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        You shouldn’t chase after the past

        or place expectations on the future.

        What is past

        is left behind.

        The future

        is as yet unreached.

        Whatever quality is present

        you clearly see right there,

        right there.

      

      

      

      
        
        from Bhaddekaratta Sutta, Majjhima Nikaya 131 (An Auspicious Day)
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        Rutherford Nature Preserve and Open-Air Museum

        Jonah Bell Dig Site

        Outside Huntsville, Alabama

      

      

      

      
        
        Thursday, January 2nd, just after sunrise

      

      

      

      Davina Truth Jones stifled a yawn, propped her elbows on the folding table, and studied the quad sheet set out on its surface. The table was slightly too low for her leaning posture to be natural. She stretched her legs out behind her and dug her toes into the rocky ground for support. Her back was tight—to be expected after twenty-two straight days of excavation—and the position, awkward though it was, provided some relief by creating space in the stiff muscles along her spine.

      What she really needed was a long hot yoga class. Or a long hot bath. Or maybe a firm massage. Or one full night’s sleep. Or all of the above.

      But self-care measures would have to wait. The Rutherford Family Foundation had made it clear to the university that the project was a top priority. And Davina’s department head had made it clearer still to her that keeping this major donor happy was Davina’s job.

      Fast-tracked was the word everyone insisted on using, even though Davina made no secret of her view that fast-tracking had no place in archaeological work.

      By definition, there were no historical emergencies. What she would find—or not find—under the Jonah Bell Sharecropper Cabin, circa 1865, had been decided over a hundred years ago. There was no legitimate reason to rush to complete the project before the ground froze.

      There was one reason, she reminded herself: Money. It was always about money. Limited funding, expiring grants, and, in this case, a capital campaign by the Rutherford Family Foundation.

      The foundation was counting on the discovery of some glitzy, glamorous artifact to splash all over the pleas for donations. This was, in her not-so-humble opinion, a plan that revealed desperation—or delusion. She was excavating a cabin that had been inhabited by a dirt-poor sharecropper, his wife, and their seven children. Whatever her team might manage to unearth, she was confident it would not inspire the denizens of Huntsville’s high society to open their gilded pocketbooks and groaning bank vaults.

      And so far, at least, she was right. To date, they’d dug up one cracked chamber pot from beneath the collapsed boards of the outdoor privy and a set of dented tin cups in the earth near the house itself. These modest finds were the highlights of the dig. This fact had sent Sully Sullivan (christened Eugene Sullivan, III, but called Sully by everyone except his grandmother) into a fit of red-faced rage that straight-up made Davina giggle because it was so cartoonish.

      But there’s nothing funny about losing your funding, girl. And Sully, the foundation officer who served as Davina’s main contact and prolific writer of checks to the university, had threatened to turn off the money spigot that funded her fieldwork if she didn’t find something splashy. And soon.

      So here she was, working her tail off to discover something that would appease Margot Rutherford Sullivan’s grandson and keep the money flowing.

      She sighed and squinted down at the grid. Methodical searching had yielded nothing to appease Sully. She might as well take a different approach.

      She closed her eyes, made a circle in the air with her pencil, and jabbed it down on the map at random like a child playing Pin the Tail on the Donkey or a trust fund kid choosing where to travel during her gap year. The graphite tip hit against the table, and she opened her eyes. Her pencil was in square N-12, a spot roughly ninety-two meters from the south wall of the cabin.

      Sure, why not?

      She tucked her pencil behind her ear, grabbed her shovel, and left the tent, ducking under the white canvas flap, to announce the new location to her assembled team—or, at least, the handful of graduate students who weren’t still sleeping off New Year’s hangovers and had managed to drag themselves from their warm beds at this ungodly hour.

      Five minutes later, she was digging under a gnarled black cherry tree. Seven minutes after that, her shovel struck metal. A frisson of excited surprise shot through her. She had to stop and steady her hands before she shoveled the next load of dirt out of the way.

