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        “As you ramble on through life, Brother,

        Whatever be your goal,

        Keep your eye upon the doughnut,

        And not upon the hole.”

        ― Margaret Atwood, The Blind Assassin
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      Lurleen dumped a pile of Atlanta real estate brochures on my family room coffee table— actually a blanket chest I’d brought from my childhood home in Iowa.

      “Look, chérie, look!”  Lurleen said.

      I rubbed my eyes. It was a rainy Saturday afternoon in late April. The kids were with my brother, Tommy, and his partner, Josh, for an afternoon at the movies, and I was curled up on the sleeper sofa watching a favorite Fred Astaire movie Top Hat. I should really call it a Ginger Rogers movie. She was the one I watched, floating effortlessly backward through the elaborate dance steps of Astaire.

      “Were you asleep, chérie? I did knock,” Lurleen said. “I’m sorry if I woke you.”

      “Not asleep,” I said.

      Lurleen gave me a piercing look with those hazel eyes of hers—eyes that seemed to have X-ray vision at times. “What is it, Ditie, what’s wrong? You don’t look like my Mighty Ditie this afternoon.”

      I sat up. “I hope it’s nothing. I got an email from Jason’s father. He’s been notified that I want to adopt the children and he’s coming to discuss that with me.”

      “Charlie Flack? Isn’t he in California?” Lurleen asked. “He should be in jail, but I’m glad he’s not for Jason’s sake.”

      I nodded. “He said his work was going well and that he’s become a different man, an honest one. He wants Jason to see him in a new light.”

      “An honest man?” Lurleen said. “Charlie was part of the scheme to steal information from Sandler’s Sodas on their blockbuster new product. Suddenly, he’s an honest man. That’s hard to believe. Has he ever apologized for how he terrorized his son—holding him at gunpoint and then using him as a shield?”

      “Not to me and not to Jason.” I sat up so Lurleen could sit beside me. “It was such an awful time. I never wanted the children to relive the horror of it. First their mother, Ellie, dies, and then Jason’s father turns out to be one of the bad guys. It was too much for a five-year-old boy to handle.”

      “Ellie didn’t do a good job of picking husbands, did she,” Lurleen said.

      “In a way she and Charlie were too much alike,” I said. “They both wanted easy money and lots of it. They never saw the risks involved until it was too late.”

      “Do you believe Charlie really has reformed?” Lurleen asked.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “I’m not sure he even realizes how lucky he is not to be in prison. Of course, that only happened because he was willing to turn state’s evidence.”

      “You think he’ll fight the adoption?” Lurleen asked.

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s not a bad thing if he wants to reconnect with his son. I want that for Jason, but if Charlie plans to take him to California to live, that will break my heart, Lurleen. And Lucie’s.”

      “The Charlie Flack I knew two years ago,” Lurleen said, “couldn’t take care of himself, much less the needs of a young boy.”

      “I agree,” I said, “but Charlie was never good about looking ahead or being realistic.”

      “Ellie specifically asked you to care for Lucie and Jason if something happened to her. She put it in writing—doesn’t that count for something?”

      “Maybe not if there’s a living relative around,” I said. “Ellie’s mother called from Costa Rica saying she was all for my adopting the kids, so that’s one hurdle down. And I’ve never heard a word from Lucie’s dad. I know that’s hard on Lucie even though she was barely three when he left.”

      “Poor Ellie,” Lurleen said. “Do the kids ask about their mother? I know when they’re with me, they don’t say much about her.”

      “We talk about Ellie all the time. Jason is forgetting her after two years but not Lucie. We look at pictures, but most of the ones I have are from the time we were kids together. I have one from her wedding to Lucie’s dad—the one in the hallway between the kids’s bedrooms. I’m doing everything I can to keep her memory alive and not the memory of her death.”

      “You’re a wonderful second mother to them,” Lurleen said and squeezed my hand.

      “None of it would have been possible without you and the rest of my village,” I said. “I couldn’t have continued to work full time if it weren’t for you.”

      “An act of love,” Lurleen said. She swept her auburn hair out of her eyes as she kissed me on the cheek.I could feel tears coming, and I fought them. “Nothing bad has happened yet. I need to wait and see what Charlie has in mind.”

      “When will he come?” Lurleen asked, still holding my hand.

      “In a week. I won’t know anything until he arrives.”

      I looked at the pamphlets Lurleen had brought. “What are the brochures?”

      Lurleen and I were best friends, and we knew when we needed to distract one another. Lurleen could see this was one of those times.

