the shelters won’t let him have a cat neither.”

A slight dizziness started her head spinning. “Who’s Buster?”

“I lived with him awhile after my mama got taken away.”

“Where does Buster live?”

“Everywhere,” he said, and Mia’s stomach slowly started to sink. “He’s my best friend. Sometimes he goes to the shelter by the church in Brownsville. Sometimes he lives under the bridge by the East River. Sometimes he stays in the camp with his friends.”

“Rory? Is Buster a homeless man?”

“Buster says he doesn’t want a normal house. He says he owns the whole city of New York, and he should ’cause he fought for it. But Jack does need a house ’cause it’s going to snow pretty soon, and he’ll freeze. So . . . will you save him like you saved me?”

“Oh, I don’t know if . . . ”

She thought about all the animals she’d had growing up on one of the biggest cattle ranches in Wyoming. Until leaving for college she’d never imagined that some kids might not have pets. No dogs, no cats, no horses.

“Please? Jack’s the only one left who really loves me.”

“That’s so not true, Rory. I know it’s not true.” She sighed and sat next to him on the mattress. “I love you. I’m your friend, right? And your mom loves you so much.”

“Mrs. Murray, the foster lady, said Mom was too sick to be a good mother. ’Cause she’s in the hospital, too.”

“Again?” Mia stared at him, heartbroken. “Rory, since when? What happened?”

“I don’t know when. Before I came here. I tried to call her to tell her I was sick, but she wasn’t at the jail.”

For the past three months, Monique Beltane had resided in a women’s prison in upstate New York where she was serving one year for theft and illegal possession of a narcotic. She was also living through treatment for breast cancer.

“That’s not true, Rory. Your mom will never be too sick to love you. And she’s a good mom, too. She’s just been sick for such a long time.

Mia knew Monique’s story well. She’d become addicted to prescription opioids after botched shoulder surgery. One year after that operation, Mia had been the one to operate again and managed to relieve some of Monique’s permanent pain. During the three years that had followed, she’d kept in touch with Monique and her son, Rory. She liked the woman, plain and simple. Monique wanted to get well. She was just weak when it came to pain. Still, she’d gotten herself clean, and Mia believed she might have made a success of it. Then, six months ago, she’d been diagnosed with the cancer.

She’d managed the chemo, but the mastectomy and the oxycodone to which she was so highly addicted had pushed her back over the edge. Three months ago, she’d purchased oxycodone from an undercover agent, and that had been the end.

But she was back in the hospital. Mia didn’t know what was wrong, but her intuition left her worried. At this stage in her recovery, no illness boded well. She made a mental note to track down Monique’s physician.

And now here was Rory.

You couldn’t make crap like this up.

“But even if Mom gets better, she’s in jail for a long time. All I got is Jack.”

“But if Jack can’t stay with you at the Murrays, where would he go if we find him?”

He shrugged, and his eyes filled with water. Mia sighed. This was so not in her job description. How did one even begin to try looking for a homeless cat in New York City?

“Please, Dr. Mia.”

She smoothed his thick curls. She’d never find one cat in a city that must have a billion. “All right, listen to me, okay? I will see what I can find out, but you’re practically a young man and you’re smart. You know I might not have any luck. You promise you won’t be angry with me if I don’t find him?”

He smiled a watery-but-genuine true, toothy, ten-year-old’s grin. “You will.”




Chapter Two


MIA MET BITSY transforming back into Brooke in the staff locker room two hours later, after the party ended. Mia had missed the grand finale—an appearance by the Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles, aka four custodial staff members. She didn’t regret missing the performance. While the Mutant Ninja Janitors had fake-saved the world, she’d followed up on two pressing questions—and had gotten answers.

“You should have come back to the party, you know. Everyone wanted to congratulate you.” Brooke set her blue wig on the bench in front of her locker and kicked off the Converse tennis shoes she wore in lieu of giant clown shoes.

