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      “It’s my life and I’ll live it my way!”

      At this clearly recognizable battle cry from behind the hospital room door, Alys Seagraves almost cracked up. Blown away in relief, she slid down the wall of the corridor and tried not to laugh—or she might end up crying.

      Mame was alive and kicking. Not only kicking, but butchering Frank Sinatra songs.

      Alys had spent these last few hours terrified that her best friend may have died, like everyone else in her small universe.

      Assuming a lotus position on the corridor floor, she sought her center as she’d learned to do in Mame’s School of Alternative Life Lessons. Palms turned up and resting on her knees, she took a deep breath.

      Deliberately wiping out negativity, she concentrated on the here and now, seeking the good times as Mame had taught her to do. Head up, eyes closed, Alys focused on the long-ago morning when her six-year-old self complained about writing the “ys” in Alys instead of the easier “Alice.”

      Her conservative, gray-haired mother got a faraway look in her eyes and smiled. “I thought if I could have a beautiful miracle like you at forty, we should celebrate with a special name, one all your own.”

      It wasn’t until later that Alys realized what a break in tradition that bit of whimsy was for her conventional parents. She treasured that memory. She loved them for trying to give her the freedom they’d never experienced in their hardworking lives.

      “Life can’t be vacuum-packed and preserved like meat in a freezer!” Mame’s familiar voice bellowed from the hospital room across the corridor. “Don’t put that thing on me.”

      Groaning at Mame’s cockeyed argument, Alys leaned her head against the concrete-block wall.

      If the hospital personnel and visitors scurrying past her thought it odd to see a twenty-seven-year-old woman assume the lotus position in a hospital corridor, they offered no indication of it. Alys was rather proud that she’d made it this far into the bowels of her personal hell.

      Love is the power that heals. She repeated her mantra, seeking her energy balance. She would think positive thoughts and look to the bright, gleaming future. Mame would not die. Not like her father. And mother.

      And Fred. Orphaned and widowed within two years.

      Angrily fighting back tears, she scooted up the wall, using the cold concrete as a brace for her backbone. Shoving away, she marched the few feet into Mame’s room.

      “Thank goodness, there you are!” Disregarding the nurse attempting to take her pulse, Mame cranked the head of her bed into a sitting position at sight of Alys. “Get me out of here. I have entirely too much to do to lie about any longer while these people poke and prod me.”

      Mame’s naturally thin build gave her lined face an almost ascetic appearance of skin and sharp bones, but the vivid red of her hair bespoke her vibrancy. She’d had her roots touched up for the trip.

      “What did the doctor say?” Alys hoped her voice wasn’t as hoarse as it sounded to her as she tried to ignore the dripping IV and clicking heart monitors.

      Suppressing her fear fed the bubbling panic. In her head, the room diminished to throbbing tubes, blinking lights, and the pounding thrum of heartbeats. Her breath caught in her lungs.

      “Sit down,” Mame ordered. “You’re turning whiter than I am.”

      The nurse chuckled and dropped Mame’s bony wrist to note her chart. “The doctor said she had a myocardial infarction, and he wants to run more tests. Are you family?”

      “They’ve called Elliot,” Mame said with disapproval, not giving Alys time to reply, much less to run away or even sit down. “We’ll have to make a break for it before he gets here. Sign me out.”

      “Unless you’re family, you can’t do that.” The nurse pulled the curtains across the window, shutting out the sunshine. “You shouldn’t even be in here. Mrs. Emerson needs her rest.”

      “I have all eternity to rest,” Mame protested.

      “Mame, it’s all right.” Why didn’t Mame want to see her famous nephew? Alys thought Doc Nice might be very handy to have around in a hospital. He’d always seemed immensely intelligent and amusing on the radio. “You scared the bejeebers out of me back there,” she said to change the subject.

      “Miss, you really need to leave.” The nurse hung up the chart and cranked the bed down.

      “I won’t rest unless she stays,” Mame announced, not with the querulousness of age but the imperiousness of a queen. “Does she look capable of smuggling me out?”

      The five-ten, two-hundred-pound nurse looked at Alys in her childish smocked dress with the skirt falling at mid-thigh and snorted. “She doesn’t look big enough to be out of school.” The nurse flipped off the overhead light, immersing them in darkness before padding out and closing the door.

      Alys wrinkled her nose and sank to the tile floor, resting her head against her knees. If she could just find her center, she might stay without freaking out. Maybe.

      “How’s Beulah? I didn’t wreck her, did I?” Mame whispered eagerly, snapping on the bed light.

      Alys sought her friend’s expression in the pale glow of the lamp. Mame was fine. Mame had to be fine.

      Alys’s rusted-out Nissan was not fine. It had been totaled when Mame passed out at the wheel of her Cadillac—Beulah—crashing it into the Nissan’s rear end, thereby transforming her rusty little car into an accordion against the garage wall.

      “Beulah just has a dented bumper,” she replied reassuringly. “I drove her over here.”

      “Then help me out of here. We’ll need to be gone before Elliot arrives.” Mame fiddled with the wires hooking her to the monitor, in an apparent attempt to remove them.

      “Mame! You’ve had a heart attack.” At least, that’s what she guessed an infarction was. “You can’t just get up and walk out.” Although she certainly sympathized with Mame’s determination to escape. How could anyone get well in the chilly dark with machines beeping off heartbeats as if they were minutes on a parking meter?

      “I know how much you hate being here.” Mame frowned when the monitor apparently didn’t detach as easily as she’d expected. “There is no reason to keep me here except doctors are afraid of being sued.”