      “Ooh la la, I have had the most wonderful inspiration, an idée extraordinaire, if I do say so myself. You know what fun we had at Savannah Evans’s estate in South Carolina⁠—“

      “Fun, Lurleen?”

      “Yes, yes, I know it was also sad and a little frightening, but it was wonderful overall. A house full of cooks.”

      “And crooks,” I added.

      “Not all of them. Not by a long shot. That’s my inspiration, the cooking part, I mean. I want to build a cooking school here in Atlanta. I have the time and money, and now I’ve found the house!”

      I couldn’t help but smile. When Lurleen had an idea, it was impossible not to be drawn in. She did have the time and money.

      “A cooking school? Who would run it?” I asked.

      Lurleen was many fine things, but she was not a cook.

      “I haven’t quite decided that. I’d ask you, but I know you’d never leave your job in the refugee clinic. Still, you have to help me design it, and you have to promise to be a guest chef when you can.”

      “I’m not a chef, Lurleen. I’m an enthusiastic amateur.”

      “Whatever,” Lurleen said and tossed her wavy hair back from her lovely face. “I plan to talk to Anna Hayes. I don’t think Savannah has given her the cooking school she promised.”

      Anna was the power behind Savannah Evans’s empire, and I always wondered if Anna was content with her second-class status. She was a very attractive woman who was an excellent chef, unlike Savannah who was all show and publicity. While we were in South Carolina, it was clear Savannah didn’t want to share the limelight with anyone, particularly someone who might outshine her.

      “I thought I might offer her the position of head chef at the cooking school—either on a full-time or part-time basis,” Lurleen said. “We could invite participants and other chefs throughout the year. Children could come in the summer or maybe during their week-long school breaks. You could be a guest chef for the kids when you have time, a weekend course, perhaps.”

      “It’s a wonderful idea, Lurleen. Wonderful!”

      “The visiting chefs could stay in the house,” Lurleen said. “I’m going to make the house  a retreat for cooks who need a time-out. It’s a stressful job from everything I’ve seen. There are so many options, chérie, and I have found the perfect house. The school will be designed primarily for women. Women should be the most famous chefs in the world and for some reason they’re not. I want to give them a leg up, so to speak.”

      Lurleen rummaged through the brochures on the table and found the photograph she was searching for. “Here’s the house!”

      I studied the picture. You could see what a grand house it had once been and how neglect over the years had damaged it. The roof was missing tiles, one of the massive windows on the front of the house was boarded up. “It’s had a hard life, hasn’t it?”

      “Yes, which is why I can afford it. But look at the bones. Italian Renaissance Revival. Stucco walls a foot thick. Nine fireplaces. Four porches. Built in the early 1900s. There’s also a Beaux Art mansion for sale in the neighborhood, but this is the one for me. For us really.”

      “Beaux Art? How do you know what those terms mean?”

      “An old boyfriend—” Lurleen stopped. She laughed. “I don’t have to make up stories anymore. I studied architecture in college along with fine arts and accounting. It was an introductory course but enough to let me throw around terms.”

      Lurleen used to produce a boyfriend for every question I asked, but after our visit to her childhood home in Beaufort, South Carolina, she didn’t do that anymore. She’d had a very hard life as a young girl, but she no longer ran from it. She accepted it now for what it was—the good and the bad—and she only invented stories when she thought they might amuse us.

      She saw me looking at her. “I want this mansion to become a house of restitution. If my mother had been given help, maybe she would have turned away from drugs and the men who used her. You can see from the photos, this house also needs help.”

      She smiled broadly at me.

      “It’s very nice not to hide from the truth,” she said. “Ever since our trip to Beaufort, I feel ten pounds lighter.”

      “Ten pounds lighter and you’d float away, Lurleen.”

      Lurleen was gorgeous with her auburn hair, broad smile, and figure that was slender and curved in all the right places.

      She hugged me. “You are my ballast—you keep me grounded.”

      I smiled. I was shorter and rounder than Lurleen with dark hair that crinkled around my head, and like so few women I knew, I was happy in my own body. As a pediatrician, it worked well that I was barely over five feet. Children didn’t have to crane their necks to look at me. My cushy shape made for great hugs when appropriate, and it seemed children loved to touch my hair and watch it spring back no matter how hard they worked to pull it straight.

      “Now, about this house,” Lurleen said. “The auction is next Saturday at two, so you can still do your morning shift at the refugee clinic. Will you come with me?”

      “Absolutely. I’ve never been to a house auction before.”

      “Good. We can scope out the house this afternoon if you have time.”