      Thank you, thank you, thank you, she whispered to the heavens.

      She called over her shoulder for some help, then kept digging as students streamed toward her from all directions, shouting to one another and waving trowels and brushes. Sheila Mullins, a quiet woman from one of the midwestern states—Ohio, she thought—was the first to reach the spot.

      “What’ve you got, Professor Jones?”  Sheila’s excitement won out over her shyness as she stepped with exaggerated care over the string that marked the square.

      “I’m not sure yet. I hit some metal. Let’s hope it’s not another tin cup.” She was trying to temper her own expectations as much as  Sheila’s. Possibly more.

      Sheila crouched beside her. “I can’t imagine how the cups would get all the way out here. We’re a good distance from the house.”

      That meant nothing. Earth shifted over time, buried items migrated from one spot to another. And the Bells had had seven children. If Davina’s nieces and nephews were any indication, kids were always wandering off with kitchenware that they later abandoned in random locations.

      At the same time, she was sure she’d located something much larger than a cup. Please let it be a plowshare or a harrow. But she wasn’t in a position to be picky. Large, photogenic farming equipment of any kind would be a godsend.

      As she dug, her mind wandered, and she imagined the press conference the Sullivans would no doubt call to announce the discovery. She pictured herself flanked by Sully and his grandmother, explaining the significance of her find. A smile played over her lips.

      Sheila’s sharp intake of breath dragged her back to the present.

       Davina looked down to see a pair of sightless green eyes. They seemed to stare up at her from beneath a veil of dirt.

      Her heart thudded in her chest.

      “Is ... she’s ... dead, right?” Sheila breathed.

      Davina swallowed the acerbic response that flew to her lips and nodded. She reached for her soft dusting brush and cleared the earth away with a gentle sweeping motion to reveal the top of an iron coffin. A square glass window set into the coffin displayed a woman’s face and part of her hair.

      The window was small and dirty, but it was clear that the entombed woman had pale ivory skin. Her hair was pulled back into some sort of knot or bun, but the few tendrils that escaped fell around her face in graceful waves. A high collar that covered most of the corpse’s neck was just visible in the bottom of the window. The fabric was filthy, but it was intact, fastened closed with a tarnished brooch.

      Davina rocked back on her haunches and caught her lower lip between her teeth. Her blood pounded in her ears. It barely registered when Sheila said her name.

      “Professor Jones?”

      “Let me think for a minute, Sheila. Please.” 

      She twisted and glanced over her shoulder. The others were still gathering tools and materials. When they finally made their way over to the black cherry tree, their eyes would fall on the most impressive find of Davina Jones’ career. Hell, this would be the most impressive find to come out of the entire department in decades—maybe ever.

      A genuine Reconstruction-era iron coffin, intact. A shiver zipped up Davina’s spine. She almost wanted to pinch herself to prove that this was real life. But her excitement was tempered by doubt.

      The well-preserved woman inside, while undeniably dead, couldn’t have been dead since the 1800s. Could she?

      Davina was no forensic anthropologist, but she was pretty sure that after a hundred and fifty years, give or take, a body would be nothing but bones and goo—if that.

      Please, please don’t let me be right.

      If the woman, for whatever reason, hadn’t been dead since the 1800s, that would cast doubt on the coffin’s authenticity. Which would bring her work screeching to a halt while experts certified the coffin. She could almost hear Sully blustering about the delay.

      She pitched forward to stare into the dead woman’s eyes: Who are you? And what are you doing here?
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        Huntsville, January 25th, 1870

        

        Darling,

        

        I miss you so. Even as my pen scratches out the words, I hear your sonorous voice forming your response, urging patience, caution, understanding. You are so steadfast, so committed to the cause.

        I wish I were as you. But my desires threaten always to burst forth and overwhelm all else. As Mother says, my nature is impetuous, unpredictable, and uncontrollable. I am ruled by my passions. You are ruled by your vision.

        Fear not, my darling. I shall follow that which I know you would counsel. Devote myself to the work, our work. The work is so important—the work is all. I know.

