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      Nothing warned me that my world was about to tilt on its axis and never tilt back again.

      Early spring in Atlanta was a magical time, and this morning was no exception. A few cumulus clouds drifted overhead, the temperature was near seventy, and my garden was already in bloom. I got up with the sun, so I’d already made cinnamon rolls, some of which might actually last until the next day, Saturday, when I could take them to work. I planted myself on the open porch of my Virginia-Highland home to drink in the scent of my gardenia bush and watch my tulips sunning themselves. No work for me today, just pleasure.

      Hermione, my half German shepherd, half collie bodhisattva of a dog, put her head in my lap, partly to say she loved me and partly to see if she might get a bit of cinnamon roll. I gave her what I had left and sipped my coffee. I would not let this perfect morning be ruined by the hit-and-run visit of my brother. Tommy came when he wanted something and always left me with collateral damage. This time the visit had been on his way to work to see if I’d finally agree to sell the family farm in Iowa.

      “We could make millions in condos,” Tommy said. For him, everything was about the dollar sign. No, I told him. I hadn’t changed my mind and wasn’t likely to. The dairy farm had been in our family for generations. We had a good tenant. While I didn’t love the farm, our mother had. It might have been the only thing she really had loved. Tommy left in a huff, driving over my Texas bluestar on his way out.

      I did my best to breathe new life into my half-flattened plant and then sat on the porch musing about the future. Was it time to leave Atlanta? I’d stayed in this city longer than most that I’d lived in. First for medical school and residency. Later for a job in a refugee clinic. I loved my work, but as a pediatrician, I could work anywhere. Why had I come back? To try once again to mend fences with Tommy? Clearly that was not going to happen. Was it because I loved being near my best friend, Lurleen? She and I kept up through Skype and visits wherever I landed.

      I really didn’t need to stay any longer.

      The desire to roam was getting stronger. I could feel it like an itch that I couldn’t quite scratch. Sure, I loved my garden, my house, my work, Atlanta. But there were other homes and cities I could love just as well.

      “Ditie?” someone called. I stood up. No one but my closest friends called me that.

      My dad called me Aphrodite, Ditie for short, because he thought I was beautiful. My mother said that was absurd. She christened me Mabel Brown after her hard-working grandmother. “You’re no Aphrodite,” she told me later, “and it’s a sorry day your father put those thoughts in your head.”

      I looked up and down my tree-lined street. I lived in the perfect neighborhood on a street that had little traffic. I saw no one.

      “Ditie. It is you!” someone called again.

      This time I saw her emerging from behind my neighbor’s dogwood tree, running toward me, arms outstretched. Ellie! Tall, slender, her magnificent blond hair swirling around her face, her deep-set blue eyes the color of the Gulf of Mexico. It was how she always appeared. Out of nowhere. Unexpected.

      She threw her arms around my round body, squishing my head against her ample breasts. The last time I’d seen her was two years earlier when she’d called for help with a bad-news boyfriend—getting away from him, that is. Eleanor turned up when she was in trouble and not much in between. I’d learned to accept that, sort of, but it was hard.

      Ellie was the person I wanted to be from the time I first saw her. I was five years old and she was seven. She stood in the doorway of our classroom with her long blond hair catching the light. She was a goddess to me, the real Aphrodite. I followed her around like a lost bear cub. I was pudgy and short, with curly brown hair. I think I’d just chopped it all off to spite my mother, who insisted that girls had to wear barrettes and dresses when they went to school. Once I saw Eleanor, all I wanted was long silky hair. I didn’t cut my hair short again until I was sixteen and headed off to college.

      “How did you find me?” I asked. “I tried to call you when I moved back to Atlanta, but they said your number was disconnected.”

      “Hi, sweetie. I googled you and there you were. Funny how we all ended up here—you, me, Tommy. I live ten minutes away in Little Five Points. Small world, huh?”

      Small world maybe, but I wondered if Ellie had moved to Atlanta in hopes of working something out with Tommy. They dated in high school and then broke up when Ellie got a better offer from the quarterback. Loyalty wasn’t Ellie’s strong suit. Forgiving wasn’t Tommy’s. She eyed me, and as usual around Eleanor, I wished I’d combed my hair and put on makeup.

      “Tommy was just here,” I said to get the focus off me. “You missed him by thirty seconds.”

      “I thought I saw his car,” she said.

      “So you two have been in touch?”

      “No, no,” she said quickly. “Haven’t seen him in a year. Tommy doesn’t have time for me.”

      “You and me both. It’s funny though—I thought Tommy just bought that Mercedes.”

      Ellie shrugged. She looked over my yard and my 1920s brick bungalow. “This is a big house. You live here all alone?”

      “I don’t have a man in my life right now if that’s what you mean. But I do have my cat, Majestic, and my dog, Hermione.” I looked around. “Where are the kids?”

      Eleanor seemed to be out for a stroll with no kids in sight. She looked good. Her hair was shorter and her figure was as great as ever. The only thing that looked off was her smile. It didn’t light up her face the way it usually did.

      “What’s wrong? Are the kids sick? I’m seeing a lot of norovirus in the clinic these days.”

      “No, no. The kids are fine. Thank God. Nothing with the kids, and I want to keep it that way. They’re in school. I just stopped by, so we could . . . chat a bit.”

      “Chat a bit” was Eleanor-speak for “I have a problem.”

      “Come on in,” I said after giving her another hug. I could hear her gasping for air. “Sorry, sometimes I forget my own strength. I’m just so glad to see you. Where is your car?”

      “Repossessed. I took a bus. You’re right on the line from Little Five.”

      “Why didn’t you call me? I could have picked you up.”

      “I wasn’t sure I’d actually have the nerve to see you. Not after how I left the last time. I never thanked you for saving my life. Again.” She gave me a momentary mea culpa look and then shook it off with a quick twitch of her slender shoulders.

      Occasionally, Eleanor spoke the truth. This was one of those times. I had rescued her from a thug who would have been happy to beat the crap out of her for promising something she didn’t deliver. That was the story of Ellie’s life. She promised and didn’t deliver.

      “Something smells delicious,” Ellie said as I ushered her inside. Hermione wagged her tail and then settled on the couch.

      “Home-made cinnamon rolls. Can I get you some along with coffee, tea?”