      “I do. The kids won’t be back until seven. Can we get in?”

      “My real estate agent Oscar said he’d meet me there. Parts of the house are sealed off for safety reasons, but we can see the rest.”

      I put on my raincoat. Lurleen shook out her umbrella on the porch and we headed out. The rain had settled into a light drizzle. Lurleen had her Citroen, but I wasn’t in the mood to be cramped into a small space no matter how much she loved to drive that car.

      “We’ll take Tom Toyota,” I said.

      “Tom Toyota?” Lurleen asked. “Since when did your ten-year old Corolla get a name?”

      “Since Lucie figured out she and the car had almost the same birthday in September. I can remember buying that car when I got my first real job after residency. Lucie felt it deserved a name as part of the family.”

      We climbed in my reliable car and drove two miles to the house on Ponce de Leon.

      “It’s a great location, Lurleen. Close to us and close to downtown Atlanta.”

      “Oui, chérie. That’s one reason I chose it.”

      “You’ll have to do something about the driveway,” I said as we drove up a narrow bumpy road edged on each side with a stone wall.”

      “Ditie, I’ll have to do something about the entire house. I have an architect and a contractor who can’t wait to get their hands on renovating this house. The architect’s a woman. I wish the whole project could be built by women, but I can’t pull that off. Besides, I’m always happy to help out a few good men. Maybe I’ll even leave the school open to some who are down on their luck.”

      We parked beside a Lexus and climbed out of my car. The rain had stopped, but from the look of the sky we were in for another downpour momentarily. We’d save a walk around the grounds for another day.

      “This house is a remnant of Ponce in its heyday,” Lurleen said, “before wealthy people moved north to the splashy Buckhead neighborhood. No offense to your brother.”

      “None taken. Tommy’s always liked the good life, but he’s expanding his horizons under Josh’s influence. They might even look for a house in our neighborhood.“A lot of Ponce is now in the historic district,” Lurleen said, “including this house, so we’ll run into some restrictions, but isn’t it gorgeous?”

      “It is,” I said. “You must have almost an acre of land here. You could have a garden out back and grow some of the vegetables you’ll need.”

      “Ditie, I knew that’s what would interest you. I’ve already hired a landscaper, female, and told her you’ll work with her on the design of the garden.”

      I smiled. “You’re very confident you’ll get the house, aren’t you?”

      “My agent Oscar said no one was looking at it. It’s been abandoned for at least ten years, maybe more. Even he questioned my interest. He suggested it might have to be torn down. I hired a building inspector to take a preliminary look and he thought it could be saved with enough money.”

      Lurleen was smart about money and investments. She’d done her due diligence and if she thought this house could be saved, I believed her.

      It was harder to keep the faith when I saw the main entrance. The ceiling of the front porch drooped, and one of the pillars was missing. A wooden post propped up the ceiling on the right side. The stone steps leading to the front door were worn and uneven with no handrails.

      We saw the real estate agent standing near the open front door. He waved us inside as we heard a crash of thunder and sensed a new downpour about to start. As soon as we entered, we heard an explosion of water pellets hammering the porch. Inside, the house stayed dry.

      “I know we’ll have to replace the roof,” Lurleen said, “but I’m glad to see it’s not leaking down here. That’s a good omen.”

      “I’m Oscar,” the real estate agent said and extended his hand.

      Lurleen jumped in. “Ditie, this is my real estate agent Oscar Hammerstein. And this is Dr. Brown.”

      We shook hands as I did a double take.

      “I know,” Oscar said. “My parents hoped I’d become a musician, and of course I didn’t. But no one forgets my name, especially my older clients. They are the ones who appreciate the historic architecture in Atlanta. The younger ones just want to tear down everything and start over.”

      “Any visitors besides us?” Lurleen asked.

      “A few. One couple walked in, turned around and walked out. An older man went through the entire house, almost as if he were looking for something. I asked if he’d been in the house before, and he gave me a vague answer. He was a strange one, but he did want to be clear about when the auction would take place.”

      “Zut,” Lurleen said. “Competition.”

      “There was also a developer I know—Nate Young. You’ve probably seen his signs: ‘I put the Young in old houses.’ He’s buying up most of the street with plans to turn them into luxury condos for wealthy Atlantans. He tears them down but hangs on to a bit of the exterior to ‘give them authenticity.’ Nate’s already made a killing that way. Aggressive as hell, so he just might be your biggest competitor.” Oscar smiled at us. “He walked the grounds, took a few pictures of the exterior, and never stepped inside.”