        And yet.

        I long to see you, to touch you, to feel your fingers fumble with my hair clip, releasing my hair, and, with it, me. Your lips covering mine bring hope and light. When I am with you, I am free. Free to be who I am. Free to be yours.

        

        Always yours,

        A.
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        Pittsburgh, PA

      

      

      The tinkling sound of water flowing over rocks filled Bodhi King’s kitchen, the ringtone announcing the arrival of a text. Not just any text—a text from Bette. He put down his teacup and picked up his phone.

      
        
        Thursday, Jan. 2 • 7:18 AM

        BC: Morning. Anything on your calendar this weekend?

      

      

      He scanned the words and thumbed out a response:

      
        
        BK: No, all clear. Leigh gets back tomorrow. I can come to you.

      

      

      They enjoyed a too-infrequent pattern of taking turns visiting one another for long weekends, quick pop-ins, and stolen moments. His schedule was more flexible than hers, so more often than not, he found himself on a bargain airline carrier, flying to Chicago, and then on a bus to Onatah. Bette seemed to find the trip a bit of drudgery, but he viewed it as a chance to hone his mindful attention.

      The winter holidays had presented a challenge, though. As the only single, childless law enforcement officer in the department, Onatah Police Chief Bette Clark made it a habit to cover the Thanksgiving weekend shifts singlehandedly so her men and women could spend the time with their families. Then, she always spent five days at her sister’s place in the Pacific Northwest between Christmas and New Year’s. For his part, Bodhi had committed to housesit—and birdsit, Eliza Doolittle, the macaw, squawked a reminder—for his tenant for most of December.

      The result? Six long, cold weeks of separation.

      He retrieved his mug and sipped his morning tea as the little dots on his phone blinked to let him know Bette was typing.

      
        
        BC: Better idea: there’s a conference of small-town police chiefs at some chichi resort in Alabama Fri-Mon. Town budget has a surplus. Will pay for my plus-one. I know it’s short notice but wanna meet me there?

      

      

      He frowned down at the screen. A fancy resort in Alabama didn’t exactly scream ‘Bodhi and Bette.’ They were more of a ‘tent in a state park’ couple. And the thought of the citizens of Onatah paying for his boondoggle sent a squiggle of discomfort through his gut. He focused on the sensation in his stomach and considered his response.

      
        
        BK: I need to think about it.

      

      

      
        
        BC: What’s to think about? It’s a getaway. With me. ;-)

      

      

      
        
        BK: The allure isn’t lost on me.

      

      

      
        
        BC: But?

      

      

      
        
        BK: But I don’t want to freeload.

      

      

      
        
        BC: It’s not freeloading. Mayor D insisted I invite you.

      

      

      He reached for the phone to compose a response, but the dots were blinking again. He waited.

      BC: Grr. Fine, think it over. I have to run anyway.

      
        
        BK: May your day be peaceful and safe.

      

      

      BC: You could just say bye like a normal person.

      
        
        BK: I could.

        But you know you love it.

      

      

      BC: Matter of fact, I do. Really gotta go. Talk later?

      
        
        BK: OK.

      

      

      BC: We need to book your ticket today if you’re coming.

      

      He had no response to that, so he silenced his phone, returned it to the table, picked up his mug, and headed into the quiet living room. Unlike Bette, he had no pressing appointments. He could take some time to sit in meditation with his reaction to her invitation. With luck, he’d gain a better understanding of his hesitation.

      He finished his tea, then lowered himself to the sun-streaked hardwood floor and reached for his worn, well-used meditation cushion. Eliza Doolittle peered around the corner, twisting her head at an angle to peer at him through the wire bars of her cage with one bright, black eye.

      “Namaste, Bodhi. Namaste.”

      He smiled at the bird. “Namaste, Eliza Doolittle.”

      She withdrew her head and preened her feathers. He arranged his sit bones on the cushion and closed his eyes.