“There wasn’t any reason for people to thank me. I wasn’t a hero. It was an easy diagnosis.”

“I never said you were a hero. But you did get the win.”

“I won’t win until I find out what the allergen was. I need to talk to his foster mom, but she hasn’t shown up yet—can’t get off work.”

“I’m not too sure about her.” Brooke removed her pinafore and dress of clashing stripes, polka-dots, and checks. Mia made a show of shuddering.

“You do know that standing there in tights with a face the color of a skull, you’re now a hideously frightening clown?”

“You need to get over yourself.” Brook huffed out a breath. “Clowning is a noble art.”

“It’s an obsession. Case in point: you’re in a hospital, a kid stops breathing, and you don’t even break character for that.”

She hadn’t really meant to bring it up, but Brooke was defending it as a noble art. Her friend, however, quickly became a very annoyed hideous clown. The stars painted over her eyes shrank as she lowered her lids.

“Okay, hang on a dang minute. It scares kids if a clown breaks character when in make-up. You actually find me scary now because I’m not talking like Bitsy.” She crossed her arms. “For your information, it was very difficult to stay in character and pretend it was Bitsy helping. But it was worth it, which you didn’t hang around to see. Learn a little about people why don’t you, Amelia?”

Mia rubbed her eyes. She had to concede. She could see how a child would find it freaky if a clown with a high, squeaky voice suddenly began talking like a normal person.

“All right. I apologize,” she said. “I’m still trying to deal with the whole Rory situation and I’m touchy. I react to adrenaline a little differently than most.”

“You overreact. Like Rocky Balboa to a fight bell.” Brooke smiled kindly. “You just need to relax and be a little more of a team player with your coworkers. Trust us to know what we’re doing, too. But, hey, why am I telling you this for the millionth time?” She grinned.

Mia stuck out her tongue. “Face it, I’m your challenge. Everyone has to have one.”

“Except you, right?”

“Sure. I’m perfect. No challenges.” She sighed.

She could say such things to Brooke, who’d always understood Mia’s sarcasm and even her sometimes-gruff personality. Brooke was one of the nicest people on the planet and had proved it many times during their seven-year friendship.

“Speaking of perfect, I heard you had a dustup with our new Freddie Wilson today.”

“I don’t know that I’d call it a dustup. He was irritating Rory, so we had a little disagreement.”

“That right?” Brooke grabbed a towel and make-up bag and headed toward the nearest sink. “Well, from what I hear, you might want to consider apologizing.”

“What you hear? Good grief, it wasn’t that big a deal, and I’ve already apologized.”

“All right. Just remember, he is one of the people you need on your side right now. When do they decide on the head resident’s position? You really don’t mind going back to being the equivalent of a student?”

“No. It’s what I have to do. They announce the choice the beginning of next week—November sixth or seventh. The job starts in early December.”

“And if you get it, you can take your certification exam next fall.”

“I need that one year back in a lower-level position of authority to be eligible for the exam, yes. And then Sidney March over at Mount Sinai retires, and his spot as associate chief of pediatric surgery will be vacant. I’ve got a solid reputation there, and they’ve all but promised me a good shot at the job if my certification is complete. You know that’s been my dream job since the beginning.”

“And, you deserve it; you’ve worked your butt off. Everyone knows there’s not a better surgeon in New York.”

“You and I know that.” She scoffed and shook her head. “No, I know full well I’m hardly the best, but there’d be no better way to keep climbing toward it than getting that job. I only wish the timing weren’t so tight.”

It was one of the few things that got Mia’s stomach into knots—the fact that she’d been kept so busy with her general surgery duties she hadn’t been available to apply for the chief resident’s job before now. She could juggle a lot of balls, and she was capable of advancing through required tasks and performance reviews faster than any other candidate, but she couldn’t make the AMA change policy for her. The cert tests were given once a year, and she had to have the leadership component of her training completed in order to qualify to take the exam.