      “My dislike of hospitals is irrational,” Alys protested halfheartedly. “Doctors did everything they could for Fred. It’s unfortunate that cures for cancer haven’t developed beyond the witch doctor stage, but that doesn’t apply to you. You should listen to them.”

      “They nuked Fred and stuffed him with pills until he wanted to die, which made his last years hell for both of you,” Mame said vehemently, examining the IV attachment. “I refuse to die like that. When I’m ready to go, I want to go with a big bang.”

      Alys bit back a semi-hysterical giggle. “You almost did. The neighbors thought they’d been bombed. Beulah packs a wallop.”

      Mame beamed. “There, see, you can smile. Now get up off that floor and unchain me.”

      Alys took another deep breath and stubbornly maintained her yoga position.
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      Undeterred by her young friend’s refusal to comply with orders, Mame noted with delight that Alys had finally shed her depressing blacks.

      Mame wasn’t certain she understood Alys’s choice of coming-out clothes, but she heartily approved the thought behind them. The pink cotton dress printed with tiny blue hearts and flowers belonged on a child, but the scooped neckline revealed womanly cleavage, and the elasticized smocking showed off the slender waistline of youth. Alys still looked like a teenager untouched by life.

      Other than the creamy skin of a child, Alys possessed not one remarkable feature. She was of average height and weight, with sleek, mink-colored hair—currently cut with wisps that stuck out at stray angles—unremarkable gray eyes, and even features. But Mame had watched the men at the school swivel to follow Alys’s progress through the halls. Even in dull black, her attire had emphasized her womanly attributes.

      Mame liked to think she was responsible for Alys’s transformation, but she knew she’d only coaxed out what had been lost for a while. She suspected that provocative baby-doll dress had come from Alys’s college wardrobe.

      At the sound of a familiar determined stride down the hall, Mame sighed in exasperation. She should have known Elliot would run from the ends of the earth to be here.

      He would insist on a battery of tests, forcing her to stay in here for days. She couldn’t stay. She was on a mission, but Elliot would never understand that. She loved her brilliant nephew, but his focused lifestyle limited his options—and hers.

      Mame glanced down at Alys, who had apparently entered a meditative trance, and the germ of an idea blossomed.

      She’d been on her way over to Alys’s to explain about the student who needed their help. It wouldn’t have required a great deal of change to their travel plans, but she didn’t dare tell her now with Elliot about to walk in.

      Mame fully intended to help Dulce save her niece, but Elliot would never approve of the risk. She thought Alys might.

      She began to smile as her idea flowered into full bloom.

      Maybe her fainting spell was for the best if it brought her nephew home. She knew Elliot’s habits well. He would need someone to pull him out of orbit once he realized she had escaped.

      Alys was strong enough to ground him.

      Looking at Alys’s cap of dark hair and ripe figure, she chuckled. Alys would definitely divert her nephew.

      Mame cranked the bed back up and tucked her hair behind her ears.

      Undisturbed, Alys remained on the floor, the fabric of her full skirt falling short of her bare knees. Hearing Elliot open the door to the darkened room, Mame recognized the elements of a perfect distraction, and pure mischief replaced the last vestige of her apprehension. Watching Elliot and Alys together could rival a good Doris Day movie.

      She snapped off the bed light, and Alys disappeared in a pool of darkness.
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      A pair of size thirteen polished wingtips emerged from the darkness to connect with Alys’s hip, and a soft leather computer bag just missed her head. She leaned over to dodge the blow, while their owner stumbled in the opposite direction, grabbed Mame’s IV, and did a wicked samba with the pole until it rolled into the bed.

      Mame snapped the bed light on.

      Gazing up a long trousered leg as the visitor righted himself, Alys saw the difficulty of balancing all that masculine length against a spindly aluminum pole. From her position on the floor, she thought surely his head brushed the ceiling.

      Or maybe that was just the effect of the intruder’s badly rumpled curls. If his barber had meant to style that hair, he’d failed badly. Or else the wearer hadn’t combed it in days.

      “Elliot!” Mame called cheerfully. “You really didn’t have to come. I’m fine. I was just asking Alys to drive me home.”

      “Which is why she’s staging a sit-down strike in the middle of the floor?” he asked, eyeing her with dubious interest.

      It wasn’t as if he were bulky, Alys decided, studying him in the dim light from the bed as he dropped his bag behind a chair. If this was Mame’s nephew, she’d always wondered what the man behind the voice looked like. Magazine photos couldn’t begin to do justice to his air of confidence.

      Like Mame, her nephew possessed a lean elegance, but unlike Mame, his height seemed to go on forever. Of course, it might help if she stood up. She hadn’t decided if she was capable of it yet.

      Despite the dryness of his words, the newcomer’s rich voice conveyed reassurance. He’d carried in a breath of fresh fall air that drove out the smell of hospital disinfectant, creating a safety zone around him that let her breathe freely for the first time since Mame’s accident.

      In the light of the bed lamp, his dark, compassionate eyes could hypnotize. She had to concentrate on the subtle hook at the end of his narrow nose and his long Jeff Goldblum face with the curl hanging in the middle of his forehead to keep from falling under the spell of his gaze.

      “Alys, this is my nephew Elliot, the one the radio calls Doc Nice. Elliot, this is Alys Seagraves. Turn on the light and then find a nurse to check me out. I want to get dressed.”