      He focused first on his breath—in, out, in, out—and found his center. He zipped through a body scan, checking in lightly with each part of his body. His tension was in the twist of his gut and in the sudden tightness of his chest, his heart, really.

      He addressed each in turn. His stomach was jumpy, uneasy. The feeling had grabbed hold of his belly during the text exchange with Bette. Specifically, when she’d explained that Onatah would pay for him to accompany her to the conference.

      Was he having some macho reaction to his girlfriend paying his way—at least in a manner of speaking? He didn’t think it likely, but he held the idea in his mind for a long moment, considered it from all angles, then swiped it away. No. That wasn’t the source of his discomfort.

      What then?

      His mind was a blank. Quiet. No snippets of conversation, no images, no hints whirled through his consciousness to suggest what the problem might be.

      He abandoned the effort and turned to a metta bhavana meditation, sending out good thoughts and warm wishes in turn to his loved ones, his friends, his rivals, and, finally, his enemies. The loving-kindness exercise softened his heart and relaxed his belly. So he continued to sit.

      He sat and listened to the soft thud of his heart, the distant tick of a clock, the faint whistle of the wind through the bare trees outside.

      He sat long past the time that his tea cooled in its mug.

      He sat until Eliza Doolittle cawed, “Bodhi’s sleeping. Shh.”

      He opened his eyes and twisted to look over his shoulder at the bird. “Not sleeping, Eliza Doolittle.”

      She nodded, eager and excited. “Good. Time to feed the bird.”

      He rose and headed to the kitchen. She was, after all, right about that.

      She eagerly pecked at the handful of berries and nuts he offered. When she finished, he gave her fresh water then stroked her brilliant blue crown.

      “Leigh is coming home,” he told her.

      She trilled, a contented sound from deep within her throat.
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      Davina peered down into the woman’s sightless jade eyes as if they might hold answers instead of endless questions.

      In the pocket of her lab coat, her watch beeped. Game time. Any minute, Sully Sullivan and his formidable grandmother, Margot Rutherford Sullivan, the matriarch of the family, CEO of … well, everything related to the Rutherford fortune, and the most influential person in town, would arrive to view the coffin.

      A knock sounded on the windowless laboratory door. Davina raked her fingers through her hair and buttoned her white coat as it if were armor. Then she strode across the room and pulled open the door.

      Margot stepped through it like a queen, regal and straight-backed. Davina could easily imagine a crown atop the perfectly coiffed strawberry blonde curls, no doubt fresh from her weekly wash and blow out. Her pale blue eyes were lively and alert, and her thin frame was weighed down with jewelry. Dazzling rings dripped from every finger. Heavy earrings hung from her lobes, sparkling in the weak sun that streamed through the low basement windows. A chunky string of pearls encircled her throat. She looked like a million bucks, literally.

      Margot curved her mouth into a smile, but Davina wasn’t fooled. She’d seen the steel that girded this particular magnolia. Her southern lady demeanor was largely camouflage. Or, to be accurate, aggressive mimicry. To Davina’s mind, the matriarch of the Rutherford family was no different than an alligator snapping turtle.

      Jace, her youngest nephew, had shown her one of the turtles last summer at the river. The thing looked more like a dinosaur than a turtle, with its scaly skin and spiky shell. They’d squatted in the long grass and watched the creature as it lay motionless in the still water. Jace told her to focus on the turtle’s open mouth, where a bubble-gum pink appendage hung from the tip of its tongue. The turtle wiggled the pink thing, making it squirm and dance just like a worm. As soon as it lured in an unsuspecting minnow, it snapped its powerful jaws shut.

      Margot Rutherford Sullivan was an alligator snapping turtle, and her Southern belle exterior was nothing more than a fake worm. Davina would do well to remember that. She’d hate to end up as turtle chow.

      Margot’s grandson trotted in on her heel. As always, when Margot was in the room, Davina hardly noticed Sully. For all his blather the rest of the time, he was virtually mute around Margot.