      Eleanor shook her head. “I can’t stay long. It’s a wonderful house,” she said, looking around. “Just the house I’d expect you to have—a house with character.”

      Eleanor knew all my soft spots and most of my vanities. Houses mattered to me. God knows I’d lived in enough of them. Majestic, my large orange cat, swished his way past Eleanor and sat down beside the open door to preen and see what the birds outside were up to.

      Eleanor stood near the front door. “I have a favor to ask. A big one.”

      “Maybe we ought to sit down first,” I said.

      Ellie perched on the edge of my grandmother’s rocker, and I squeezed onto the couch where Hermione was sprawled. “Okay, shoot.”

      “I know this is a huge imposition, but I don’t know where else to turn. You’ve always come through for me in the past. It wouldn’t be for long. Just till I got a few things sorted out.”

      This was going to be quite a favor. “Tell me, Ellie.”

      “Do you think the kids could stay with you for a few days?”

      I stared at Ellie. She looked desperate. Frantic—if the way she rocked back and forth on the edge of the chair was any indication.

      “Of course,” I said. That was always my first response to Eleanor. Tommy said I picked up trouble the way other people picked up a favorite book to read. He swore I had a deep-seated neurotic need to be everyone’s rescuer, the bigger the problem the better. That was Tommy’s latest interest—shrink talk. Ever since he’d gone to therapy for about two weeks, he understood the world of the psyche.

      “But why do you need me to do that?”

      Ellie fidgeted. “There’s just something I have to do. And I can’t do it with the kids in tow. I need to know they’re safe.”

      “Safe?” Now I started to fidget. “Ellie, what are you up to this time?”

      “Don’t press me, Ditie. You’re the only one I can turn to. The only person I know I can trust. The only person I’d leave my children with. Lucie talks about you all the time. When will she get to see her Aunt Di?”

      Ellie found another of my soft spots—a kid who likes me. Kids in the practice like me well enough, but they’re a lot less enthusiastic after I poke them or give them a shot.

      “Lucie must be eight or nine by now. And Jason is what, five?”

      “Jason turns five in a couple of days and Lucie will be nine in September.”

      I was silent, and I’m sure I looked worried.

      Ellie glanced at her watch and stood up. “I have to go. I’ve got something I have to handle, and I don’t want the kids in the middle of it. If you can’t help me out, I’ll find someone who can.”

      “Take it easy. Of course, I’ll help you. But I need to know what’s going on with you. You look frightened.”

      Ellie composed her face. “Not frightened,” she said. “Excited. I’m about to make a killing. Maybe I’ll buy a house next door and we’ll become the sisters we were always meant to be.”

      I smiled. Ellie was like a sister to me. Not always an easy one, but one I loved.

      “The kids won’t be a burden,” she said. “They go to Morningside Elementary. They take the bus from our apartment, but they could walk from your house. Lucie is very responsible. She’s as much a mom to Jason as I am.”

      I nodded. She’d been a mom to Jason the last time I saw them. Lucie got her responsibility gene from somewhere, but it wasn’t from her mother. “Do the kids ever see their father?”

      “Of course not. He’s no good, you know that. Doesn’t pay child support, much less alimony. I don’t even have a current address for him.”

      Eleanor, for all her looks, never had good luck with men. Her father was a run-around, and maybe that’s just what she expected and got from the men she hooked up with. She left her husband before Jason was born and I never knew why.

      “When shall I pick up the kids?” I asked.

      “At five or six, if that works for you.”

      “Sure.” Why did that word fall so easily from my lips? I didn’t actually know how this would work. It was Friday, my day off, but I had a morning shift at the Refugee Clinic on Saturday, and what about Monday?

      Ellie read my mind. “Like I said, Lucie can walk Jason to school and home again. No problem. They’re used to being home alone.”

      “I’m not comfortable with that. I can probably get my friend Lurleen to help out in the afternoons, and I can drop them off at school on my way to work.”

      “You’re such a problem solver. That’s why I love you. Here’s the address.” She handed me a slip of paper on Sandler’s Sodas letterhead.

      “You work for Sandler’s?” I asked.

      “Used to. Long story. They are about to make me a very good retirement offer. I have to go.”

      “Do the kids know about this arrangement?”

      “Well, sort of.”

      “Sort of?”

      “I didn’t want to tell them until I was sure about you. They’ll be fine.”

      “I’ll drop you at home,” I said.

      “You don’t need to drop me off. I have an errand to run first. If I’m not home when you get there, Lucie can help you get everything you need. Not to worry.”

      Not to worry. Right. I could feel my shoulders tense—a sure sign that something wasn’t okay.

      Ellie flicked her fabulous hair back from her face and gave me her megawatt smile. “I’ll explain everything when I pick the kids up in a few days.”

      Explaining wasn’t part of Eleanor’s vocabulary. I nodded. I’m no shrinking violet, but with Eleanor I seemed to lose my adult self and become her five-year-old slave again.

      She got ready to leave with a kiss on my cheek and a promise to call in the evening. The sky had darkened and we were in for an afternoon storm. I could hear the first drops on the porch. I offered again to take her wherever she needed to go. She refused.

      “At least take my big umbrella,” I said as she headed out the door.

      Probably to get me out of her hair, she grabbed the umbrella, gave me another peck on the cheek, and darted down the front steps. She headed up the road toward Highland Ave., and I went into action mode.

      That meant calling Lurleen. I explained the situation. Besides being my best friend, she lived a few blocks away. She hadn’t worked since her aunt left her a small fortune and she was always ready to help.

      “Oh, chérie, you know I would do anything for you.” I could envision her twisting one strand of her luxuriant auburn hair. “Anything at all. But children? What do I know about children? They are so little and squirmy.” The usual excitement in her voice took on a new timbre of anxiety. Something I hadn’t heard before.

      “It’s okay, Lurleen,” I told her. “They aren’t babies. They’ve been looking out for themselves their entire lives. I just need a responsible adult to stay with them when I’m at work. They’ll have a great time with you. You’re so much fun.”

      “You think so?” Her voice settled down into a soft southern drawl with French highlights that was music to my ears. Her full name was Lurleen du Trois. I never knew if that was her given name or something she created. I did know her French accent had never seen France, or Québec for that matter. It was pure Lurleen. “C’est vrai. I can be very amusante when I try. But kids—I’m not sure what kids find amusing. Maybe we could play badminton or croquet or charades. I’ll make a list. And what shall I feed them? Do they eat regular food or do I need to buy something special—like those little fish crackers and alphabet soup?”