      “Miss Seagraves.” The heartthrob nodded acknowledgment of Mame’s introduction before picking up his aunt’s wrist to test her pulse.

      Alys hesitated, brushing her bangs out of her face to study the situation. For some inexplicable reason, Mame hadn’t wanted her famous nephew here. Should she stay for Mame’s sake? Did the nephew exude positive or negative energy? With those eyes, how could she doubt he exuded anything but kindness?

      “I’m perfectly well, Elliot,” Mame said. “I have too much to do to lie here trussed up like a helpless babe. It was simply a little spell.” Mame attempted to jerk her arm away, but Elliot held her firmly.

      “You crashed your car,” he retorted. “It was not a little spell. You had a heart attack.”

      “A spell,” she insisted. “And Beulah only has a little dent in her bumper. It’s Alys’s car that’s wrecked.”

      “Mame, you have a personal and genetic history of congestive heart failure. We have to run tests to check for damage and adjust your medication to prevent further impairment and relieve the fluids. You know that.”

      Alys eased to her feet and backed toward the door. Her heart still beat irregularly and her palms were sweating. Mame seemed to be in better hands than hers. Her nephew was a doctor who wrote books all about diet and exercise and had a radio show more renowned than Dr. Laura’s. She supposed he specialized in nutrition and not heart medicine, but surely he knew what was best for Mame. She could flee the confines of the hospital in all good conscience.

      “Alys, you can’t leave,” Mame shouted. “She’s having a panic attack, Elliot. Calm her!”

      “Mame won’t ‘shuffle off this mortal coil’ anytime soon,” Elliot said with dry reassurance. “And I don’t bite. Your leaving is raising her pulse rate. Stay.”

      Alys blinked, feeling as if a warm, rich blanket had been thrown over her, shutting out the deathly cold of the air-conditioning. He had the most amazing voice. It resonated deep down inside of her. No wonder he had a radio show.

      He could quote Shakespeare. When was the last time anyone quoted Shakespeare to her? And he’d done it without a script in front of him.

      “I know you hate being in here, hon,” Mame interrupted Alys’s stunned reverie, “but we need to make plans. Elliot, Alys and I have our trip all worked out, and there’s no time to waste.”

      “Aunt Mame, you’ve just had a heart attack. You’re not going anywhere.” Elliot picked up Mame’s chart and fished his reading glasses out of his pocket. “Thank you for looking after my aunt, Miss Seagraves. I’m sorry about your travel plans, but you’ll have to go on without her.”

      “Mrs.,” she corrected, watching him with fascination. He must be giving off positive energy. Her panic was lessening without her having to concentrate on lotus blossoms. She’d much rather concentrate on Doc Nice.

      Ever since she’d met Mame, she’d heard all about her wonderful nephew, seen his pictures, heard the stories Mame loved to tell about his dedication and hard work. She’d even listened to his radio show. His reputation was well deserved, because on the air he was funny. And understanding. He didn’t talk politics or personal accountability, but listened to his callers, thus earning him the appellation of Doc Nice.

      She didn’t see that side of him now. He behaved like every impersonal scary doctor she’d ever known.

      He perched his black-rimmed reading glasses on the end of his nose and scanned the chart, angling it under the bed lamp. “The stress of planning this trip was evidently too much for you, Mame. We have to find the extent of the damage.” He glanced at Alys. “Tell her that her life is more important than gallivanting about the countryside.”

      “Maybe to Mame, life is gallivanting about the countryside.” Alys didn’t know where those rebellious words had come from, but Mame looked at her with approval, so she stuck to them.

      Elliot set his mouth in a stern reprimand that had probably sent interns fleeing. “Life is about responsibility, and mine is to see to my aunt’s health. Her heart muscles are weak. She needs rest and medication.”

      “Stuff it, Elliot. You sound just like your late, lamented father.” Mame sat up higher to peer around him. “Alys, take Beulah and go on without me. This is something you really must do, and I will be miserable if I think I’m the one preventing it.”

      “Mame, I can’t go without you,” Alys protested her friend’s generosity, although the gleam in Mame’s eye caused her to hesitate. She recognized Mame’s mischief when she saw it, but couldn’t imagine what she was up to. “Maybe we can do it next year. I can cancel the reservations.”

      “Nonsense. I have a copy of the itinerary. I’ll catch up with you. I wouldn’t miss this vacation for the world.” Sitting almost straight up, as if she weren’t attached to half a dozen tubes and wires, Mame waved her thin hand in dismissal.

      “Miss Seagraves, please go on without my aunt,” Elliot said patiently. “I doubt she’ll be able to join you, but there is no reason you shouldn’t go. I’ll see to Mame. She’ll be fine, although that Cadillac has to be a hundred years old,” he warned. “I recommend renting a car.”

      “Beulah has only sixty thousand on her,” Mame protested. “You have the keys, Alys. Go. Enjoy.”

      Gulping, trying to read Mame’s expression, Alys nodded. “I’ll think about it. Mame has my number, Dr . . . ?” Alys stammered, backing toward the door. She knew his name; she just couldn’t seem to grasp anything except “Doc Nice” at the moment.

      “Roth, Elliot Roth,” he finished for her. “I’ll call you if there’s any change. You have a cell phone, don’t you?”

      “I’ll find you!” Mame called cheerfully.

      Watching the fey creature edging toward the door, Elliot recalled reading to his younger brothers from books containing pictures of fairies poised for flight. With her overlong bangs curving into short, dark hair that framed her pointed chin and wide eyes, Alys Seagraves only needed a mushroom to perch on. He had the ridiculous urge to capture her in the palm of his hand and tell her not to go. “You’ll need a cell phone if you’re driving, Miss Seagraves.”

