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      Car horns bleated, tempers flared, and people were as prickly as the sweat that beaded on their bodies. It was the usual muggy July in Atlanta, Georgia.

      Every summer I wished for a condo by the sea, but the kids seemed content with the  public Glenlake Pool in Decatur, ten minutes from our house. I made sure they got in the water every day it wasn’t raining.

      We’d just returned, and the shade of my giant magnolia gave us a moment’s relief from the oppressive heat. Jason, age five, was becoming a swimmer, and Lucie, almost nine, already was one.

      Four months since the death of my childhood friend Ellie—their mother—Lucie was beginning to act like a kid again and not a second mom to Jason.

      “Stop hitting me with your water wings, Jason. It’s not funny. Make him stop, Aunt Di.”

      “Jason, come here. Let me have those wings. You hardly need them anymore.”

      Jason looked at me as if he were debating the possibility of running into the house, but I was too fast for him. As a pediatrician, I knew how to capture children, if not with my charm, then with the speed of a firm hand.

      I took the water wings and scooted him inside to take a bath.

      “You can use my shower upstairs, Lucie.”

      I entered the house two steps behind them. The swim had been refreshing but already I was perspiring from the sultry air.

      The air conditioning took my breath away. I started when I saw Mason settled on my sofa with my dog, Hermione, lounging beside him. I didn’t work Fridays, but Mason did.

      “Why aren’t you tracking down murderers?” I asked.

      “I got time off for good behavior.” He must have seen me shivering. “I hope it’s not too cold in here.” He held out his hand and tugged me, wet suit and towel, onto his lap. Hermione jumped down—she wasn’t fond of anything or anyone that might get her wet. Mason wrapped a throw around me.

      “That will get soaked,” I said.

      “You have a dryer—I’ll take care of it.”

      “Really, why aren’t you at work?”

      “I pulled two all-nighters. They’ll call me if they need me. Right now, I just wanted to see you.” He pushed my short dark curls away from my face. “You look good enough to eat.”

      I probably did look like a nice plump muffin, but no matter how I looked, Mason made me feel gorgeous. I slipped off his lap, so I could see him clearly.

      “What are you up to?” I asked.

      “A man has to be up to something because he wants to see his girlfriend in the middle of the day?”

      “Yes, if that man is a detective with the Atlanta Police Department.”

      For a moment, Mason looked hurt. “You really don’t know what day this is?”

      I searched my memory and shook my head. “It’s not my birthday or yours. Jason had his, and Lucie’s is in September. I give up.” I looked into his warm gray eyes, rubbed his bald head and gave him a kiss. “I really don’t care why you’re here, I’m glad you are.”

      “It’s exactly four months since we met,” he said. “You forgot.”

      “I’ll never forget that,” I said.

      It was the worst night of my life and my children’s lives. It was the night their mother  was murdered. Mason Garrett, the detective on the case, gave me the news. He was kind and gentle, and my view of him had never changed.

      I cuddled up to him wet bathing suit and all.

      “I can’t believe it’s only been four months,” he said. “I feel as if I’ve known you all my life.”

      “I feel the same way.”

      “You mean that?”

      “Of course.”  As soon as I said that out loud, I realized where Mason was headed. When would be the right time to ask me to marry him or at least to move in together? The children, I’d say, as I said every time he brought up the issue. The children needed stability right now, no new upheaval.

      We were spared this conversation by Jason who ran into the room with his mitt in one hand and a bat in the other.

      “You didn’t wait for me to run your bath,” I said.

      “Uncle Mason is here,” he said, as if that justified never taking a bath again. “Wanna play ball?”

      “You got a ball?” Mason asked looking around.

      Jason searched the room. “Hermione,” he shouted.

      My wonderful patient shepherd-collie mix trotted into the room, head held high with a softball in her mouth.

      “Jason,” I said. “I told you to put that up where Hermione couldn’t get it. She thinks it’s her toy now and she’ll chew it up.

      Jason pulled it from her mouth. “It’s fine, see?”