      “Regular food will be fine,” I said. “I can’t tell you how much I appreciate this, Lurleen. Do you have time to stop by tonight and meet them?”

      “Bien sûr. Anything for you, chérie. When you make your chocolate chip cookies, will you save some for me?”

      “Of course. How did you know that was next on my list?”

      “My dear girl, you always bake—when you’re happy, you bake. When you’re bored or upset, you bake. I think today you’re worried about your friend Ellie.”

      “I am.”

      Lurleen said she’d stop by around seven.

      I picked the kids up at five in a run-down section of Little Five Points. They didn’t know I was coming and there was no Ellie or babysitter in sight.

      “It’s okay,” Lucie told me. “We don’t need a babysitter. I can look after things.”

      Ellie and I would be having a long discussion about this when I saw her next. We gathered up the few things they had. Jason brought his action figures and Lucie brought her stuffed monkey but only when I insisted. “I’m really too old for that, Aunt Di,” she told me.

      “Well, I’m not,” I said and tucked it in her book bag.

      Lurleen arrived on the dot of seven.

      “I hope I’m not late,” she said and grinned at me. Lurleen was never late. She wore a jaunty beret that sat atop her massive auburn curls, and she stooped to kiss me on both cheeks. Lurleen was six feet tall, slender—a sharp contrast to my five feet of well-rounded flesh.

      “Bon soir,” she said to Lucie and Jason. She knelt down beside them and shook each of their hands with great solemnity. They looked at her as if she might be from another planet.

      “That’s French for good evening,” she explained. “Ah, I see you have the latest action figure, Jason. The Transformer, isn’t it?”

      I could imagine how Lurleen had spent her afternoon—searching the Internet for what little boys liked to play with. That was all it took to hook Jason. He showed her the intricacies of the Transformer, changing it around from human to machine and back to human again.

      Lucie was equally enthralled with her. “I took French once in school,” she said shyly. “But only for a few weeks until we had to move.”

      “Ah, no problem. Or should I say, pas de probleme. We’ll speak French every day, and you’ll catch on in no time.”

      Lurleen’s first encounter with the kids was a glowing success. I had no doubt it would be. Lurleen could charm a cow into giving more milk, a coop full of chickens into laying more eggs, a judgmental mother into being kind to her daughter. When my mother came for my med school graduation—after Lurleen called her and insisted she come—I never heard one word of criticism. Lurleen entertained her, sang my praises. She had my mother laughing out loud, something I’d never heard before. That had been a good visit, two weeks before my mother died of a massive stroke.

      After Lurleen left us, I ran a bath for Jason, who insisted he needed no help in the tub.

      “I’m five years old in two days. I’m big now.”

      I left the door ajar, so I could keep an eye on him.

      I got them tucked in bed by eight and kissed them each good night.

      “Can Her My Only sleep with us?” Jason asked.

      “Of course. Hermione would love to sleep with you. She may jump up on the bed and want to sleep there.”

      Jason grinned.

      “Is that okay?” Lucie asked.

      “Fine with me if it’s fine with you.”

      I closed the door, poured myself a glass of wine, and gave way to my frustration with Ellie. Where was she? She was supposed to call this evening. She’d left her children in a terrible place. Lucie was resourceful but she was an eight-year-old child, not an adult. No child should be left in that flea-bitten apartment alone at night.

      I must have dozed off on the couch. It was midnight when I got the call.

      I grabbed the phone so it wouldn’t wake the kids. “Ellie?”

      A detective corrected me and asked if I knew an Eleanor Winston. Then he asked if he could come over. He already had my address.

      I met him on the porch, so he wouldn’t ring the bell and start Hermione barking.

      “I’m Mason Garrett,” he said. He showed me his credentials and waited patiently while I examined them.

      “I have the kids inside. Can we talk here?” I nodded to the swing, but he remained standing. He suggested I sit down.

      “Something’s happened to Ellie,” I said.

      He nodded. He was a kind-looking man, in his late forties, with a bald head and a sturdy build. His gray eyes said he’d seen it all and didn’t care for most of it.

      “I’m sorry to tell you this. We found a dead woman we believe to be Eleanor Winston, shot in the head on a street in midtown. She had your address in her purse and a message that said you were to take care of her kids if anything happened to her.”
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      Every word felt like a bullet slamming into my brain. I sat very still on the swing, staring at my hands, determined not to cry. Not until I was alone. As a doctor, you learn to put your feelings to one side. You don’t help a mother struggling with the serious illness of her child by breaking down in front of her.

      “So she knew she was in danger,” I said.

      “What information do you have about that?”

      “Ellie had some scheme to make money. She said she’d worked for Sandler’s Sodas, and they were going to make her a nice settlement offer. I hadn’t seen Ellie for two years until this afternoon when she asked me to watch the kids. I tried to get her to tell me what she was up to but she wouldn’t.”

      “You knew her well?”

      “We grew up together in Iowa and then lost touch for a few years after high school. I’ve seen her off and on since then, mostly when she had a problem. She always wanted to make it big. First as an actress in Hollywood and later in whatever way she could to get rich.”

      “Did that include drugs or other illegal activities?”

      “No drugs. They killed her brother. As for the illegal part—I can’t say for sure. She liked the good life and could never seem to afford it. Took up with some questionable guys and did some stupid things.”

      “I see.” The detective was jotting notes in a small notebook. “Is there anything more she said to you this afternoon that might help us find her killer?”

      I shook my head. “She asked if the kids could stay with me for a few days. Said she had an errand to run and wouldn’t let me take her where she needed to go. It started to rain, and I made her take my umbrella.”

      “We didn’t find an umbrella near her.”

      I shrugged. “Maybe it stopped raining.”

      “No, not in midtown. A pretty steady rain all evening.”

      “It was an unusual umbrella, sky blue with a carved wooden handle. I’d recognize it if I saw it again.” I didn’t add that it was a gift from my father before I left for college or that it was carved from the branch of a linden tree that shaded our house. “So you won’t forget us, no matter how far you travel,” my father had said.

      He meant him. Even then it was clear the cancer was working its way through his body. His hands shook, but he didn’t stop carving that handle until it fit my grip perfectly. And he wouldn’t hear of my postponing college to stay home with him. My father. As if I ever could forget him.