“You and your life plan.” Brooke smiled fondly. “I sure don’t know anyone with more talent and drive than you have. But if you’re nervous, I advise you to kiss and make up with Doc Freddie. You do need to play the game to win the prize.”

Mia approached the sink adjacent to Brooke’s and watched her friend smear make-up remover over her white face. “I don’t kiss up.”

“Don’t I know it? It wouldn’t hurt you to learn how, sooner rather than later, so you can nail this job and quit whining.”

“I don’t whine either.” She didn’t. Whining was always counterproductive.

“Look.” Brooke turned, her makeup puckered from the remover, looking like a clown whose skin was melting off. “Just be nice.”

“Too late for that,” Mia replied flippantly. “I’m now planning to hold my tiny reserves of sweetness and light safe for Samantha down in the community outreach clinic. If I’m lucky, she’s going to find me a cat.”

Brooke sputtered into the washcloth that was finally starting to remove Bitsy’s face. “Forget sucking up to Fred. You need to start making friends with the staff up on eight.”

The psych department.

“You’re not far from right. Rory asked me to rescue his cat from a homeless man.”

“And you listened to him?”

“I—”

Her phone rang from the open locker, and Mia cut herself off, since she was waiting for a call from Samantha Evans. Sam, a social worker with endless connections, had been another good friend and valued ally since Mia had begun her quest for this second specialty field. She grabbed the phone from her purse. The number was completely unfamiliar. She didn’t answer unknown calls on her private phone. The person could leave a voice mail.

“Anybody important?” Brooke asked.

“No. Look, I know how freakily attached to this cat Rory is, so I’m going to see what I can dig up.”

“Just watch young Mr. Beltane. He’s a cocky little guy. Cute as a fox kit but smart as the daddy fox.”

“He’s precocious—has been ever since I first met him. Now, though, he’s mostly scared. His mom is in pretty bad shape.”

“Addicted to prescription opioids, if I read the history right.”

“And a very recent cancer survivor. Monique and I have developed a trust over the years, maybe even a friendship. I owe her to look after her son as best I can.”

“Okay, you’ve made your case. As for Rory, I said it before. I’m not entirely sure about his foster family. The mom is nice enough, but she’s kind of a ditz. Sorry, shouldn’t say that.”

“Hey, all I know is they haven’t even gotten her to come in yet because she’s at work. Hell’s bells, I’d have been here two seconds after he’d gone down.”

Brooke gave her face a last long swipe with the washcloth. “And this is what I’m saying. Turn some of that empathy you have for the kids on the grown-ups, and you’ll be unstoppable.”

“Why do you think I’m a surgeon? Like my dad always said, ‘I don’t have time for the extra bull crap.’ I don’t either.”

“Your dad didn’t say bull crap.” Brooke laughed.

“No, he didn’t. But I’m a genteel young professional woman.”

“Bullshit.”

Finally laughing, Mia said good-bye to her friend and made her way back to the pediatrics floor, quiet now that the afternoon party was over. Naps were in progress, and preparations were underway for the dinner hour.

“Dr. Crockett. Great! You’re still here. I was about to page you.”

Darren met her as she approached the nurse’s station, his face as friendly and open as a big kid’s, and surprisingly welcoming considering there’d been precious few fuzzy moments between them in their short acquaintance.

“Looks like I saved you the trouble. What did you need?”

“Shawna Murray, Rory’s foster mom, is here. We thought you should be the one to see her.”

The conspiratorial look he gave her forced a smile from her lips. “Even though I’m not the department head?”

“You know, I can’t seem to find him right now, Dr. Crockett.”

Darren’s unspoken vote of respect only proved the point that straightforward talk, along with curbing extraneous emotions, made for efficient and effective patient treatment. Take that, Brooke, you old mother hen. He likes me even though I don’t know how to play nice.

“Well that’s certainly a shame. But, since he seems to be unavailable, I’ll be happy to talk to Mrs. Murray.”