      It was fine except for a few toothmarks.

      “If it gets chewed up,” I said, “the next one comes out of your allowance.”

      Mason stood up. “I think we men better leave, before your Aunt Di starts yelling at us.” He ushered Jason out in front of him.

      Hermione trotted after them into the front yard. From the porch I watched Mason lob the ball to Jason who threw it back with the fierce attention of a five-year-old. After Lucie appeared, ready to play short stop, I went inside and took a shower. I was barely dressed when I heard Hermione barking.

      Mason shushed her and said, “Can I help you?”

      “Is Ditie available?”

      I recognized a familiar voice.

      I ran downstairs and out to the porch, a towel in one hand, trying to do something with my curly hair.

      Before me stood Phil Brockton IV . . . in a Civil War uniform. Despite my best efforts not to notice, he looked incredibly handsome. Six feet tall, one hundred eighty pounds, straight brown hair that fell casually over one eye—elegant in his gray uniform.

      “Phil? I thought you were going to call when you were coming to town for a reenactment.”

      “I did call and emailed as well, but you never responded, so here I am.”

      It was all true. Phil had emailed me a few weeks earlier and given me the date he was coming. I hadn’t responded because I didn’t know what to say. He’d called, and I’d deleted the message almost as soon as I received it. Somehow I’d managed to ‘forget’ those communications.

      “I’m on my way to a pre-battle planning party and thought I’d stop by,” he said. “I hope you can come to the Battle of Resaca tomorrow. It’s the biggest of the Atlanta Campaign reenactments.”

      Before I answered, I introduced him to the three people clustered around me.

      “Philip Brockton, this is Mason Garrett and these are my children Lucie and Jason.”

      “Your children?” Phil looked shocked.

      “Long story. They’re my children now and forevermore.”

      Mason and Phil reluctantly shook hands.

      “You’re the boyfriend police detective, right?” Phil asked.

      Mason raised one eyebrow and nodded. “You’re the doctor obsessed with the Civil War who took off for New York abruptly after residency.”

      This wasn’t going well.

      Phil looked at me. “What have you told his guy about me?”

      “Never mind,” I said. “Why are you here, Phil?”

      “When I didn’t hear back from you, I assumed you hadn’t gotten my messages. I’m hoping you can come tomorrow. For old time’s sake.”

      “Like Civil War old time’s sake?” Mason asked. “Or something else.”

      I gave Mason a look meant to say I could fight my own battles. Phil was the only man I ever thought I might marry before Mason. He’d stood me up seven years earlier—not at the altar—but by leaving town and moving in with an oncology nurse.

      “Why didn’t you just call me again today?” I asked.

      “I thought you might be avoiding me, and I wanted to see you. Can you come tomorrow? All the action starts in the afternoon, around two.” He looked at the family group. “Everyone’s invited.”

      I wasn’t sure he meant that. It sounded more like his polite Southern upbringing speaking. “I don’t know, Phil.”

      “A lot of the old gang from med school will be there—Harper and Ryan Hudson, Sally Cutter, Andy Morrison. I don’t know if you remember Frank Peterson—he was in the class ahead of us, but he and I stayed friends.”

      “To be honest, Phil, the only person I’d really like to see is Andy. I haven’t kept up with your other friends, and didn’t Sally drop out of school second year? I’m surprised you’re still in touch with her.”

      “We’re friends, and she loves this reenactment stuff. Please come.”

      I looked at Mason. He didn’t look happy.

      “I’m not sure I can.”

      Why couldn’t I just say no? What was wrong with me? He’d hurt me more than any man ever had before or since. Did I need him to take responsibility for what he’d done? I’d fallen hard for Phil. Do you ever get over your first love or do you always imagine how it might have ended differently?

      I felt an old longing mixed with hurt.

      “I’ll see if Lurleen can stay late with the kids, and I’ll have to see if I can leave a little early from the refugee clinic. I work there Saturday mornings, so I don’t know if I can make it.”

      “You’ll have a great time. Maybe we could visit before things get started.”