      “Mrs. Rutherford, Mr. Sullivan, I’m so excited for you to see this.”

      “That’s clear. I can’t recall the last time I received a telephone call before nine o’clock in the morning.”

      Snap went the turtle.

      “I apologize if I woke you—either of you. But a discovery like this, honestly, it’s worth getting out of bed for.”

      Margot waved away the apology with one heavily be-ringed hand. “By all means, then, show us what you found, Professor Jones.”

      She guided them to the table that held the coffin. “Earlier this morning, we started to dig in a new location. We located this Reconstruction-Era iron coffin.”

      “Why?” Sully asked.

      “Why what?”

      “Why did you deviate from your plan. I thought you were focusing on the areas that had the strongest hits on that remote sensing device you showed me?”

      Talk about missing the point. She was about to show them an astonishing find, and he wanted to know why she hadn’t followed her predetermined procedure.

      “Divine inspiration, I guess.”

      Margot arched a brow. “Really?”

      “Well, maybe equal parts inspiration and desperation. Sully ... er, Mr. Sullivan has explained that it’s crucial to find something dazzling to serve as the centerpiece for your fundraising efforts.” She swept her arms out and gestured to the coffin like a game show host. “This is it!”

      They leaned forward and craned their necks to peer down at it.

      “And you say it’s iron?” Margot’s nostrils flared as if the metal was somehow distasteful.

      “Yes. Airtight iron coffins were popular in the U.S. from the 1840s until about the 1870s—pre-Civil War through Reconstruction. The original iron coffin was invented by a man named Almond Fisk. Based on the quick research I did this morning using the university’s online collections, this one dates to the 1860s or 70s.”

      “How can you tell?”

      “By the shape. The original design was effective, but it closely resembled a sarcophagus. It never really caught on with the public, because people thought it was creepy. Mr. Fisk eventually licensed the idea to a handful of other manufacturers, who later introduced plainer designs, like this one.”

      “I see.” Margot’s tone was flat.

      Davina’s gut twisted. Why weren’t they more enthusiastic about her discovery? Did they not understand how extraordinary it was?

      Just push through. Make them feel it.

      “And it’s difficult to see through the glass, but the woman in the coffin is remarkably well-preserved. Once we’ve cleaned the coffin, I think the public will be lining up to view her. With luck, we should be able to see the detail in her brooch and—”

      “Brooch?” A flicker of interest crossed Margot’s face.

      Ah, right. Look at her. Of course, she’s interested in the jewelry. Run with it.

      “Here, come closer so you can see it better.” She touched Margot’s elbow and positioned her at the head of the coffin so she would have a clear angle. “See the pin at her throat?”

      Margot made a small noise, like a breath catching in her throat, and stared for a long moment as if she were spellbound.

      Got her.

      “Grandmother?”

      Sully’s prompting broke the spell. Margot blinked and turned to her grandson. For a wild second, Davina thought she saw a warning in the woman’s eye. But then it was gone.

      “It’s difficult to believe that woman has been dead since the mid-1800s. Impossible, actually.”

      Davina tried not to hear the ominous emphasis Margot placed on impossible. But it was, well, impossible not to. She caught her lower lip between her teeth and thought for a moment.

      When she spoke, she chose her words with care. “I can authenticate the coffin. I have the requisite expertise. I can’t date a corpse, that would take a forensic specialist. But it stands to reason—”

      “We can’t guess, Davina.” Margot’s voice was kind but firm. Very, very firm.

      “It’s not a guess. It’s logic. And I think you may not realize what a crowning achievement this is. This is it. The big, splashy find that Sully wants for his capital campaign? You have it. You can sell tickets to a special exhibit. You’ll get international interest. This is huge.”

      “It is huge,” Sully agreed.

      Another look from his grandmother. Snap goes the turtle.

      He clamped his mouth shut.

      “It could be,” Margot agreed. “But we have to be careful, measured. I understand that this is your big break, dear. But surely you understand that we have to proceed deliberately and cautiously.”