      “He’ll get this house over my dead body,” Lurleen said. “This house needs to be resurrected not destroyed.”

      We looked around the entrance hall with its marbled floor that looked like a chess board with alternating black and white tiles. Some of the marble tiles were cracked. A  magnificent marble staircase with a wrought-iron banister was visible to our left. It was sealed off with a rope and sign saying no one was allowed upstairs. We viewed the rooms on the first floor—the library, the dining room, the front and back parlor. The kitchen we saved for last.

      Oscar followed us to make sure we didn’t scoot under a tape that said no entry. I guess he knew Lurleen pretty well. The high ceilings made our voices echo, and it was clear this had once been an elegant home. One single room appeared to be untouched by neglect. It was the back parlor with ceiling and floor intact. In one corner stood a baby grand piano, also intact.

      “What’s this doing here?” I asked.

      “Beats me,” Oscar said. “Whoever buys the house gets the piano. It’s probably a wreck.”

      I stood beside it and played the few chords I knew. “It’s in tune,” I said. “Why would that be? And it’s been dusted and polished—your idea?”

      “This is an as-is sale. I haven’t done a thing to the house. I mainly follow orders and make sure no one goes where it isn’t safe.”

      “Ditie,” Lurleen grinned, “we already have a mystery! What in the world is this well-cared for piano doing here?”

      “There’s more mystery than that,” Oscar said, keeping his voice low. “You don’t seem to know that a murder occurred in this house more than seventy years ago. The owner—Isaac Frost of Frost Drugstores and Frost’s Fabulous Doughnuts—was killed at the entrance to this room  in 1949. A neighbor was wounded close to the front door, but he recovered. They convicted a Black man of the crime, but most people didn’t think he was guilty.”

      “It was still the Jim Crow South in 1949,” Lurleen said, in case I didn’t know. I wasn’t from the South, so she and her live-in boyfriend, Danny, took pains to educate me when appropriate. I didn’t mind a bit, and over the years I’d come to understand just how complicated Southern history really was.

      “Jim Crow South?” I asked. “I know the South was still segregated and Black men were still getting lynched for crimes they didn’t commit in 1949, but I’ve never really understood the term or where it came from.”

      Oscar seemed eager to enlighten me. “The phrase probably came from ‘Jump Jim Crow,’ a song-and-dance minstrel show mocking Black people and performed by a white man in blackface. The Jim Crow South was a brutal time for Blacks—it lasted from Reconstruction to the Civil Rights Act of 1964.”

      “And beyond,” Lurleen said.

      “Yes,” Oscar agreed. “It meant a Black man accused of killing a white man would be hanged or lynched before he got to trial, but interestingly, this man, Lucius Brennan, was spared. Someone with connections didn’t want him to pay with his life for a crime he didn’t commit. They put him in prison for a few years, and then he was quietly released.”

      “How do you know all this, Oscar?” Lurleen asked.

      “If you mean about the Jim Crow South, I’m a history buff. I like to know about the place I live. And I’m Jewish, so I know about prejudice. If you mean how do I know about this particular murder, everyone around here knows about it. It’s become a sort of urban legend. Some people swear the house is haunted for all the evil done here. Kids dare each other to go on the grounds on Halloween.”

      “Did they find the real murderer?” I asked.

      “No,” Oscar said. “Rumor has it that someone in the family did  it. The police stopped investigating once they arrested Lucius Brennan. The Frosts were influential members of Atlanta society.”

      I could see Lurleen’s eyes widening. “You know I think Sandler’s Sodas paired with Frost’s Fabulous Doughnuts in some early advertising. Only I think they called it “Adelaide’s recipe for Frost’s Fabulous Doughnuts.”

      “Doughnuts with soda doesn’t sound delicious to me,” I said, “and how could you possibly remember that ad?”

      “First off, Sandler’s promoted the idea that their sodas went with everything,” Lurleen said. “Secondly, you know I worked at Sandler’s as an accountant for years. When I got really bored or annoyed, I’d head for the Sandler’s museum. It has a super collection of old ads. I can remember this one because it was such a beautiful ad—birds flying across the page and a saying, “Light as a feather, Adelaide’s doughnuts, available only at Frost’s Drugstores.’”

      She sighed and gave me a blissful smile. “So I’m going to resurrect a house that belonged to one of Atlanta’s foremost tycoons of the early twentieth century.”

      “The Frosts didn’t have a great reputation,” Oscar said. “They were known to be ruthless in business dealings, greedy for every last dime. Isaac Frost was at least third generation in the Atlanta doughnut and drugstore business—he was the man who was murdered.”