“Mrs. Murray?” Mia entered the room to find Rory half-asleep and his foster mother watching the TV, one ankle crossed over the opposite knee, her foot jiggling so hard the chair beneath her squeaked. “I’m Dr. Crockett. I took care of Rory this afternoon.”

Mia had met many foster parents throughout her medical career. They came in all shapes, sizes, and colors, but Shawna Murray was unique. Dressed in brightly patterned Lycra workout pants, equally blinding neon-yellow tennis shoes, and a white, Nike zippered jacket, its collar flipped preppily up against her ears, she looked like she was headed for a high school gym class. She even had her blonde hair gathered into a bouncy, beach-worthy ponytail.

“I’m so glad to meet you.” The woman jumped to a stand as if grateful to do so. She shook hands like The Flash would shake: in triple time and with power she didn’t realize she possessed. “Thank you for everything you did. I’m so sorry I was slow in coming, I was in the middle of teaching a Zumba class.”

That explained the high-end workout clothing. But a three-hour Zumba class?

“I see.”

“I tried to get my boyfriend to come, but he had the two other kids to watch, and then he had a get-together with friends, so I waited for my mother to get off work and finally here I am. I’m so relieved Rory is all right. Do you think there’s any chance of a relapse?” She spoke like The Flash, too, barely taking a breath between long sentences.

No more caffeine for you, Mrs. Murray.


“A spontaneous recurrence can happen on occasion, although it’s rare. Rory’s regular doctor and surgeon can decide how long they’d like him monitored.” Mia indicated Mrs. Murray should sit, and she did, her knee immediately taking up a frenetic bobbing.

“He was supposed to come home tomorrow or Thursday. Do you think that will still happen?”

“I’m not familiar with the details of his surgical case, so I can’t tell you for sure. The nursing staff will make sure Rory’s doctor speaks with you.”

A stirring from the bed pulled Mia’s attention from Shawna Murray to Rory, who opened his eyes and squirmed in an attempt to sit. Mia smiled. “Hang on there,” she said. “Let me raise the head of the bed—that’s way cooler.”

“You’re my doctor,” the boy said as his bed transported him to a sitting position.

“I was your doctor for this accident, kiddo,” she said. “But Dr. Thomas knows what’s best for taking care of you after your operation. And all we want is what’s best for you.”

“You can look at my chart. Then you can be who decides.”

Mia squelched the laughter threatening to spill out. Rory’s fear and the fog from his meds had lifted. Here was the feisty Rory she knew: much more self-aware than the average ten-year-old.

“I’m glad you have so much confidence in me.” She patted his leg. “But we’re friends, remember? A doctor isn’t supposed to treat her friends.”

“But you saved me even though we’re friends.”

As flattering as his unswerving belief was, Mia shook her head. “Lots of people who work in a hospital know about the kind of thing that happened to you. I think anyone would have saved you, honey.”

“Nope. Anybody didn’t save me. You did.”

His findings were final and absolute. Mia sighed. “Well, I’d do it again because you’re kind of cool, you know that? A little crazy maybe . . . ”

He laughed. Mia turned back to Mrs. Murray, who was watching the exchange with a blank expression. “You sound like you know Rory,” she said.

“I do. I met his mother several years ago and we became friends. This is a strange coincidence.”

“Everyone says it’s a small world,” she said.

“Yes. But the most important thing is that we learn what caused this reaction and make sure to keep Rory away from the allergens that trigger it. His reaction was life-threatening. You need to be aware of that and be vigilant at all times.”

“I can’t imagine what it was,” she replied. “I made him chocolate cupcakes out of a mix and brought them up to the hospital this morning so he could have them for the party, but nobody ever said he was allergic to chocolate. Just peanut butter.”

“You didn’t report that to the staff,” Mia said. “There’s no notation of his allergy in his chart.”

“I didn’t? Oh, dear. I guess it slipped my mind in the panic.”

Mia sighed. “Regardless. There were no nuts in the recipe at all? Even the frosting?”

“No. None of the kids like nuts.”