      “I’ll see.”

      Phil left and Mason turned to me. “Are you seriously thinking about going tomorrow? I thought you were over this guy. Do you still have feelings for him?”

      I looked at the children who were staring at us.

      “Let’s go inside,” I said. “I think we all need to cool off.”

      I headed for the kitchen. “How about some lemonade? We’ll make it fresh. Jason, get me six lemons from the bowl by the sink. I’ll cut and you can squeeze, Lucie.”

      Standing in my cool white kitchen with its tin ceiling and gray quartz countertops helped me calm down. It was always my go-to place when I needed comfort. I ran my hand over the marble island and waited for Jason to bring me the lemons.

      Mason remained in the welcoming archway between my kitchen and breakfast room, but there was nothing warm in his look.

      I turned to him. “Maybe you can find a family movie for us to watch unless you need to check in at the office.”

      Mason didn’t say a word, just headed for the family room.

      Lucie leaned toward me and whispered. “Something’s wrong, isn’t it Aunt Di? You have that look.”

      “That look?”

      “You know, the look you get when you’re worried and don’t want us to know. You get those wrinkles in your forehead and your mouth goes all serious.”

      “Lucie, it’s nothing to worry about.” I hugged her. “It’s just that a man I knew years ago turned up on my doorstep, and it shocked me a little.”

      Jason was walking toward the island trying hard to balance lemons in his small hands, intent on not dropping any. I placed them on the chopping board, and he counted them out.

      “Look Aunt Di, six.”

      I smiled at him. “Perfect.”

      “That man who came to see you,” Jason said,“was he wearing a costume for Halloween?”

      “That’s months away,” Lucie said, “in October.”

      I could see Jason’s lip start to quiver. He never liked being criticized by his sister.

      “He was dressed in a Confederate Civil War uniform,” I said. “He came to Atlanta to play a part in a pretend battle.”

      Jason looked completely bewildered.

      “Jason, you remember how much Danny likes to talk about the Civil War, the war that took place over a hundred and fifty years ago.”

      Danny was the live-in boyfriend of my best friend Lurleen, and he’d become an important part of the children’s lives.

      “Uncle Danny calls it the War of Northern Aggression,” Lucie said proudly, “where the Northern states got mad at the Southern states and everybody fought everybody. We read about it in school, and they called it the Civil War.”

      “I love Danny like a brother, but we don’t see eye to eye about everything. The Southern states wanted to leave the United States and form a separate country. You’ve heard about Abraham Lincoln?”

      Lucie nodded.

      “Lincoln was president and he didn’t want the United States to fall apart,” I said. “He fought a war to save it and eventually to free enslaved people.”

      I’d lost Jason half way through the conversation. He’d wandered off to the living room and was trying to teach Hermione a new trick—walking on her hind legs to get a treat. She was a big dog, and this was unlikely to work no matter how sweet the treat.

      I cut the lemons in half, and Lucie squeezed them into the pitcher. We added sugar and ice water and stirred like crazy. Lucie tasted it and agreed it was sweet enough. We put together a tray with glasses of lemonade and some home-made ginger cookies.

      I poked my head into the family room where Mason was watching TV.

      “Twilight double header,” he said when he saw me. “Just started. The Braves hit a home run.” He glanced at the kids. “I can find a movie if you’d rather.”

      “No need,” I said.

      Jason scrambled up on the couch. He was never one to miss a baseball game or time with Mason. I left them with the cookies and lemonade.

      Lucie and I sat on the porch swing outside. Hermione flopped at our feet. Majestic, my orange cat who lived up to her name, settled on Lucie’s lap.

      Lucie stroked his head, and neither of us spoke. I was grateful for the time to think.

      Phil Brockton shows up expecting me to drop everything to watch him play soldier. Just like old times. When I could be of use to him he wanted me around. He even let me think he loved me. But, no matter what he’d felt, I had loved him. I thought he was like my father—smart, funny, and compassionate.

      I sighed, and Lucie looked at me.