      “Perfect,” Lurleen said. “I will turn this house, originally designed for the wealthy, selfish Frosts, into a house for the people in need. Specifically, women down on their luck. I’ll bring justice to this house and that poor Black man as well. Women and Blacks have been mistreated far too long in this country!”

      “Can I help you down from your soapbox, Lurleen?” I said. “You don’t own this house yet, and I want to see the kitchen before I have to leave.”

      The kitchen looked solid but far too small for what Lurleen intended. There was a room beside it that Oscar said was the maid’s room.

      “My architect says we can easily incorporate both rooms into one,” Lurleen said, “but it makes more sense to expand out back. She says that would give us much more space, and we can likely get approval for that. I’d like to keep the feel of the original kitchen with its huge fireplace and long sink in the back of the room—you know those are old. Do you have the stats on when the house was built, Oscar?”

      He nodded. “According to the records this house was built in 1920. The fireplace might be a hundred years older, probably built before the Civil War. Looks as if they left it in place and built the new house around it.”

      “More history,” Lurleen said. “I love it. I’ll bring this mansion back to life, and I’ll discover who really killed Isaac Frost in 1949.”

      “How?” I asked. “Everyone involved is dead by now.”

      “I’ll find a way,” Lurleen said, “and you will get to be a detective again. Safely.”

      I had to admit the idea intrigued me. I didn’t say that to Lurleen, but she knew anyway. Here was an old murder waiting to be solved. With an injustice to be corrected. She knew I couldn’t resist either idea. Especially when it came with no threat to anyone currently alive.

      We had a lot to learn.
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      We took a second tour through the downstairs.

      “This house really has suffered,” Lurleen said looking at the once grand staircase.

      “I love the staircase,” I said.

      Oscar didn’t seem to be listening. Instead, he stared at the bottom of the stairs. He reached down to examine a broken marble step. “This wasn’t like this yesterday. I did a walk- through. Someone broke that step going to the second floor when I wasn’t looking.”

      “That’s easily fixed,” Lurleen said.

      “Maybe,” Oscar said, “but it doesn’t look like an accident. It looks as if someone lifted up that marble tread with a crowbar.”

      He showed us what he meant. It was as if the step had been pulled away leaving a cavernous empty space below.

      “Why would anyone do that?” I asked.

      “Beats me,” Oscar said. “You wouldn’t believe what people do when they’re buying or selling a house.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Lurleen said. “This will be my house in a week, and I’ll fix everything that’s wrong with it.” She turned to me. “I’ve seen a floor plan of the two floors above. There will be plenty of space for people to stay. We’ll add bathrooms. I have a vision for all of it.”

      I nodded. I had no doubt this restored mansion would be magnificent when Lurleen was finished. I was less sure she’d be successful at the auction.

      “I know what you’re thinking, Ditie. You’re thinking I might be getting my hopes up too high and I might not manage to buy the house. I will get the house!”

      I nodded.

      “And if I don’t, I’ll find a better one.”

      Oscar agreed. “There’s not much call for these huge mansions on Ponce anymore, other than to divide them up for condos. People don’t want to restore a falling-down relic. They want easy fixes. Nothing about this house will be an easy fix.”

      Lurleen smiled. “I guess that’s why I love it so much. It needs someone to bring it back to life.”

      We left and drove to Lurleen’s where she showed me sketches of what she and her architect envisioned for the house. There would be no grand kitchen with cameras for a television production like Savannah Evans had in South Carolina, just plenty of room for people who wanted to learn how to cook.

      “I want this to be an oasis for cooks—old, new, professional, amateur—with a sustainable garden. That’s where you come in, Ditie. And I want to teach children what it means to grow and prepare food. I can’t wait to get started.”

      “Speaking of gardens,” I said, “did you see the rose garden at the side of the house? I peeked at it through the window in the back parlor.”

      “No,” Lurleen said. “I must have been talking to Oscar about the auction. It’s cash only or a cashier’s check. What about it?”

      “It’s magnificent! One or two rose bushes have started to blossom but a dozen more are about to bud. The ground looks as if it has been weeded and mulched. Someone has taken as much care of the garden as they have with the piano. Why would anyone do that when the rest of the house is falling apart?”

      “Why indeed?” Lurleen said. “Good karma and bad, that’s what this house has. It’s so exciting, chérie. Can’t you feel it?”

      Actually, I could. The idea of helping Lurleen design a wonderful vegetable garden got my juices flowing. And truth be told, the mystery involved with this old house was every bit as exciting. If I had time, I’d look into the old murder, see what I could find on the internet.