      “Mrs.,” she murmured. “I’ll think about it.”

      She fled. Probably on butterfly wings, Elliot decided.

      “Pretty, isn’t she?” Mame asked with all the innocence of a child with her hand in the cookie jar.

      “Married,” Elliot replied, feeling inexplicably depressed at the thought. It wasn’t as if he had time for a life, much less a wife, so he didn’t know why it mattered. He hadn’t noticed the ring on her finger until her insistence on “Mrs.” had forced him to look.

      “Widowed,” Mame countered with triumph. “Husband died of cancer over a year ago. She’s been grieving too long. She needs this vacation.”

      Widowed? She didn’t look older than Eric, and his youngest brother was still in grad school.

      “She has a thing about doctors and medicines,” Mame continued, waving away his offer of a water glass. “Doesn’t believe in them,” she finished gleefully, watching his reaction.

      Elliot refused to fall for his aunt’s incessant meddling. “Watching the suffering of someone you love can be traumatic,” he said with the dispassion he’d learned to use in med school. “That’s no reason for you to agree with her fears, or to encourage them.”

      “I’m not ill, Elliot,” Mame warned. Her long, thin face resembled his in many ways, but hers could go from laughter to sternness in a blink of an eye, while he’d trained his to composure. “I bet I feel better than you do. Heartburn plaguing you again?”

      “Plaguing” was too mild a word. The burning pain had started with the phone call informing him of Mame’s hospitalization, and her argument now raised the flames to furnace proportions. If he’d been alone, he would have doubled over and groaned. He had regular checkups, so he suspected it was just good old-fashioned stress trying to give birth to an ulcer.

      A good chug of Mylanta would relieve him, but he’d hastily ended his book tour to fly home to St. Louis and broken speed records driving over from the airport rather than hunt down a bottle. “If you’d just behave, I’d be fine,” he gently chided. “Now lie down and rest. I want to talk to your doctor.”

      “Ask the nurse for some Pepto-Bismol,” Mame urged as he lowered the bed. “You ought to carry a bottle.”

      “In my back pocket,” he agreed without cracking a smile.

      She slapped at him the way she always did when he was being smart-mouthed, never hurting but merely warning him that she understood his sarcasm.

      “I love you, Elliot, but you’re a pain in the ass sometimes.”

      “I love you, too, and you’re a pain all the time,” he said with a smile. He didn’t know where he would be without his aunt. He owed her so much, he couldn’t hope to repay her in a thousand lifetimes. Taking care of her was the least he could do.

      She studied him with a stern look that always meant a lecture. “I’ve had a full life to show for my years. What do you have to show for yours?”

      “Three books and a radio program?” he asked teasingly, attempting to defuse the gloom Mame’s topic cast. They’d had this argument before, mostly when he told her that his research might save people from dying, and that’s why he didn’t have time to come to dinner. Or for a visit.

      “Which shows how very little you know about life,” she complained pertly. “If you would quit running away from it, you might find an existence beyond the material.”

      Stubbornly, Elliot refused to discuss life philosophies. “Close your eyes and rest, Mame, and I’ll be right back.”

      “No, you won’t,” she said with more pride than irritation. “They’ll all want to talk with Doc Nice. Go, enjoy, relax a little. You’re too thin. Eat. Have some nice warm milk.”

      Laughing silently at the idea of his rattlebrained aunt telling her health-conscious nephew how to eat, Elliot tucked her in and headed for the nurses’ station.

      He wasn’t running away from anything. Quite the contrary. He fought death every minute of the day. He jogged regularly, followed his own diet advice, and was far healthier than most thirty-five-year old men.

      His father had died at thirty-five. Of a heart attack. While driving with his entire family in the car.

      The pain in Elliot’s chest burned hotter.
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      “Mame!” Staring through the early autumn twilight at the empty space in the parking lot where his Range Rover had been, Elliot groaned in dismay. Until a minute ago, he’d been grateful his car had been parked at the airport in St. Louis when he ran off the plane to rush down to Springfield to look after Mame.

      He should never have believed even for an instant that his aunt had defiantly gone to visit friends on another floor as he’d assumed when he’d discovered her absence. As the eldest of three orphaned brothers, he’d been the responsible one, the one who’d had to learn and counteract Mame’s unpredictable, often rebellious habits. He just hadn’t thought she’d ever go so far as to risk her life. What in hell was she up to?

      Mame had not only escaped the hospital—she’d stolen his car.

      Resisting pounding his head against a lamppost, he called himself three kinds of fool. Exhaustion was his only excuse. He knew Mame was knowledgeable enough to pull out all her monitor connections without help. He’d been delusional to think she wouldn’t want to worry him by running away—just as she’d accused him of doing, dammit.

      If Mame didn’t want to be found, even the police would have difficulty tracking her. She might be on the flaky side, but she was wilier than a coyote.

      Remembering Mame’s earlier arguments about her travel plans, he kicked himself for not asking for the sprite’s number. He knew why he hadn’t done that. Asking a woman for her number meant interest, and he didn’t have time to keep up his end of even the most meaningless of relationships.

      But if anyone would have a clue of where to find his aunt, he’d bet Mrs. Alys Seagraves would be the one. He only prayed she hadn’t agreed to any of Mame’s half-baked schemes.