      The detective must have thought I was still in shock. He waited until I looked up at him. “You never know what might help,” he said, referring to my description of the umbrella. He closed his notebook and looked at me intently. “Are you all right?”

      I nodded.

      “I’m sorry, but I’ll need you to identify the body.”

      “What about the kids?”

      “We can send someone to stay with them.”

      “Some stranger? No. Let me see if a friend can come over. Will the children be allowed to stay with me for now?”

      The detective gave me a concerned look. “As far as I know. That’s what Ms. Winston requested. We’ll check with Family and Protective Services. Do you know about her next of kin and how we can reach them?”

      I went inside, got out my old address book, and jotted down the name and number for Ellie’s mother. I didn’t know if it was still accurate, but it was all I had. I handed the address to the detective and told him the name of the children’s father, John Winston. No address. No phone number.

      Detective Garrett sat on the swing while I called Lurleen. She was at my house in five minutes. She looked shocked, of course, but she didn’t pepper me with questions.

      The detective drove me to the morgue in his Jaguar. It was an old Jaguar, but it was still a Jaguar. Nicely maintained. He saw me examining his mahogany dashboard.

      “I have a thing for old cars,” he said. “It’s how I spend my spare time, when I have any. Life can get pretty hectic with my job. Yours too I’m sure. You’re a physician?”

      I nodded. “A pediatrician.”

      “Where do you work? You have a private practice?”

      I tried to focus on his questions, anything to keep me from thinking about Ellie. “I work in a refugee clinic. For many of the families it’s their first exposure to Western medicine and a doctor who has time for them. What I do feels important, and the parents are always so grateful.”

      “Must be hard when you lose a patient.”

      “It is. Fortunately that doesn’t happen often. We can usually send them to the hospital if that’s where they need to go. Most of these kids are survivors. That’s how they made it to our clinic in the first place.”

      Detective Garret nodded.

      “Your work must be hard for you too,” I said.

      Again he nodded. “Sometimes it’s very hard.” He looked at me. “I’m sorry about your friend.”

      That was all it took. I could feel the tears coming, and I couldn’t stop them.

      Detective Garrett handed me some tissue as he turned into the parking lot. “It’s okay,” he said. “We can wait as long as you want before I take you into the morgue.”

      Well, that really set me off. A kind cop and the mention of the morgue. I sat in the car and sobbed silently for five minutes. Then I wiped my eyes, blew my nose, and we went inside. We walked through a metal detector operated by a policeman in uniform.

      “Hi, Mason,” he said while he searched through my purse. He gave the bag back to me and nodded.

      The morgue was in the basement. Detective Garrett and I waited for an elevator that took us into the bowels of the building. It was cold and dark with minimal lighting. A city tightening its belt, he informed me. The morgue itself was brightly lit with overhead fluorescent lights that would have given me a headache in five minutes. At a small desk, a young woman checked us both in and walked ahead of us into one of the rooms. She looked at a number on her roster and pulled out a metal gurney. The whole experience was surreal. Not the morgue part. As part of my training, I’d been in morgues, witnessed autopsies. It was the fact that a friend might be lying there, a friend I’d known all my life. A sheet covered the body, and Detective Garrett asked if I was ready to see her. I nodded.

      Maybe it wouldn’t be Ellie.

      The unveiling happened in slow motion. The attendant turned down the sheet inch by inch until I saw the face with a terrible, horrible hole in her left cheek. An exit wound.

      The face was disfigured, but it was Ellie’s. Eyes closed. Hair matted around her head. So dead.

      “Yes,” I said. “That’s her.”

      “I’ll take you home,” Garrett said. He must have thought I was about to faint because he put his hand under my arm and steadied me as we walked out to his car.

      We were at my house in ten minutes. There’s not much traffic on the road at two in the morning.

      “I’m sorry about all this,” he said after walking me to my door. “Here’s my card. If you think of anything that might be helpful, call me. And if any . . . problem arises, call me as well.”

      “Problem?” I could feel my skin start to prickle. “What do you mean? Are the kids in danger?”

      “We don’t know anything about the person who did this. He dumped the contents of Ms. Winston’s purse on the street, but he didn’t take her money. We don’t know what he was looking for or if he found it. I can’t say if the children are in danger. I’ll call you when I have more information.” He briefly touched my hand. “Feel free to call me anytime.”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      I went inside and sank onto the sofa with Majestic by my side and Hermione at my feet. Lurleen sat on my other side, one arm around me, handing me tissues with the other as I cried and told her what had happened. She teared up when I told her about seeing Ellie in the morgue and as I wondered aloud about what would happen to the children.

      “Will they let you keep them?” she asked.

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. They’ll be looking for Ellie’s mother. She wasn’t much of a mother to Ellie, but perhaps she’ll want the kids. I have them for now—that’s all I know.”

      “I can help you with them every day. I want to help you and them.”

      I squeezed her hand. “What would I do without you?”

      Lurleen smiled. “Oh, chérie, I’m not going anywhere.” She handed me a tissue and kept one for herself. We sat together silently for several seconds. Lurleen squeezed my hand every time I sighed. I didn’t have to explain to her how I was feeling; she understood.

      I decided I would let the children sleep. It would be the last innocent sleep either one of them would ever have. As it turned out, I couldn’t keep that decision. Lucie came padding out to us. I’d made her wear socks to bed. Old houses can be drafty.

      “I heard the policeman come and go. I waited until you came home. It’s about Mom, isn’t it? Something’s happened to Mom.”

      I took Lucie in my arms and sat her on my lap. “Something terrible has happened. I’m so sorry, Lucie.”

      “My mother isn’t coming back, is she?”

      “No, Lucie. Your mother isn’t coming back. She died tonight.”

      Lucie buried her head in my neck. I could feel my top becoming wet with her tears.

      “I knew something terrible was going to happen,” Lucie cried. “I knew it. This time it wasn’t going to be okay, no matter what Mommy said.”

      “I’m so sorry,” I said and rocked her back and forth. I was crying too. I stroked her head, and we sat together in silence for a few minutes.

      Lucie finally sat up and looked at me with dark blue eyes that reminded me of her mother’s. “How did she die?” she asked me.

      “Do you really want to know?”

      Lucie nodded.