      “It’s nothing,” I said. “I guess I’m bothered that Dr. Brockton showed up.”

      “Did you love him, Aunt Di?’

      “Whatever made you ask that, honey?”

      “You have that look you give Uncle Mason sometimes.”

      “Good grief, Lucie. Do you spend every minute studying my face?”

      Lucie blushed. “It’s not hard, Aunt Di. Even Uncle Mason says he can tell what you’re thinking before you say a word.” Lucie sat quietly for a moment. She started picking at the wooden planks in the porch swing.

      “What is it, Lucie?”

      “It’s just . . . if you loved him once, maybe you still love him. Uncle Mason wouldn’t like that, and I wouldn’t either.”

      “Not to worry, Lucie. I’m no longer in love with Dr. Brockton.”

      I hoped that was true.

      “And you are in love with Uncle Mason?” she asked with the tiniest grin.

      “Say, I think you have a wobbly tooth in that mouth of yours. Let me check.”

      I poked around in her mouth and tickled her until she was giggling so hard she nearly fell off the swing onto Hermione. Majestic had jumped ship at the first sign of a disturbance, and Hermione had the good sense to move away.

      Mason must have seen us through the bay window in the family room because he and Jason came outside a moment later.

      “I can’t leave you guys alone for a minute,” Mason said as he closed the screen door. “I expected more of you, Hermione.”

      She trotted up to Mason in hopes of a good rub, which she got.

      Lurleen and Danny arrived moments later, and we made plans for an ad hoc dinner. Danny and Mason would grill steaks. I would handle the salads, and Lurleen would watch the kids. She was always my back-up. When her aunt died and left her a fortune, she’d quit her job at Sandler’s Sodas and spent almost as much time with the kids as I did.

      Over dinner I told Lurleen and Danny the story of Phil’s abrupt arrival and his request that I watch a Civil War reenactment on Saturday.

      “Boy,” Danny said, “would I love to see that!”

      Danny looked like a kid at that moment, all six feet four inches of him.

      “You could come along if you don’t have work to do,” I said.

      Danny was a former cop and now private investigator who set his own hours. “I’m free tomorrow.”

      I turned to Lurleen. “It’ll be a longer day for you. I probably won’t get home until after five.”

      “I don’t mind,” Lurleen said. “No offense, Danny, but the idea of watching grown men play war doesn’t really interest me.”

      “It’s not playing war, Lurleen, it’s creating living history,” Danny said.

      “Ah, mon Dieu,” Lurleen said. She returned to her unique version of French when she got frustrated.

      “I’ll try to leave the clinic around noon and get to Resaca about one,” I said, “but you can probably go earlier if you want, Danny.”

      Mason had been silent throughout the meal. I looked over at him.

      “Would you like to come?”

      “Can’t. I have to work tomorrow.”

      His response was curt, and I didn’t have any inclination to draw him out.

      Danny and I made plans to meet on the battlefield.

      Mason barely said two words to me when he left at the end of the evening. Worse than that he didn’t kiss me good night. Could he really be jealous of a relationship that had ended seven years ago? Or did he know me well enough to recognize my ambivalence.
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        * * *

      

      My supervisor, Vic, had no problem with my leaving the clinic early. I arrived at  Resaca shortly after one. It was hard to imagine a bloody fight in such a pastoral setting with rolling hills dotted with pine trees. I’d never seen a reenactment, and the idea intrigued me now. In med school it was the last thing I had time for.

      Perhaps having a boy of my own made me realize something new about the excitement of guns and battles. I suppose, to be honest, the idea of seeing Phil once more in uniform also intrigued me. Phil was a handsome man, and I didn’t mind seeing a handsome man in uniform. I tried hard to convince myself that was the extent of my interest in him.

      When I arrived, tents lined the hillsides and men sat outside them dressed in blue or gray. I walked over to a row of larger tents where women and men were selling goods. I asked inside one of them where the battle would take place and they directed me to the top of a hill.