      Davina’s moment was slipping out of her grasp. She was being set adrift. Her legs threatened to buckle.

      “What are you saying?”

      Margot gave Sully a small nod. Go ahead.

      “We’re saying we need to be absolutely sure before we make an announcement that both the coffin and the woman are from the Reconstruction Era.”

      “You’re going to sit on it?” Her mouth hung open. She knew, but she didn’t care.

      “We’re going to be patient. And we’re going to ask you to do the same. We’ll reach out to the forensic anthropologists, forensic archaeologists, what have you. We’ll assess and confirm. And then we’ll share the news, assuming your beliefs can be verified,” Margot explained.

      Davina’s temper was rising. She could feel it. So she clamped her mouth shut and nodded.

      Margot took a final look at the woman. “The brooch ... extraordinary,” she murmured.

      “I have a necklace just like it,” Davina offered, hoping to smooth over the unpleasantness.

      Margot’s eyes traced Davina’s face. She laughed lightly. “Not like this brooch, you don’t.”
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      Bodhi was washing his hands when a car pulled into the driveway. He squinted at the vehicle while he dried his hands on a checked dishtowel. He couldn’t place the powder blue minivan.

      Who would be visiting him so early in the morning? He’d been awake for hours, but it was hardly a civilized time for a pop-in.

      The driver emerged, clutching a bakery bag, and Bodhi smiled when he recognized Saul David’s distinctive loping gait. He hurried to the kitchen door to greet his former co-worker.

      “Saul, this is a surprise,” he said as he pulled open the door.

      Saul hurried inside and thrust the bag toward Bodhi. “Pastries from that vegan bakery you like. You got any coffee?”

      He stamped the snow off his boots, then shrugged out of his heavy wool overcoat.

      “Thanks, and I do. I’ll put on a pot in a minute. Here, give me your coat.” He placed the breakfast goodies on the counter and reached for the coat and the long plaid scarf that Saul unwound from his neck.

      “It’s frigid out there.” He blew into his bare hands to warm them.

      “No gloves?”

      Saul jerked a thumb over his shoulder toward the driveway. “My car’s in the shop, so I had to borrow Mona’s mom-mobile. I’m sure they’re in there somewhere, buried under a mound of schoolbooks, gym clothes, and half-eaten lunches.”

      He shuddered, and Bodhi figured it was due more to the state of the family minivan than the chill in the air.

      “Well, we’ll get you warmed up with a mug of hot coffee.”

      “Now you’re talking.”

      Saul pulled out a kitchen chair and flopped into it while Bodhi measured out the coffee and water.

      “Hello, Saul David,” the bird chirped from her perch.

      “Hi, Eliza Doolittle.”

      Once the machine was percolating and the coffee was underway, Bodhi joined his guest at the table and offered him first choice of the baked goods.

      Saul waved the box away. “Nah, I already ate. Those are for you.”

      Bodhi eyed him. “You need a favor.”

      “Actually, you’re wrong for once. I have no bizarre, unexplainable deaths to explain. All the bodies in the morgue right now have run-of-the-mill causes of death. Heart attacks from shoveling snow, head-on collisions on icy roads, and fire victims from malfunctioning electric blankets and heaters. ’Tis the season.” There was a hint of disappointment in the medical examiner’s voice at not having any exotic deaths to offer.

      “So, you borrowed your wife’s car, ventured out in bad weather, stopped at a bakery you don’t care for, all during your vacation week, to show up unannounced because …”

      Saul nodded toward the carafe. “Coffee’s done.”

      Bodhi crossed the kitchen and pulled two mugs down from the cabinet. Saul was stalling. Which was not like him. Chief Medical Examiner David was known for his forthright manner. He didn’t pull his punches.

      Bodhi’s chest sank, suddenly heavy. He returned to the table and passed Saul a mug of coffee.

      “I don’t want to come work for you,” he said in a neutral voice.