      Using his cell phone, he called the New Age school his aunt worked with. Over the years, “Doc Nice” had built a reputation that opened doors. Most of the time, Elliot merely tolerated the recognition, but at moments like this, he welcomed it. Within minutes, he had the phone number of a yoga student named Alys. With a “y.”

      No one answered when he dialed the number.

      His car and his aunt were gone. So was Alys. They’d left him no choice.

      He called the police.
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      Sitting on the low roof of the sixties-era ranch-style duplex that had provided her major source of income these last few years, Alys admired the red and gold of the maple leaves at eye level rather than watch the movers below haul the remains of her old life away. The renters on the other side of the house had already moved out. Now it was her turn.

      The place had been mortgaged to the hilt, and the consignment store wouldn’t pay much for her meager belongings. These last eight years of her life had been a roller coaster of highs and lows. She’d had the breath knocked out of her when she’d hit bottom with that last plummet, but it was time to experience the thrills again. No more self-pity. Full speed ahead, into the future. All she had to do was figure out what that future was.

      She couldn’t even plan tomorrow without worrying about Mame.

      Which led directly to thoughts of Mame’s nephew.

      She’d spent these last years in a state of suspended animation. She hadn’t thought any man would ever turn her on again. But Elliot’s obvious concern for Mame stirred more interest than she cared to admit. She wanted to believe Mame’s stories about her nephew’s dedication to healing, but just because a kid doctored hurt birds and dogs didn’t mean he couldn’t be a Type A jerk now.

      The old Alys had an irrational thing for Type A personalities. The person she wanted to be preferred the illusion of Doc Nice. She’d like to think the warm, understanding radio persona would believe his aunt was intelligent enough to make her own decisions. Maybe he would recommend that Mame return to the comfort of her home if all she needed was bed rest and medication. She’d much rather be sitting with Mame at her home right now than sitting up here, wondering what to do next.

      The roof was still warm from the day’s sun, but the fading light had brought an autumn nip to the air. With her toes tucked in the crease between thigh and hip, her palms upturned, she breathed deeply and attempted a meditative trance, but too many images bombarded her, and she lost her center.

      She’d lost her center the day Fred had given up fighting the cancer. She recalled the day with crystal clarity, sitting in the doctor’s waiting room, anxiously awaiting the results of his lab test, praying the drastic radiation and chemo treatment had worked and the cancer was still in remission. She’d just buried her parents. She was still mourning their loss. She couldn’t believe God could be so cruel as to take her husband, too.

      They’d made so many plans for the future, believing the treatment would work. Fred had planned an itinerary for Paris and Rome. He’d wanted to explore the Mayan ruins next, and snorkel in the South Pacific, all the things they hadn’t done because they’d been too busy building careers. They’d even talked of children.

      She desperately wanted him to have all that and more. Sitting in the waiting room, she’d prayed and prayed until tears had run down her cheeks.

      The instant Fred had walked out of the doctor’s office, she’d known her prayers hadn’t been answered.

      “It’s back,” he told her with resignation when she ran to hold his frail hand.

      “We can fight it again,” she assured him. Unable to accept defeat, she whipped out her calendar book to write down the next appointment, even though the days that had once been packed with activities now stretched out without a mark on them. “I heard of a new treatment I can call and find out about.”

      “No.” This time, his voice was flat.

      Fred had been a trial lawyer, with a rich, evocative voice that could sway juries and tempt Satan. She’d heard his voice rage in fury and murmur in love. She’d never heard it go flat.

      “Dr. Thompson has a better suggestion?” she asked hopefully, searching Fred’s beloved face. He had never been a handsome man, but always a compelling one. Today, with his hair thinning from the radiation and his weight down from the chemo, he appeared decades older.

      “No.” Carrying himself as proudly as he could after a year of painful treatments had drained him of every ounce of energy, he walked out without making the next appointment.

      He had never gone back. Rather than repeat the hell he’d been through, he quit, just like that. At first, she had tried to persuade him to travel, in hopes that would improve his frame of mind, but no matter how she tempted him with brochures and plans, he claimed he didn’t have the energy, sank into his pillows, and flipped television channels.

      He’d given up hope. She hadn’t. Where there was love, there was always hope. She understood his reluctance to return to the indignity of the hospital and their painful treatments, but she was incapable of giving up on the man she loved with all her heart. So, she’d searched the Internet for alternatives, combed the library, looked for every available cure that might appeal to him, offering each with such hope in her heart that it should have cured him with the power of her love.

      Fred had humored her by taking herbs and letting her bring in spiritual healers, who promised to open his mind and improve his mood. Books swore that laughter made the best medicine. She would have hired clowns if he’d let her. On the days she made him laugh and he could sit up like his old self, she’d be certain her positive thinking was helping. And then the next day, he’d be back in bed, refusing to go to the hospital.

      Her hopes swung wildly back and forth with each new treatment the doctors recommended. With the oncologist’s suggestion of a new drug, she’d sold her engagement ring and filled a prescription that made the last of Fred’s hair fall out and his once bronzed skin turn yellow.

      But he’d given up long before that treatment failed. She’d read about it in the books. If he hadn’t quit the radiation, if he’d kept up his spirits, believed in something, anything, he could have lived longer.

      He was a strong-willed man, and he’d decided to die. So he did.

      Leaving her numb and shattered and drifting.

      Tears welled up from that core of grief inside her, and Alys let them spill down her face. She’d spent years holding them back, maintaining a cheerful smile, pretending for Fred’s sake that everything would be better. The tears had frozen inside her, so that when he’d died, she’d simply gone through the motions of grieving.