      I wondered what my boyfriend, Mason, might know about it. He was an Atlanta detective, and surely the police would have a record of a case as spectacular as this one.

      Perhaps I should wait to press Mason about the murder until I knew if Lurleen was able to buy the house. She’d be disappointed enough if she lost it without adding more details about a murder within its walls.

      I drove Lurleen to my house, so she could get her car. She left minutes before Lucie, Jason, Tommy, and Josh arrived.

      The kids burst through the front door eager to tell me every detail of the movie Jason had picked, some kind of interplanetary space adventure. Jason, newly seven, no longer wanted little kid movies.

      “I’m going to Mars,” Jason announced. “You’ll see, Mommy. I’m going to join NASA.”

      “You know about NASA?” I asked.

      Tommy and Josh looked at me. “We had a long discussion with Jason about NASA,” Tommy said. “He’s ready to be an astronaut. Lucie might be one too.”

      “Maybe,” Lucie said. “But I might want to stay on Earth and report the news.”

      The kids were so different. Jason was always on the move and ready for adventure. School was more challenging, particularly reading, but give him a math problem, and he’d be all over it. Now that we had his reading problem diagnosed as dyslexia he no longer thought he was stupid, and he no longer felt ashamed for not seeing letters the way they were written.

      Lucie was all about words. Her curiosity lay in solving puzzles. She was in fifth grade, and her teachers said it was a challenge to keep her occupied. They wondered if she should skip a grade. I’d skipped two grades and wasn’t sure that was the answer. It had taken me time to catch up with my peers physically and left me naive about social cues even into my adulthood. We’d wait and see how things panned out.

      For now, they complemented each other. Lucie helped Jason with his reading, and Jason helped Lucie be a more free-wheeling child. When she came to me she’d been a mini-adult, partly out of necessity. Ellie was a loving mother but sometimes without a sense of responsibility. Lucie was the mom to Jason, and it took her a while to trust I could take over that role.

      As we sat around the dining room table devouring chocolate cake from a new recipe I’d discovered, I thought about how far we’d come. We’d recovered from Ellie’s death. The sadness would always be there, but we were a new family now. One that included my brother and his partner, as well as Mason, my future husband. Lurleen and Danny were our perfect extended family. I put aside the worries about what Jason’s father, Charlie Flack, might have in mind.

      As we were finishing dessert, Mason arrived, followed by Danny and Lurleen.

      “Danny said we had to stop by since he was starving for something sweet,” Lurleen said. “He has a nose for your baking.”

      Danny didn’t say a word but helped himself to two pieces of cake.

      He took a large bite of the first one. “Best ever, Ditie. This one’s a winner.”

      “You say all my desserts are winners, Danny.”

      “True, but this one especially.”

      Danny was all muscle, every inch of his six foot four frame. He worked out when he wasn’t on the job as a private investigator, and he could afford to eat all he wanted. I wrapped up two more pieces for him to take home.

      I asked Mason if he wanted some as well, and he shook his head. “I want some, but my body is saying no. I can’t eat the way I used to when I was Danny’s age.”

      He gathered up our plates from dessert, rinsed them, and put them in the dishwasher.

      “How did I luck onto a guy like you?” I asked.

      We both knew the answer to that and didn’t dwell on it. We’d met after Ellie was murdered. Mason was the detective who brought me the news. He was thoughtful, kind, and straightforward. From the beginning he seemed to realize how hard Ellie’s murder was on me and the kids, and he did everything he could to protect and comfort us.

      He wiped his hands on the towel I handed him and then he kissed me. “I’m the lucky one,” he said.

      We settled in the living room and spent an hour talking about Lurleen’s plans. Even the kids got excited.

      “Can we go with you to the auction?” Lucie asked.

      “Can we?” Jason chimed in.

      “You’ll have to follow my directions—no running around the property or through the house. It’s not safe, and it’s not Lurleen’s house yet.”

      Jason knew I was speaking to him.

      “I can follow directions, Mommy. You know I can.”

      “I do know that. If it’s okay with Lurleen it’s okay with me.”

      Lurleen nodded.

      “I’ve never been to a house auction,” Josh said. “Tommy and I have been looking at houses, and it might be good for us to see how an auction works.”

      “We’ll all go,” Mason said, “assuming I don’t have to work next Saturday.”

      “Parfait! Formidable!” Lurleen said. “We will crush the competition with our sheer numbers.”