“No nut oils? Peanut oil or even olive oil—”

“Peanut oil?”

“Yes . . . ”

“My boyfriend, Matt, bought peanut oil last night because the gas station convenience store was out of regular cooking oil. I know, who bakes with peanut oil? But I had no time to get anything else. Besides, it’s oil. I never even thought about that being an issue.”

Are you serious?


“You didn’t know peanut oil was made from peanuts?”

“It’s processed.”

“Ma’am, are you aware that people with severe allergies to nuts can react just by kissing someone who’s eaten them? Any nut product is dangerous.”

“I . . . Kissing? For real?”

That was her reaction? “Yes. Something you maybe should have known or looked up when you knew you had a child with allergies in your home.”

“I am sorry. I’ve fostered lots of kids over the past few years and never dealt with this. We have a busy household, and somebody from the state should have warned me how dangerous this could be. Matt didn’t know about the oil either.”

Her contrition would have been more palatable if not for the web of defensiveness she wound around the apology.

“I’m not sure if Matt is part of the original application for approval as a foster care home or not,” Mia said. “If not, then it isn’t his responsibility, it’s yours. Regardless, you made the food. Mothers are responsible for their children, whether they’re biological or fostered.”

Shawna Murray looked like she might haul back and slug her. Mia stood her ground. She had dealt with social services enough to know the dire responsibility fostering children in crisis situations entailed. In her opinion, this woman’s clueless attitude was entirely too flippant and self-centered. Not that Mia expected hysterics or tears, but some regret might have been appropriate. Maybe a hug for the boy?

“You can rest assured there will be no more peanut oil in any food in the house,” Shawna said at last, her voice tight. “And you’ll know what to look for now, too, right Rory?”

“I guess.”

“And we’ll train Matt.” She smiled.

Rory frowned and turned his head slowly away. One little fist clenched against the white sheets. “Don’t think that’ll help.”

“He and Matt are still getting to know each other,” Shawna said.

“How long has your Matt been in the picture?” Mia asked.

“Oh? Six months.”

“And you’re sure he’s safe with the children?”

Shawna stood again. “Excuse me? What are you insinuating?”

“I’m only asking questions any county inspection worker would ask. I’m not insinuating anything.”

“For your information, he’s a great guy who loves people. He’s a body builder and personal trainer at the gym where we both work. He’s in great shape and can do all kinds of great healthy, physical fitness things with the kids.”

Sounded like Matt was simply a great person all around. Awesome. Two gym rats caring for kids. Thinking of them as such was unfair and a gross generalization, Mia knew, but with every sentence, Shawna Murray sounded more and more like Workout Barbie.

“Big deal. He can bench press Lisa.” Rory still didn’t look at them.

“Bench press?”

“Lisa is my daughter. She’s six. She thinks it’s funny that Matt can lift her up like a barbell. It’s very cute.”

It probably was. What had Brooke said? Loving and nice, but ditzy? So far, so accurate.

“Ms. Murray,” she said, calming her voice, trying to follow Brooke’s earlier advice and channel some of the patience she had with Rory. “Now that we know the source of Rory’s trouble today, you can probably use some information. I think if you go out to the nurse’s station and tell them I sent you, they’ll have pamphlets you can take home that will help you know how to prevent this from occurring again in the future. I have a couple of questions for Rory about how he’s feeling, so I can stay with him until you come back. Is that all right?”

She deserved a medal for that sweet performance.

Shawna relaxed in place, seemingly accepting the apology at face value. “That’s a good idea. I’d like the information to read over. Who knew allergies could cause such issues?”

Mia shook her head and turned back to Rory when his foster mom had gone. “Okay, you. How are you feeling?”

“I’m all right.”

“It’s good Mrs. Murray finally came, isn’t it?”

“Yeah. Whatever.”

“Rory, listen. You don’t have to tell me anything, but I’m a friend and if you want to talk, I won’t repeat anything you don’t want me to. How is life with the Murrays?”