      “You can see everything from there,” the man told me. I walked past an EMS Gordon County ambulance—I guess they were prepared for anything that might happen—to a tent at the top of the hill selling  bottled water. It was a humid day with no breeze, so I bought some and stared over the field.

      To my left were a set of at least four cannons. Across the field I could see members of the cavalry running their horses along a line as they poked with their bayonets at balloons on posts. The horses were beautiful. Clusters of men stood near the edges of the field. I’d never be able to spot Phil.

      One tent with two women inside was nestled near the bottom of the hill. I asked where I might find the Confederate organizers of the event.

      One woman dressed in a period costume greeted me warmly. “We’re with the Army of Tennessee, dear. We know the men. Who is it you might be looking for?”

      “Phil Brockton,” I said.

      “Colonel Brockton? He’s a fine man. My William is under his command. They’re over yonder near those trees.”

      She never broke out of her role and pointed to a clump of pine trees fifty yards away.

      I spotted Phil about the same time he noticed me. He motioned me to stay back and I watched as he sketched something in the dirt to a dozen men dressed in gray uniforms. Then he strode over to meet me.

      “I’m glad you came, Ditie. Pretty impressive, isn’t it. Wait ’til the action starts.”

      He was in charge of maintaining the cannons on the Confederate side. He gave me a history of the battle as we walked to the cluster of cannons not far from us.

      “General Sherman’s men and our Rebs under General Johnston fought on this field in May 1864.  Sherman wanted to hold the railroad and telegraph lines south of Dalton, and he did. We didn’t win this one,” he said, “but they lost more men than we did.”

      As if on command, a train rattled past at the edge of the battlefield.

      Up a small hill, three cannons were positioned behind bunkers. A fourth stood separate from the others. Phil inspected each one, shining a flashlight into the bore. “We use 12-pounder smooth bore Napoleons if we can get our hands on them. Most are reproductions.” He stood beside the one that was separated from the rest. It was a shiny bronze, not the dull green color of the other three. “This one’s special. It’s the one I’ll be using today.”

      Danny ran up before Phil finished speaking. “Gosh, I’ve never seen one of these up close.” He ran his hand along the glistening five foot cannon. “This is a beaut.”

      Phil nodded.

      “They used solid shot in these?’ Danny asked.

      “Or canister in close quarters,” Phil said.

      Danny turned to me. “The canister casings were filled with steel balls, sawdust, anything they wanted to put in there, Ditie. They could do a lot of damage over a wide area.”

      I nodded and tried to look interested, but I was ready for the battle to start. “I think I’ll join the spectators. You two carry on without me.”

      Ryan and Harper Hudson caught up with me before I reached the people settling onto blankets and portable chairs they’d brought for the event.

      “We heard you were back in town,” Harper said, “but we never knew if you’d taken off again. I didn’t expect to see you at a reenactment—I thought you hated them in med school!”

      “They demanded more time than I had available. I came to see what Phil has always been so passionate about.”

      “Can we take that to mean you and Phil are getting back together now that he’s divorcing his wife?” she asked.

      “I didn’t know he was in the middle of a divorce, but our relationship is ancient history. I’m here because Phil invited me.”

      “We’re here,” Harper said, “because we just love this kind of thing, don’t we, hon?”

      Ryan shrugged and gave me a kiss on the cheek. “Nice to see you, Ditie.”

      “I have to be a Federal today,” Harper said.

      “A Yankee?” I asked.

      Harper nodded. “Too many Confederate reenactors showed up. I don’t mind. At least I’ll be on the winning side of this one.”

      Phil saw us and ran over. “Hi Harper. I don’t think they need you today. Sorry. It looks like a flood of Federals showed up at the last minute. You could help us out on artillery—we’re a man or two short.

      “No thanks. I’ll just see my man in action.” she motioned to Ryan but winked at Phil.

      I watched them as they walked away across the broad expanse of green. Ryan and Harper made a handsome couple, both tall and fit. Harper was blond. Ryan’s hair was brown. They looked like Ken and Barbie in uniform. They had a dermatology practice in Buckhead, but I’d never bothered to look them up when I came back to Atlanta. They’d always been more Phil’s friends than mine.