      While a great deal about Lurleen had changed since our trip to her hometown in South Carolina, she hadn’t lost her love of all things French. Although she’d never actually studied in France or Quebec, her adopted aunt had taken her to Provence in southern France for vacation and had left Lurleen a farmhouse outside Aix en Provence. Lurleen promised a French summer vacation for all of us when the kids were a little older. In the meantime, she continued using her French phrases spoken with her own unique accent.
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        * * *

      

      The week passed quickly. Spring meant allergies in the refugee clinic where I worked, along with a few more serious illnesses. Jason, Lucie, and I kept up our usual routine in terms of home and school. I dropped the kids off at Morningside Elementary, and Lurleen picked them up. Danny or I often made dinner for all of us.

      It was Saturday before we knew it.

      I met everyone at the mansion as soon as I got off work, half an hour before the auction was to start. The inside of the house was off limits, but we were free to roam the grounds. Josh and Tommy were on duty with Jason. While Jason promised to follow the rules, it wouldn’t take much to tempt him to climb a tree, run around the house at full speed, or make him decide he was a space cadet landing on an alien planet.

      Lucie sat on the front porch. She had her notebook and drawing pad beside her on a bench set out for the auction. I wouldn’t be surprised if we had a beautiful ‘before’ picture of what I hoped would be Lurleen’s house.

      All I could see at the moment was Lucie’s silver blond head bent over her drawing pad. For a moment I saw Ellie, blond hair buffeted by the wind, the way I’d first seen her when I was five and she was seven. The only difference was the blazing smile that was Ellie’s trademark—the smile that said we’d be friends forever.

      I walked around the house with Mason. We hadn’t had much time to talk since Lurleen came up with her scheme to buy it. I showed him the well-tended rose garden.

      “There’s something familiar about this house,” Mason said. He took off his cap to scratch his bald head. He did that unconsciously whenever he was trying to place a thought he couldn’t quite find.

      “You’ve been here before?” I asked.

      Mason shook his head. “It’s the address that sounds familiar and the look of the front of the house. There was some crime or scandal here from years ago.”

      “There was a murder in this house, more than seventy years ago, long before you came on the scene,” I said.

      “Hmm, maybe that’s it. My dad loved to tell me about old cases, usually ones he didn’t think had been solved correctly. He’d show me newspaper clippings when he had them.”

      Mason came from a long line of police officers. His dad had been close to retirement when he was killed.

      “Was your dad on the force in the late forties? That’s when the murder took place.”

      “Nope. Too young, but my grandfather would have been on the force. Too bad we can’t ask him.”

      At that moment, Mason got a call on his cell. He listened and hung up. “Have to go. Let me know if Lurleen gets the house.”

      “I will.”

      The auctioneer called us to the porch. We gathered around Lurleen.

      “It’s Oscar!” I said.

      “Yes, he’s a man of many talents,” Lurleen said.

      Oscar motioned Lurleen closer. “I think you should know something before the bidding starts,” he said to her. “I consider you a friend, and I want to give you fair warning. I found some disturbing graffiti chalked on the porch when I arrived. I took a picture of it before I cleaned it off.”

      Lurleen and I peered at the photo on his cell.

      We could make out the porch with a red chalk circle drawn on it that looked like a stop sign.

      Inside the circle were the words printed in block letters:

      “MURDER. KEEP OUT. YOU COULD BE NEXT.”

      Lurleen read the words aloud, softly, so that Lucie wouldn’t hear. We looked at each other.

      “This certainly isn’t meant for me specifically, Oscar, but for anyone wishing to buy the house,” Lurleen said.

      “I called the police,” Oscar said. “They came and took a picture but said there wasn’t much they could do. Mischief. Buyer beware, that sort of thing. The police said everyone in the neighborhood knew about the old murder. I haven’t decided if I’ll make a public announcement yet or not.”

      “Please do,” Lurleen said. “It might discourage other buyers.”

      Oscar nodded. He called everyone to gather at the bottom of the porch steps. Apparently, there were more bidders than he anticipated, and he didn’t want to risk a crowd of people on the old porch.

      Oscar described the chalked threat he’d found. I watched as Lucie’s eyes grew large. He said the police felt it was petty vandalism, a lot of that had been happening in the area, but still, he thought bidders had a right to know.

      One couple looked at each other and headed for their car. Everyone else appeared  unfazed. Lucie scrambled down the stairs and took my hand. “Did you hear, Mama Di?”

      I did, I told her. “Does it scare you?”

      “If it doesn’t scare Lurleen, it doesn’t scare me.”