      They fell easily now. In this past year since his death, she’d slowly let go of her anger and heartache. Mame had been a friend of Fred’s family, and the day Alys had walked through the grocery store with tears streaming down her cheeks, Mame had introduced Alys to the School of Alternative Life Lessons, and gradually brought her back into the world.

      At first, Alys had obliged for lack of anything better to do. She couldn’t sit in the house forever. So she signed up for every class the school offered, and later found others that they hadn’t.

      It had taken time, but she had finally accepted that, no matter how much she hated his choice, Fred had every right to choose death. His decision wasn’t prompted by anything she had done or not done. She couldn’t direct the lives or wishes of others. Gradually, her energy returned, her outlook improved, until now she was ready to make some decisions.

      Her first decision had been to sell the duplex and most of her worldly goods. Fred’s life insurance had paid the bills and bought her a little time, but she would have to return to work soon.

      This little jaunt with Mame was a journey of self-discovery, a road to plan her future. Or would have been, until Mame’s setback. Now she had to decide whether to go on or linger.

      Giving up on meditation, Alys toyed with the Superball she’d found in the gutter. She remembered the day one of the neighbor’s kids had thrown the extra-bouncy ball into the yard. It had been one of Fred’s good days, and he’d enjoyed playing catch with the boy, watching the tiny hard ball bounce higher than the house. Had he lived, Fred would have been a good father.

      Then the ball had landed in the gutter, and he hadn’t had the strength to fetch it. He hadn’t gone outside again.

      Memories like that were the reason she had to leave.

      She leaned over to watch more of her furniture being carried into the consignment-store truck. Liberation from the material was an exciting concept. She could feel the freedom already. She wouldn’t miss her furniture, but she did miss her Nissan. She needed a car if she wanted to see the world.

      Alys eyed the enormous pink Cadillac in her driveway. Mame had told her to take it, that she would catch up with her later. If she believed Mame was as healthy as she’d declared, did she dare?

      Except for the buckled bumper, Beulah gleamed with years of loving care. Mame had earned the car decades ago for selling cosmetics, and it was as much a trophy as a means of transportation. Alys didn’t want to imagine how Mame would feel if anything happened to it.

      Of course, if she didn’t take it, she couldn’t set out on her journey. She had no home, no car, and no place to go.

      The police car pulling up behind the Caddy’s tail fins diverted that train of thought, thank goodness.

      She spun the Superball in her palm and watched with interest as Mame’s imposing nephew unfolded from the backseat. From this distance, Elliot Roth appeared cool, collected, and sophisticated—the kind of man who snapped his fingers and the world laid down at his feet.

      The two uniformed police officers stepping out of the front of the car consulted with the good doctor. She’d lived a quiet life. The only child of elderly parents, she’d been a relatively obedient teenager. She’d never had officers of the law in her home. Was Mame’s nephew about to sic them on her? For what? Stealing Beulah? Maybe her journey of self-discovery would start behind bars. She could become a career criminal.

      Unaware he stood in the path of the movers, Doc Nice turned to stare at the SOLD sign on her front lawn. He wasn’t paying any more attention to the movers than they were to him. The burly truck driver backed down the stairs carrying a heavy oak cabinet, and Alys debated watching the play unfold without interference.

      Mame must have had a reason for wanting to escape the hospital before Doc Nice arrived. That gleam in her eye had meant something. Alys just hoped it wasn’t something dangerous.

      Deciding the doc probably had only good intentions and shouldn’t be blamed for Mame’s mischief, Alys cried out a warning. An alert policeman grabbed Elliot’s shirt and jerked him out of the mover’s path, narrowly averting the collision.

      All three newcomers turned their attention to the roof. Alys waved. As if they’d seen countless women perched on rooftops, the policemen shrugged and returned to examining the vintage Cadillac.

      The doc’s upturned face looked oddly agitated at the sight of her, as if he’d lost his best friend. Alys appreciated his long-legged stride across her brown lawn, but she didn’t think all that concern was for her.

      What if Mame had taken a turn for the worse? Knowing she wouldn’t be able to breathe until she knew, Alys flung her Superball at him just to see how a renowned author played ball. “Catch!”

      Unfortunately, he didn’t wrap his fingers around the small ball fast enough, and it bounced hard, ricocheting off his hand into the Cadillac’s window. It was Alys’s turn to wince at the resulting cracking noise.

      Unconcerned with the window, the good doctor absently rubbed the center of his expensive knit shirt while he watched her scoot toward the gutter. His hair fell forward in untidy curls that made him look more human than famous, but casualness didn’t disguise his tension.

      As she eased down the rotting trellis, Elliot stepped over a dead holly, caught her by the waist, and helped her to the ground.

      The intimacy of a man’s heat burning through the cotton of her dress shocked her into remembering how long it had been since any man had held or touched her. She missed that closeness.

      Lowering her to the grass, the doc didn’t release her waist. The intensity of his deep brown eyes held her spellbound. Or maybe it was the subtle scent of his shaving lotion making her a little light-headed.

      “Have you seen Mame?” he demanded without preamble.

      She stared up at him, too shocked to speak. Or think.

      Apparently recognizing his forwardness, Elliot dropped his hands and backed away. “I apologize, but this really could be a life-or-death situation. Mame left the hospital. If you know where she is, please tell me.”

      Mame left the hospital. For a brief moment, she felt exultation. Mame was fine.