      “She was shot, Luce. She probably died instantly.”

      Lucie nodded again. “What will happen to Jason and me?”

      Your mother wrote a note saying she wanted you to stay with me. That’s where you’ll stay until the police find your grandmother or your father.”

      “I don’t want to live with them.” Lucie started crying again. “Or with anyone else. I want to live with you, Aunt Di. Jason and I won’t be any trouble. I promise.”

      I hugged her tighter. “It’s not about being trouble, honey. You couldn’t be any trouble if you tried. I’d love you to stay with me always, but I may not have that right. Let’s just take it one day at a time. For now, you’re both safe with me.”

      I hoped that was true.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      Lurleen stayed with us that night. She insisted I go to bed, and she slept on the couch. She had coffee brewing in the kitchen when I woke up.

      “Is there anything else I can do?”

      “You’ve done plenty,” I said.

      We heard stirring in one bedroom, and a moment later Lucie walked out slowly with her monkey in one hand. She looked embarrassed when she realized she was clutching it and started to go back to her room.”

      “Wait, wait,” said Lurleen. “May I see it?” Lurleen took it tenderly from Lucie. “This looks like a sad little monkey,” she said.

      With that, Lucie burst into tears and let me gather her onto my lap.

      Lurleen knelt beside her. “I’m so sorry,” she said. She kissed her on the top of her head and gave her back the stuffed animal. “Maybe you can comfort each other.”

      Lurleen reached over Lucie and hugged me. “Call me later. Right now the children need to be alone with you.”

      I nodded a thank-you, and she let herself out.

      Saturday was rough.

      Lucie understood what had happened, but it’s hard to explain to a four-year-old that his mother is never coming back. I tried to comfort them both and answer Jason’s repeated questions about when his mother was coming home. Lucie said their mother was in heaven but was watching over them.

      “Will she come home for my birthday?”

      “No, Jason,” Lucie explained patiently. “She can’t come home for your birthday. She’s too far away.”

      “I will bring her back from far away. I’m Superman. I can find her in the sky.”

      “No, Jason. She’s in a place even Superman can’t go.”

      Jason’s lower lip trembled.

      “We’ll make a big cake for you tomorrow with lots of candles,” I said. “Shall we invite Lurleen and make it a party?”

      “Yes.” Jason climbed up beside me on the couch. “I want my mommy to come too.” He burst into tears. I cuddled him, and he finally fell asleep beside me sucking his thumb. His left hand clutched his Spider-Man figure.

      Jason’s birthday gave us something else to focus on. Lurleen was thrilled to be included. “I’ll bring all the favors and decorations,” she said. “You’ll have to do the cake, of course, but I’ll handle everything else. What favors do five-year-old boys like? Maybe they’ll know at Party Town. Do children still play Pin the Tail on the Donkey?”

      I realized this party was going to be over the top with Lurleen directing the show. Maybe that was what we needed. “Focus on action heroes,” I said, “and Jason will be a friend for life.”

      We settled on three o’clock Sunday for Jason’s party. That way we’d have time to make a cake and celebrate with whatever Lurleen had in store. The kids could still get to bed at a reasonable time to go to school on Monday. If they were up to going.

      I tried not to cry in front of the children, and Lucie tried not to cry in front of Jason. I called my boss at the Children’s Refugee Clinic to cancel my work for Saturday, Monday, and Tuesday.

      “I’m so sorry, Vic, for the short notice. I know Saturdays can be a free-for-all.” Saturday was often the only day folks could come in. It was a half day of nonstop action.

      “We’ll make do,” Victoria said. “Just take care of the children.” Vic was always understanding. It was one reason I loved working at the clinic. No matter how big the problem or how hectic the day, Vic stayed calm and supportive. I promised to call her as soon as I knew more.

      Jason was okay for most of Saturday, but at bedtime he wanted his mama. Lucie did too. She didn’t say a word, but I’ve never seen a child look so miserable. I climbed into their bed, put an arm around each of them, and we all cried and held on to each other.

      I left them when I could hear the rhythmic breathing that told me they were both finally asleep. It was after nine, and I knew for me it would be another long night. I hadn’t bothered to get the mail, so I got it now. The evening was clear, warm, full of stars, the kind of night Ellie loved and would never see again.

      Inside the house, with a glass of wine beside me, I looked through a pile of bills and one distinct linen envelope addressed to Ditie Brown. Not Mabel Brown or Dr. Brown. The handwriting was vaguely familiar. Then it hit me. I knew who the letter was from, and time came to a screeching halt.

      Phil Brockton. My heart pounded. The only man besides my father whom I had ever loved. I hadn’t heard from him in seven years. I didn’t want to hear from him now. Now of all times. But I couldn’t stop myself. I tore open the envelope.

      Hi Ditie,

      I know how you love old-fashioned letter writing and I didn’t want you to hang up on me or delete my e-mail. I’m coming into town in a few days. I’d really like to see you. Things have changed for me. I can’t wait to tell you.

      Phil

      Phil had left me high and dry after we finished our residencies, his in oncology, mine in pediatrics. I had assumed we’d both be staying in Atlanta. When Phil took me out to dinner and told me he was doing a fellowship in New York and was going to move in with an oncology nurse he’d recently met, I wasn’t prepared for the news. He made sure we were in a restaurant, so I wouldn’t make a scene. I didn’t. I just never spoke to him again.

      I crumpled up the letter, straightened it out again, reread it. I studied the handwriting. He’d used a fountain pen, probably a quill pen, if I knew Phil. He loved the 1800s and the Civil War more than he’d ever loved me. He was seriously into reenactments and everything had to be authentic. I didn’t know what I felt about the contents of the letter. Angry? Hopeful? Disgusted with myself that I could possibly still care about him?

      Time resumed its pace. My childhood friend was dead, leaving two devastated children for me to care for. Phil was of no consequence, except that I couldn’t get him out of my head.

      I remembered every moment of our last encounter. He gave me the news shortly after our appetizers arrived. He spoke as if I had a rare form of leukemia that he hoped I would survive. Professionally compassionate. I wanted to throw my glass of wine in his face—a very nice cabernet sauvignon—which I’d assumed was meant for a celebration. Instead, it was supposed to be a consolation prize.  I gulped it down and said nothing. I was a good girl after all. Never make a scene. Never tell your boyfriend to go to hell. My mother would have approved. My father would have held me in his arms and let me sob. But Dad had also left me high and dry. Not because he wanted to. Because his cancer gave him no choice.