      The only auction I’d ever seen before was something Lurleen had dragged me to in downtown Atlanta. Just like in the movies, the auctioneer spoke so quickly I hadn’t dared to raise my hand to bid. Lurleen managed to come home with two priceless—according to her—vintage crystal peacock vases. She thought they would look stunning on her mantle, and they did. The fact that they were French sealed the deal.I wasn’t at all sure how a house auction would work. Lurleen had explained most of it to me—the pre-registration, the rounds of bidding, the need to pay in full at the end of the auction.

      Oscar distributed the bidding cards to the handful of people standing at the bottom of the steps. Lurleen got number one.

      “My lucky number,” she said, “in this case.”

      Oscar announced a minimum required opening bid.

      Lurleen waited. A young couple raised their card, and the bidding began in earnest. Lurleen kept her card at her side until the first round was finished. When there was silence for several seconds, the auctioneer raised the price by one hundred thousand, and Lurleen raised her card.

      She’d told me a little bit about her strategy. She was going to sit tight at first and then make it clear she was a serious bidder who planned to win the final bid. With the jump in price, the couple who’d made the initial bid handed their card to Oscar and left.

      I couldn’t help but wonder what a couple in their twenties was doing here anyway. Did they realize what it would cost to restore this house, if it could be restored, and why would they need a seven thousand square foot house?

      There were many young couples living on my street in Virginia-Highland. The houses were much smaller but the prices were still hefty. Did they have parents helping them out? I knew I never had that kind of money as a twenty-something. Even now, as a thirty-something physician I couldn’t afford the house Lurleen was bidding on.

      Lurleen’s money came from her much loved and very wealthy Aunt Theresa who expected her to put her inheritance to good use.

      After ten minutes there were three bidders left in addition to Lurleen—a well-groomed man in his seventies, a man in his early thirties, and an attractive woman who was forty something.

      The young man stood in front of us, one foot on the lowest step, poised as if he were a GQ model, which he could have been. He was dressed in black from his turtleneck to his Nike sneakers with thick dark hair brushed up on the top of his head.

      Lurleen nudged me. “Sneakers, four hundred dollars,” she said, “and that quiff with low fade haircut, that costs money to maintain.”

      She might as well have been speaking Chinese. “Quiff? Low fade?”

      “Ditie, you have to get out more. See that brushed up look on the top of his head, the shaved sides. He’s telling us how in-style he is. I’ll bet he’s Nate Young, the developer Oscar mentioned.”

      He certainly made the other bidders disappear into the background.

      The older man could have been any age and was conservatively dressed wearing a gray sports coat over charcoal slacks. He had the appearance of old money.

      The woman looked like every real estate agent I’d seen in Atlanta, blond hair, big smile, ready for business. She spoke on her cell before and after each bid, so apparently she was bidding for an offsite buyer.

      The war was on. At the end of the next round of bidding, Lurleen jumped the last bid by fifty thousand dollars. All sales were final and cash dependent.

      The older man hadn’t bid since the first round. I watched him grow frustrated. He looked angry and then defeated. He handed in his bidding card, and I heard him whisper to Lurleen as he brushed past her.

      “You’re making the worst mistake of your life. You’ll regret this more than you could possibly imagine.”

      Lurleen ignored him as she focused on the next round of bidding. I didn’t. I watched him as he stood on the grass within hearing of the auctioneer. I motioned to Danny.

      “Follow that man when he leaves. Find out who he is.”

      I didn’t tell Danny about his threat to Lurleen—that would have led to a nasty fight.

      The young man who looked like a fashion model didn’t bid after the next round. He handed in his bidding card, but he stayed around until the bidding was done. After two more rounds the woman on the phone shook her head.

      “It’s yours,” Oscar announced to Lurleen. “You have a cashier’s check?”

      “I do.” She handed him two of the three checks she was holding.

      “Congratulations,” Oscar said.

      The young man gave Lurleen his business card. “This will be a money pit. You’ll be begging me to take it off your hands. When you decide to sell, call me. I’ll make you a reasonable offer.”

      “That won’t happen”—she glanced at his card —“Mr. Young. I know about you. I won’t tear down this house, I’ll restore it.”

      “You have no idea what this house is going to cost you; it will most likely collapse around your ears. Women make emotional decisions,” he said, shaking his head. “That’s disastrous in a project this size.”

      “I’ll invite you to my housewarming, Mr. Young,” Lurleen said and turned her back on him.

      I approached the blond woman, still standing at the foot of the porch steps, cell phone in hand. “You stayed in the bidding a long time. Did your buyer plan to raze the house
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