      Then the doc’s urgency sank in. Mame wasn’t fine. Alys took a deep breath to calm her spinning thoughts.

      Doc Nice had a radio-show voice—moderated and melodious and —Alys wrinkled her nose and gave it some consideration—nice, she concluded. Doc Nice spoke nicely, even under obvious stress.

      “If she’s run away, she must have been feeling better.” Alys had spent the last few years speaking in a voice as modulated as his, attempting to hide her heartbreak behind pleasant reassurance for Fred’s sake. She didn’t have to do that anymore. The knowledge that she could yell and scream and be sarcastic again was liberating.

      “Mame’s a grown woman and knows her own mind. You shouldn’t have bothered the police.” She wanted to believe Mame was feeling fine and was just off running a few errands to prove it.

      Elliot’s look of disbelief made her uncomfortably aware that she wasn’t exactly a testimony to reliability. She was hot and sweaty and her hair was probably standing on end. She’d only had the haircut to please Mame and never remembered to keep it up. Once it had started growing out, she’d whacked at the parts that annoyed her. Fred’s illness had eliminated any pretense that looks mattered. She crossed her arms defiantly.

      “Mame disconnected all her monitors and stole my car. She has no cell phone or any way of reaching me. I don’t consider that a rational act on the part of someone in ill health.” He glanced in the direction of her house and nodded at the two officers crossing the yard to join them.

      “May we look inside, miss?” one asked politely at Elliot’s signal.

      Alys admired the officer’s very stern, very young face. “If you think she’s hiding beneath my dust bunnies, be my guest. Mame may be skinny, but she’s not that small.”

      When Elliot started to follow them, she poked him in his taut abdomen. Abs of steel, she noted. “How did she take off her monitors without everyone in the hospital running into her room?”

      He didn’t touch her again, although she might have liked it if he had. Despite her annoyance with the man’s behavior, he awakened sensations she’d thought long dead. Self-discovery included exploring sensations, didn’t it? It was a pity she and the good doc appeared to be at odds regarding Mame’s health. Obviously, he thought his aunt hadn’t the brains to take care of herself.

      Maybe it was time she learned to accept being at odds with medical authorities. They certainly had proved they weren’t infallible gods. Perhaps Elliot was part of the learning process the Universe had in mind for her.

      “My father and my grandfather were doctors, and Mame worked in their offices,” Elliot replied. “She knows as much about medical equipment as I do. It’s urgent that I find her.”

      “Is she going to be okay?” She didn’t want to ask, but cold tentacles of fear wrapped around her heart. Mame epitomized the vibrancy of life that Alys wanted to return to, and she would do anything for her.

      Remembering the gleam in Mame’s eye, Alys had the sudden suspicion Mame was counting on that. Which meant— She studied Mame’s nephew speculatively as he spoke.

      “The few tests they took indicate congestion and arrhythmia.” Elliot’s mouth tightened. “Without further testing, I can’t predict the result, but she’s already passed out once. It could easily happen again. She might not get treatment quickly enough next time.”

      Alys swallowed hard and stared into the canopy of colorful maple leaves over Doc Nice’s shoulder. “She’s had these spells before, hasn’t she? And lived to tell about them?” She countered his fear with her hope, understanding better than he that neither of them had a choice in Mame’s decision.

      “The more often she has these attacks, the more her heart tissue is damaged. We have to adjust her medication, and she has to rest. We may need to put her in an assisted care facility.”

      She could almost hear her friend’s belligerent response to that: It’s my life and I’ll die if I want to.

      She didn’t want Mame to die, but she didn’t want her to spend the rest of her life in a nursing home either.

      Torn, she glanced over at the pink Cadillac, half expecting Mame to step out and demand that she be allowed to live her life her way. “I can’t believe she’d leave without me,” she murmured, more to herself than to Elliot. “She never drives farther than the grocery store or school. I was amazed when she drove over here.”

      “Mame is capable of anything when she puts her mind to it,” Elliot said with conviction. “I have to find her before she does something foolish.”

      As the policemen emerged, dustier but empty-handed, Alys had a thought. “Her suitcases? Were they still in the house? Did you look?”

      “What suitcases?” And then his eyes widened. “She always packs and leaves them by the door. There weren’t any.”

      “We were planning on leaving first thing in the morning. I told her I’d carry them for her. Maybe they’re still in her room?”

      He shook his head in certainty. “I had an electric lift installed on the stairway so she didn’t have to walk up and down. She refuses to move to a smaller place, but she hates the lift. She sends things up and down in the chair and she walks. She would have sent the suitcases down just to prove she could.”

      She remembered Mame’s disdain for the lift.

      Hope faded. Alys bit the tip of a finger and tried to think where else Mame could have gone, but she knew there was only one conclusion. Mame had her suitcases and her nephew’s car. She had a copy of the itinerary and an old boyfriend waiting at the end of her journey. Alys didn’t think Elliot would appreciate the significance of that.

      “She’s driving to New Mexico,” Alys said with a sigh. Mame had left without her.

      “New Mexico?” Doc Nice’s eyes lit with hope, and the policemen arrived in time to jot notes.

      “Where in New Mexico?” the younger officer asked.

      “Albuquerque, for the Balloon Fiesta.” Before they could run off and call in the news, she added, “She wanted to revisit her honeymoon journey. The Balloon Fiesta was only incidental. She’s driving old Route 66 to see the sights she saw with her husband in the sixties.” Alys had the uneasy feeling that there might be a little more to Mame’s escape than that. She couldn’t believe Mame would risk her life for a sentimental journey.