“It’s okay. It’s boring. Mrs. Murray, Shawna, she’s mostly in love with her kids. She’s nice to me, but I think I’m there because she gets extra money from the county when I am. Lisa is six, and she talks a lot just like her mom. Cameron is only one. He don’t talk at all.”

“Who takes care of them when she works?”

“Matt. I don’t like Matt.”

“Can you tell me why?” She braced for an answer she really didn’t want to hear.

“He’s loud and he doesn’t do much. Like, he hates to change diapers, so he makes me do it.”

“Makes you?”

“Sometimes he gives me a quarter. But that ain’t worth it. If I say that, though, he says he’ll tell Shawna I was mouthy, and I’ll have to do even more work.”

“So, he threatens you?”

“He never does nothin’, but he’s kinda loud and scares the other kids when he yells. He says it’s one of my jobs around there, but nobody told me that before. And it’s a gross job. But I just think, before I was there did Cam sit around in poopy diapers all day? So I do it.”

Mia wasn’t sure what to think. She’d never really seen forced diaper changing listed as a charge for child abuse.

“Do you feel safe when Matt’s there alone?”

He shrugged. “Yeah. He spanks Lisa once in a while, but not hard or anything. And sometimes he plays catch with me. Mostly he watches TV and waits for Shawna to come home. Then he goes to work.”

“And how is it then?”

“Fine. I go to school, so I’m not there most of the time. It’s just kinda like eating vanilla ice cream. It’s not very exciting.”

Mia laughed at the adult-sounding comparison. “How’d you learn a smart thing like that to say?”

“Buster used to say it all the time when he got bored.”

“Ahhh. So, how old was Buster?”

“I asked him once. He’s the same age as my mom, twenty-nine.”

That stopped her questions momentarily. She’d been expecting to hear he was an older man, wise and grandfatherly. What was a young man like that doing homeless?

She chastised herself. This was New York. There was no single demographic for the homeless population, she knew that.

“He’s a young man,” she said at last. “How did you meet him?”

“He used to come and help Mom with little jobs, like washing a window or scrubbing a floor, and she’d pay him with lunch. He’s funny. He said it was a kind of justice having a poor white man work for a black lady. But Mama said that was silly, and anyway it was just people helping one another.”

Mia listened, rapt, to his animated storytelling. The child was a wonder—he had true gifts of personality and understanding, and yet he seemed so vulnerable, as if he knew his situation but didn’t really think beyond passing through it.

“And you ended up with Buster? How did that happen?”

His story tightened up then. “Mama got sick, and Buster tried to tell her to get help. But she went and found more medicines she wasn’t supposed to have instead. When they took her to the police station, Buster told everyone he was my dad, so they wouldn’t take me away, too. My mama ended up in jail, and when they tried to take me away, me and Buster just ran off.”

“But they found you.”

“After one month! We were doin’ fine, but they wouldn’t let me stay with him.”

It had been several months since Mia had visited with Monique. She hadn’t heard these details.

They both looked up to see Shawna standing in the doorway. Her shiny figure suddenly made Mia feel like a dusty ranch hand—which she had been once upon a time.

Rory halted in his story, which told Mia he’d chosen her to be his only confidant and wasn’t going to waver.

“Look, Rory,” Shawna said. “I got all kinds of information about allergies. How about when I go home tonight, I leave some of it with you, and we can both learn?”

Rory shot his foster mother a pained look.

“Tell you what,” Mia said. “I’ll round him up a set of his own. I might even be able to find some that are geared toward his age. You go ahead and take those with you.”

She was rewarded with a smile from Rory, who pulled up his blanket to cover his mouth. She was about to tease him when her cell phone rang from her lab coat pocket. She pulled it out, and saw the same unknown number as earlier. This time her stomach twisted in concern.

“I hope you’ll excuse me,” she said. “I need to take this and then finish work. But I’ll stop by again in the morning, okay? Maybe I’ll
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