      I was drawn to Phil partly because he chose the residency I intended to do—oncology. I wanted to save people the way I couldn’t save my dad, but working with children turned out to be my passion. Phil also seemed to have my father’s love of history and curiosity about the world. I didn’t realize until we broke up that he had none of my father’s gentleness or compassion.

      I never saw Phil again after that night, and he never wrote. Until now. I tried to shake off the letter the way you might shake off a bad dream, but I couldn’t do it. Anymore than I could shake off the image of Ellie, dead on a slab in the morgue.

      It was a sleepless night.
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      Sunday morning Lucie and I serenaded Jason with our own version of “Happy Birthday” and then the three of us worked on his birthday cake. He wanted chocolate, and there is nothing better than my Mexican chocolate cake if I do say so myself. I’d probably have to change the name to something French in order to please Lurleen. Jason stayed just long enough to learn to crack an egg. Then he was off with his Superman cape rescuing Hermione from danger. He would have done the same with Majestic, but she was too quick for him and disappeared under a bed.

      Children are amazing, thank God. Jason played with Hermione and dashed around the house waiting for Lurleen to arrive with all her surprises. He smiled and laughed. Something might remind him of his mother, and then he would grow quiet or ask about her. He’d want to go get her. But Lucie or I would talk to him, and he’d be off again on a new adventure.

      Of course, the grieving wasn’t over. It hadn’t really started, but to have a few minutes of joy was a gift on Jason’s birthday. Lucie did her best to hide her own terrible sadness. She clung to me like a Post-it note and I hugged her back even though my hands were covered with flour. I’m sure we made quite a picture. Dressed in the best aprons I could find, we were decorated with the natural splatter that comes from baking and sampling—bits of chocolate, flour, sugar, pecans. I’ll bet we smelled good enough to eat.

      “Mom never had time to cook,” Lucie said shyly. “I did all the cooking. It’s more fun to do it with someone else.”

      “I agree,” I said. “Now that you’re here, we’ll try out some new recipes.”

      “I’d like that,” Lucie said.

      Detective Garrett called around noon. I left Lucie to keep an eye on Jason and took the call in my bedroom.

      “I’m sorry to bother you on a Sunday, Dr. Brown, but we’ve been having trouble reaching Mrs. Winston’s mother. She’s on vacation in Costa Rica, according to neighbors. We have no address. She hasn’t responded to messages on her cell phone. Do you have any ideas about friends who might know how to reach her?”

      “I’m afraid not. I never saw her after I moved away, and I don’t think Ellie saw much of her.”

      “We haven’t found the children’s father yet either. According to the ex-wife, they split up a year ago, and she has no idea where he is.” He paused. “How are the kids doing?”

      He asked the question as if he really wanted to know. I wondered if he had kids. Then I wondered if he was married.

      “They’re doing as well as can be expected. Have you found out anymore about what Ellie was doing?”

      “No. We haven’t located her cell phone.”

      “Oh,” I said, “that’s because she left it with Lucie. It’s here at the house. I never thought about it until now.”

      “I’ll come over and get it. Is now a good time? I’d like to talk with the kids while I’m there. Would that be all right with you?”

      “Sure.”

      “What’s wrong?” he asked. This guy was good. He could read me over the phone.

      “It’s Jason’s birthday. I hate to upset him anymore than he already is. You could come over and stay for his party at three if that’s not inappropriate.”

      “Unusual, but not inappropriate.”

      “Great,” I said. “Jason will be thrilled to have a real policeman at his party. I’ll give you the cell phone then and you can talk to the kids. Do you think you can do that without upsetting them too much? I mean, maybe we could follow up with the heavier stuff tomorrow?”

      “I may not know as much about kids as you do, Dr. Brown, but I’m pretty good with them. I’ll do my best not to upset them.”

      I got off the phone and took a quick shower. I no longer worried about my hair, which would do whatever it wanted to do no matter how much gel I put in it. Today it was a mass of dark curls springing out from my head in every direction. I put on makeup with a touch more care than usual. Why in the world was I doing that?

      I’d sworn off men after my last encounter on Match.com. Not a match made in heaven. “So you’re a doctor. You wanna be my doctor? Maybe we could play doctor.” I excused myself to go to the bathroom, never returned, and canceled my account.

      Now I was thinking about Detective Mason Garrett with his kind gray eyes. I probably needed something or someone to think about that didn’t make me cry.

      “You look nice,” Lucie said when I emerged from the bathroom.

      “Really? Thanks, Lucie. Detective Garrett is coming over. He’s going to stay for Jason’s party. You haven’t met him yet, but he’s a very nice man. He’s trying to find out what happened to your mother. He wants to talk with you and Jason.”

      Lucie got tearful but nodded. “I’ll get Jason ready.”

      “Thanks, honey.”

      Lurleen arrived around two. It took three trips to her little yellow Citroën to bring in all the packages she had, including the one I’d ask her to buy for Jason. My gift to him. An Avengers Action Kit. Beautifully wrapped in Spider-Man paper with silver spiderweb ribbon. A masterpiece.

      “You wrapped this yourself, didn’t you, Lurleen?”

      “Of course I did. Now where is that fine helper of mine, Lucie?” Lucie appeared as if from nowhere and Lurleen dramatically kissed both her cheeks. She held her out at arm’s length and twirled her around. “Très jolie,” she said. “That means very pretty.”

      “I know,” Lucie said and blushed.

      “And now you must leave us alone,” she said to me. “Au revoir. Tout à l’heure and all that.”

      I left them to it and took Jason outside to play. He dashed around the front yard, chasing Hermione until she finally flopped down in the shade.

      Detective Brown arrived moments later with a ball and bat in one hand, a mitt in the other. He looked better than the last time I’d seen him. More rested, clean-shaven, with what looked like a new corduroy jacket over a black turtleneck and gray khakis. His bald head and sympathetic eyes were unchanged.

      “I’m Detective Garrett,” he said kneeling down in front of Jason, “and I brought you a birthday present.”

      Jason looked stunned.

      “You do like baseball, don’t you?” Garrett said.

      Jason nodded. “For me?” he asked, eyeing the gifts.

      “For you.” He handed them over. “Wanna play?”