      “Route 66? It doesn’t exist anymore,” the older officer said.

      “The Route 66 Association has the old road mapped out,” Alys explained. “It gives directions on how to find the Americana that interstates have gone around. We modified the route and made an itinerary to suit Mame.”

      Elliot still looked concerned, but he held out his hand. “Where is the itinerary? I doubt she’ll follow it, but we can have the police looking for her along the road.”

      “And what will the police do when they catch her?” Alys demanded. If Mame was determined to drive to New Mexico, then Alys owed her friend enough to respect her wishes. “Throw her in jail? Chase her down with sirens blaring? That’s enough to give most people a heart attack. The idea is to help her, not terrorize her.”

      At her argument, Elliot strode toward the Caddy. “If I follow the route she’s taking, I can be there when they find her and have her taken to the nearest hospital.” He opened the car door, but the keys Mame usually kept in the ignition weren’t there.

      They were in Alys’s pocket.

      She had been uncertain about borrowing Beulah, but now that Elliot was threatening to go after his aunt, she knew what she had to do. That gleam in Mame’s eye had meant more than mischief, and she owed it to Mame to protect her. “What do you mean, you?” she called after him.

      He bent over to examine the cracked Caddy window, then turned to the officers. “Can you put out an APB on the Rover? I’ll take my cell phone. When they find her, I can be there to pick her up.”

      Alys watched in dismay as the police returned to their radio to report Mame’s direction. Without further ado, they backed the patrol car out of the drive, leaving her alone with Elliot. “You don’t have the itinerary,” she reminded him. Where had she packed the itinerary? Probably in the suitcases in the garage. She’d had to remove them from the Nissan before it was towed.

      “If you’ll give it to me, I will,” he said, standing beside the Caddy’s driver’s-side door as the police drove off. “Just give me the keys and I’ll follow her.”

      “So you can put her in a nursing home?” Outrage roared to life, and it felt good. “Mame is a grown woman and has a right to a choice. If she’s this determined to make the trip, I won’t let you bully her out of it.”

      “She could be dying!” He didn’t shout, but his knuckles turned white where he gripped the door as his fear finally broke through his reserve.

      “She could be living,” she screamed at him, shocking even herself. “You go back to your happy, healthy world while I catch up with her and talk her into seeing a doctor.”

      Was that a flash of guilt in his eyes? If so, he recovered quickly.

      “Mame needs me, and I’m going after her.” Crossing the small lawn, he snatched the keys she’d pulled from her pocket.

      The brush of his hand on hers shot electrifying shock waves up her arm, but undeterred, Alys followed him back to the car.

      “Fine, then see if you can find her without the itinerary.” Triumphantly, she propped her hands on her hips as he climbed into the driver’s seat. His scowl proved she’d had the last word.

      The movers walked over with a clipboard and invoice. “Signature, ma’am?”

      As Alys scribbled on the line indicated, she heard the roar of a powerful engine. Glancing up, she watched Doc Nice backing the pink Caddy out of the drive.

      He was leaving her here with no car, no phone, and no furniture. And no way to find Mame.
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      Racing down the driveway, Alys smacked the driver’s window of the Caddy before Doc Not-So-Nice could back into the street. Unfortunately, that was the window the ball had hit.

      She winced as the glass splintered in a dozen zigzag cracks. Mame’s nephew hit the brake and stared through the destroyed window in astonishment.

      He turned off the ignition and threw open the car door, climbing out to tower over her. Before she could decide whether to continue asserting her rights or run, he took her hand to examine it.

      “Did you cut yourself?” He turned her hand back and forth in the fading light, checking for damage.

      He had the most amazing touch. If she’d mutilated her hand, she swore he could heal her with just that touch. She didn’t want her hand back. She wanted him to hold it forever.

      Satisfied she hadn’t been injured, he released her. She almost sighed in regret.

      “Are you out of your mind?” he demanded, staring at her in incredulity. “What did you hit the window for?”

      “I have no car, remember? And no place to stay.”

      He continued staring at her as if she were speaking in an alien tongue.

      “You’re taking my only means of transportation,” she explained patiently, “and they’re about to haul off my furniture.”

      The consignment-store truck roared to life to emphasize her point.

      Without waiting for his response, Alys stalked past the Caddy’s mile-long pink hood, back to the garage where her bags waited.

      Apparently having managed to translate what sounded to her like a perfectly clear explanation, Elliot jogged up and lifted the heavy bags as if they were grocery sacks. They were old bags without roller wheels, containing every piece of clothing Alys thought she’d need until she landed somewhere. They were so heavy, she’d had to haul the bags to the garage in a wheelbarrow.

      She tried not to gape as Elliot easily tucked one under his arm and lifted the other.

      “I’ve decided to take Mame up on her offer of the car,” she said, initiating a conversation going since he did not. She hadn’t really decided to keep the car until he’d started to drive off with it, but it sounded like a plan now. “I’ll be happy to drop you off,” she offered.

      He shot her another are-you-from-outer-space look and kept going. She supposed from the point of view of a harried professional in search of a misplaced aunt, he had a right to think her deeply weird.

      Dismissing his attitude, Alys returned to the house to lock up. She had no idea what she was doing, but whatever it was, it had to be better than sitting in the driveway on her suitcases like a homeless waif.

      With wistfulness, she took one last look around at the lovely wood floors she’d kept waxed and polished to a high shine. Empty now, they simply looked barren
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