      Saul’s laugh rumbled up, deep and hearty. “While you have a standing offer, I’m not holding my breath on that front. No, this visit isn’t about forensic pathology at all. It’s … personal.”

      “Are you and Mona having problems?”

      Saul swigged the coffee before answering. “Not my personal life. Yours.”

      “Mine?” Bodhi cocked his head. “What about my personal life?”

      “More like, what personal life, don’t you mean?” Saul arched an eyebrow at him.

      “Pardon?” He tore off a corner from a cranberry scone and nibbled it while he awaited clarification.

      “You’ve been dating this lady police chief for, what, two years now?”

      “About.”

      “Mona and I haven’t met her. Maisy hasn’t met her. Sasha and Leo haven’t met her. As far as I can tell, nobody’s met her.”

      “She lives in Onatah, Saul. It’s not as if we can get together for happy hour with the gang at a moment’s notice.”

      “Idaho isn’t on the moon, buddy.”

      “She lives in Illinois, Saul. Still Illinois. Not Idaho, not Indiana, not Iowa.”

      Saul snaked out a hand and cadged a chocolate cruller. “The midwestern states should have picked another letter if they wanted people to tell them apart. Who decided they all needed to start with ‘I’?”

      Bodhi raised his hands in an unconcerned gesture. “I wasn’t consulted.”

      “No matter. We’re straying from the point.”

      “Which is?” He was genuinely curious. Saul’s point, or aim, or whatever he was hoping to achieve, was a mystery.

      “Which is that you keep Bette at a distance. Why? You seem happy with her. Embrace your relationship. Move to Onatah already. Nothing’s keeping you here. You can be a forensic consultant from anywhere. Commit already, man.”

      Bodhi blinked at the fierce note in Saul’s voice. “Where is this coming from? Is Mona behind this?”

      Saul dismissed the question with a shake of his head. “We’ve talked about it, sure. But, no. This is coming from my heart.”

      Bodhi hid his surprise behind his mug and waited for Saul to elaborate. For a long moment, the only sound in the kitchen was the hiss of the radiator near the door, releasing hot steamy air. Saul looked down at his hands and nodded several times as if he was pumping himself up.

      Finally, he raised his head and continued, “If you love Bette, you need to take a leap of faith, take a risk. Life is short. Sharing it with someone makes it enjoyable.”

      “You don’t understand. The Buddha counsels us to practice non-attachment.”

      “Yeah, yeah. And monks are celibate. I know. But regular Buddhists, they get married, have kids, whatever. Right?”

      “Some. Not all.”

      “Not you, you mean.”

      “Saul, I’m happy with the path I chose.”

      Saul locked eyes with him and fixed him with a piercing gaze. “Are you? Or are you afraid you’ll hurt this woman the way you hurt Eliza?”

      Shock rushed through his veins like a spray of ice water at the sound of Eliza’s name in Saul’s mouth. Before he could formulate a response, the macaw shrieked.

      “Bodhi hurt Eliza? Bodhi hurt Eliza. Oooh, no, poor Eliza Doolittle.” Her already shrill voice wavered and increased in pitch.

      Saul closed his eyes and shook his head. Bodhi lifted the bird off her perch and soothed her.

      “Shh, pretty bird. Not you; a different Eliza. But nobody’s been hurt. It’s okay.”

      He smoothed her ruffled feathers, figuratively and literally. After a moment, she hopped from his arm to his shoulder and settled into a comfortable position.

      He eyed his friend. “I’m not sure what you’re getting at.”

      Saul went on, “You say you’re following a path of enlightenment, and I respect that. But you can take that path and make room in your life for connection, true connection, with another person. I don’t think it’s Buddhism that’s stopping you—I think it’s your history with … uh, Dr. Rollins.” He cut his eyes toward the regal blue and gold bird on Bodhi’s shoulder.

      Eliza Doolittle tilted her head and blinked at the coroner, unperturbed.

      Bodhi, in contrast, was not. His emotions roiled, churning and seething. The memory of Eliza Rollins
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