      Jason’s head bobbed up and down. Then he hesitated. “I don’t know how.”

      Good grief, I thought. Ellie didn’t even teach Jason how to throw and catch a ball?

      “I’ll show you,” Garrett said. He gave the mitt to Jason, made sure it fit on his hand, and stood five feet away from him. “Here,” he said, lobbing the ball into Jason’s mitt.

      “I caught it!” Jason said.

      If I ever needed something to endear me to Detective Garrett, I’d just found it. Good with kids? That was an understatement. Of course, good with kids might mean he had a few of his own. Which meant he might have a wife somewhere lurking in the wings. Of course he had a wife. How could he not have a wife? What had I’d been thinking?

      He and Jason played ball for a few more minutes. Then they moved on to batting practice. Lurleen stuck her head out the front door. Did we want an aperitif? Did we want to come inside? We could do that as long as we stayed out of the kitchen and dining room.

      “We’ll be right there,” I said. “Lurleen, this is Detective Garrett. You met him briefly Friday night.”

      “Enchantée,” she said. She looked as if she might rush up and kiss him on both cheeks, but she restrained herself. I was a little disappointed—that would have been a sight to see. Instead, she stood at the door and directed traffic as we came inside.

      “No peeking, Jason,” she said as he started for the dining room. “All in good time.”

      Lucie stood just inside the door.

      “This is Detective Garrett,” I said.

      He held out his hand and she shook it.

      Detective Garrett patted a place on the sofa. “Sit with me for a bit, Lucie? You too, Jason.”

      I went to the kitchen and started a pot of coffee. Then I found the cell phone and took it out to him.

      He placed the phone in a plastic bag and put it in his pocket.

      “Are you a real policeman?” Jason asked.

      “I am, Jason. Do you know what detectives do?”

      “They rest people. They rested my mom once.”

      “Arrested, you mean,” Lucie said. “And they never arrested our mom. They just asked her some questions.”

      “When was that?” Detective Garrett asked.

      “A couple of weeks ago,” Lucie said.

      “Do you remember the name of the policeman who spoke to your mother?”

      Lucie thought for a moment. “His name was Schmidt. Detective Schmidt.”

      “Schmiddy,” Garrett said and paused. He looked at me and nodded toward the kitchen. “I think the coffee might be ready. Could you pour me a cup?” I jumped up and followed him through the dining room and into the kitchen. “Remember, no peeking,” I said to Jason, who was about to join us. “We’ll be right back.”

      Huddled together over the stove, Garrett whispered to me as I poured two cups of coffee and some tea for Lurleen. “Schmidt was killed a week ago in a drive-by shooting. He was following up on a lead in midtown. We don’t know yet if they meant to hit him or someone else.”

      “You think his death is connected to Ellie’s murder?” I asked.

      “I don’t know. But it’s an unusual coincidence. I’ll go over his cases when I get back to the station. We still haven’t found out who did it. No one claims to have seen anything.”

      “You think this is some kind of gang or drug killing?”

      “Schmidt worked on white-collar crime—not drug enforcement. He was in the Cyber Crimes Unit.”

      We walked back into the living room where Lucie was sitting expectantly on the sofa and Jason was zooming action figures up and down over Hermione’s back. Fortunately, she was a kid-friendly dog, the only kind I would have. I handed the cup of tea to Lurleen, who sat demurely in the big red chair, her long legs crossed.

      “Can I see those?” Garrett asked pointing to Jason’s action figures. “My sons used to play with them.”

      So there were children. No ring on his finger but children.

      Jason proudly showed him his Superman and Spider-Man figures.

      “I have a new one,” he said excitedly. He ran into the bedroom and brought out the slightly larger figure. “It’s the Transformer. See, it turns into a man when you do this.” Jason flipped it around, and there was a man.

      “Wow, my sons would have loved this.”

      “May I see?” I asked. Jason handed it to me and stood nearby, probably to make sure I wouldn’t wreck it. It looked brand new. “Where did you get this?”

      Jason looked at Lucie and hesitated for just a second.

      “Secret,” he said.

      “Secret?” I repeated. I’ve never known a five-year-old who could keep a secret.

      “Promise not to tell? My daddy gave it to me.”

      “Your daddy?” Garrett and I said together.

      “He means a friend of our mom’s,” Lucie jumped in. “He gets that mixed up sometimes.”

      “Do you know the name of this friend?” Detective Garrett asked.

      Lucie shook her head slowly. Lucie was not a good liar, and for some reason she was lying now.

      I examined the figure more closely. “Can you show me how it works?” I asked Jason.

      “Like this,” he said. He could have added “silly” because it was clear he thought anyone should be able to turn it inside out as quickly as he did.

      I played with it for a while. I got pretty good at flipping it back and forth. On my fourth flip, I noticed a tiny compartment in the midsection of the Transformer. I pushed up the latch that kept it closed and found a paper stuffed inside.

      “What’s this?” I asked as I carefully unfolded it. Jason looked as dumbfounded as I did.

      “Someone played with my Transformer,” Jason said. He was angry. “You, Lucie?”

      Lucie shook her head.

      The message was short and to the point. Like Ellie’s note to me, this was also written on Sandler’s stationery. Give it to us. Don’t mess around if you love your kids. I tried to keep my face expressionless and showed it to Detective Garrett.

      He pulled a plastic glove from his pocket, put it on, and took the paper from me.
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      The air in the living room grew still and I found it hard to breathe.

      Detective Garrett read the note and placed it in a clear plastic bag—he seemed to have an evidence kit in his pocket. His expression never changed, although he did glance at me to see how I was doing. I tried hard to mimic his poker face. Next, he examined the figure. “Lucie, did you know about this compartment?”

      Lucie shook her head.

      “Jason,” he said, “I have to ask you a big favor.” Jason stopped using Hermione as a launching pad for his Spider-Man and turned his attention to the detective.

      “Favor?” he said.

      “He wants you to do something for him, something special,” Lucie explained. “That’s what a favor is.”

      “You want me to find Mom? You can’t find her?”

      Detective Garrett looked unhappy.

      “It’s all right,” I said. “Lucie understands, and we’ve been telling Jason his mother is not coming back.”

      “She is too coming back. She’s hurt. When she’s better she’ll come home.”

      “She died,” Lucie said quietly. “Like your turtle Oscar died, remember? Your turtle didn’t come back.”

      Jason ran from the room zooming his Spider-Man and Superman ahead of him. “No, no, no! She is coming back! Mommy is coming back!”

      We followed him into the spare bedroom. Jason lay on the bed, his action figures held tightly in one hand while he twisted a corner of the bedspread with the other. “I want my mommy,” he sobbed as I knelt down beside him. Lucie stood beside me and patted his head.

      Detective Garrett sat on a chair near the bed and looked into Jason’s eyes. “I’m sorry about your mom. Really sorry. Do you want to help us find out who hurt her?”

      Jason stopped crying and nodded.

      “Then I need to borrow your Transformer for a while. I’ll take good care of it and I’ll bring it back to you.”

      “Okay,” he said rubbing his eyes. “My Transformer will help. He’s strong like me.”

      “Thank you.” Garrett left the room to get the figure before Jason changed his mind. I turned on the TV to Dora the Explorer. Jason curled up on the bed with a thumb in his mouth.

      “We’ll be back,” I said and kissed him. I motioned to Lucie to follow me into the living room. She wrapped part of the bedspread around Jason and walked slowly out to the living room behind me.

      “I don’t think Jason can handle much more about his mother right now,” I said to Garrett.

      “Can you, Lucie?” he asked.

      Her eyes got large and she started pulling on a strand of her white-blond hair. “Yes,” she said after a short pause.

      “I need to know where Jason got this action figure. Where he really got it. Was it from your dad, the way he said?”

      Lucie shook her head slowly. “From some man I didn’t know. Mom knew a lot of men. I didn’t like this man. He pretended to be nice to us. He brought me a doll. He didn’t know I was too old for dolls. And he gave Jason his Transformer. He told Jason to take it with him when he went to day care at Sandler’s. He never cared about my doll, but he always asked to see Jason’s Transformer when he stopped by. He’d say there was something wrong with it that he needed to fix. He’d take the Transformer into another room and then bring it back. Jason thought it was a game—Fix the Transformer. My mom said it was a game.”

      “Can you tell me what the man looked like?”

      “He was big and he was mean to our mom. He made Mom cry once. He twisted her arm.”

      Garrett nodded. “Do you know his name?”

      Lucie was quiet for a moment. She twisted another strand of hair. “Mom called him William. She said, ‘Stop William, you’re hurting me.’ But she told me to go back to the bedroom when I tried to help. I heard him shout at my mother and then he left. He said, ‘If you don’t get it for me, you’ll be very sorry.’” Lucie teared up. “Do you think he’s the one who killed my mom?”

      “I don’t know,” Garret said. “When did he threaten her?”

      “A few times. The last time was a week ago.” Tears rolled down Lucie’s cheeks. “I should have done something to make him stay away from her.”

      I hugged Lucie. “There was nothing you could do, Luce. He would have hurt you too.”

      “Would you recognize the man if you saw him again?” Garrett asked.

      Lucie nodded. “He had a scar on his forehead.” She moved her hand along her temple. “He tried to hide it with his hair, but anyone could see it.”

      Garrett looked at me. “I might need her to look through some pictures at the station tomorrow. Can you bring her after school?”

      I nodded. “Of course. Can you do that, Luce?”

      “I want to find out who hurt my mom,” Lucie said.

      “I think that’s enough for now,” Garrett said.

      “Thank you, Detective Garrett,” I said and shook his hand.

      “I think we’ll be seeing a lot of each other,” he smiled. “Better call me Mason.”

      “Like Perry Mason,” I said.

      “Perry Mason? You watch old TV shows?”

      “Old TV shows, old movies. It’s one of my favorite pastimes.”

      “Mine too.” He smiled again and his gray eyes took on an intensity that made me catch my breath.

      “You can call me Ditie,” I said.

      “Ditie,” he said. “An unusual name. I like it. Makes me think of Aphrodite.”

      I blushed. “My father gave me that nickname. And it was for Aphrodite—funny you’d make that association.”

      Now it seemed to me Mason blushed a little. “Not so funny.”

      “Can you stay for some cake and ice cream?” I asked. “I know it would mean a lot to Jason.”

      “Of course,” Mason said. “I wouldn’t miss out on cake and ice cream.”

      At that moment Lurleen burst into the living room. “I thought you all would never finish. And where is the birthday boy?” She pretended to look under the couch and in Hermione’s ear. “He must be here somewhere.”

      Lucie giggled. “Oh, Miss Du Trois, he’s in the bedroom.”

      “Chérie,” she said to Lucie. “You must call me Lurleen. Everyone does. Now let’s go get that brother of yours. I’ve set up all the games outside.”

      They skipped off to the bedroom, leaving Mason and me alone in the living room. We could hear squeals of delight coming from Jason as they tickled him. We both smiled. There was something about that smile of Mason’s. Something wonderful.

      I caught myself. Mason had kids, which meant he probably had a wife, ring or no ring. I wasn’t in any position to take an interest in him. A childhood friend had died and I had two small children to protect. Here was a smart, kind man, who just might keep the children safe. Nothing more.

      I sighed. Mason looked over at me, but he didn’t say anything.

      I’d had the occasional boyfriend but nothing serious in my thirty-five years—with one exception. Phil Brockton. Some men couldn’t overlook the fact that I had a well-rounded figure or the fact that I didn’t need to depend on them for my livelihood or much else. It was a fault of mine, as my mother was quick to point out. “You must always let the man think he’s in charge.” Right. My mother with the iron fist was giving me advice on how to be demure. It just wasn’t in my nature. I spoke my mind—too much, I admit—and once I left home, I didn’t submit to anyone.

      “Are you all right?” Mason asked. “You looked fierce there for a moment. You reminded me of Lozen.”

      “Lozen?”

      “The female Apache warrior from the 1870s. She was a protector of women and children.”

      “I was thinking about the children, among other things. How do you know about her?”

      “I admire strong women. Had to. I grew up with one—my mother. And I read. Anything I can get my hands on. How about you? Do you find time to read, what with your work and your love of old movies?”

      Before I could answer, three wild creatures lurched into the living room. Lurleen was doing some kind of dance she’d learned in a Zumba class, and Lucie and Jason were mimicking her actions. She motioned to us, and it was clear we were supposed to follow along, snaking our way through the kitchen, out the back porch to
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