      Danny waited for me near the edge of the battlefield. We joined the dozens of spectators, families mostly, getting settled for the battle. A few of the women were dressed in period costumes including a two-year old daughter. I got a picture of that.

      “This is great,” Danny said. “Phil told me I could participate the next time he’s in town. Man, I’d love that.”

      We sat on a hillside under a large oak tree that provided shade and waited for the action to begin. We could see Phil gathering his men. Someone stepped out of line and offered a prayer. Then Phil got everyone situated. Several men wandered off with guns at the ready. Clusters of Confederate soldiers and Federal forces were hidden among the trees at various points on the field.

      Six people including Phil stood near the one cannon we could see clearly. Large carts stood fifteen feet behind each cannon with more men standing around them.

      “Those are the limbers,” Danny said following my gaze. “They carry the ammunition. Normally there are nine men to a gun, including the man in charge—the gunner. That’s probably your ex, right?”

      “Probably. Phil said they were short a man or two. Can I borrow your binoculars, Danny? I forgot mine.”

      Danny lifted them from around his neck and handed them to me. I made a survey of the people near the cannon. I thought I saw Sally Cutter, but I couldn’t be sure. Andy was recognizable with his hat off and his red hair flying in the breeze. He was laughing with someone standing next to the cannon, Frank Peterson perhaps.

      Wait a second! I saw someone else I recognized talking to Phil.

      “That is Carl Thompson! I swear it is!”

      “Should that mean something to me?” Danny asked. “Is he famous?”

      “Phil and Carl hated each other in med school. Carl hated everything about the South. They traded barbs throughout first year and  stopped talking after second year. I wonder what brought about this great reunion.”

      Some signal seemed to start the battle. Drummers could be heard as clusters of men marched onto the field. Bugles blared and shots were fired. I watched as Phil’s crew stepped up in a ritualized dance. One man stuck a long stick into the bore of the canon.

      “A sponge,” Danny explained, “to make sure there are no left-over sparks from a previous shot.”

      Next someone put something in the tip of the bore. Another tamped it down.

      “Black powder,” said Danny. “And now, see that rope Phil is holding—that’s the lanyard. It’s attached to a wire that’s fed into the powder through what’s called a vent. When it’s pulled out friction makes the powder ignite and the canon fire.”

      “Thanks for the artillery lesson, Danny.”

      He looked at me as if I were making fun of him.

      “No, I mean it. I can understand what’s happening now. Everyone has his role.”

      Danny nodded.

      Then we heard the boom, boom, boom of three cannons firing in succession. The sound was louder than I expected. It vibrated beneath our feet. I saw one little girl covering her ears and thought I should join her. Smoke filled the area around the cannons. When it cleared it was obvious Phil’s crew had not yet fired.

      It looked as if Carl and Phil were having a discussion while everyone else stood around waiting for something to happen. After a minute Phil handed the lanyard to Carl, who was standing alone on the left side of the cannon. Phil stood to the rear of the gun and signaled to Carl. Then he turned his back.

      I watched as Carl pulled the lanyard and the gun banged.

      Boom! Was it louder than the other cannons?

      Then I heard shouts and screams!

      “What the hell?” Danny yelled. He grabbed the binoculars out of my hands. “That wasn’t supposed to happen!”

      When the smoke cleared, I could see something was terribly wrong.

      Several of the people around the canon had been knocked off their feet and the canon itself was split.

      Phil stood, looking dazed.

      Carl had been on the other side and I couldn’t tell what happened to him. I could see that everyone was staring in that direction.

      I asked Danny to let me look, and he handed me the binoculars as he ran onto the field.

      I watched as Harper came running up the hill. She helped Ryan to his feet. I saw Sally and Andy look to the other side of the canon. Even from where we stood I could hear Sally’s scream. Frank stood silently several feet from the shattered cannon. Phil had gone to where Carl lay and returned shaking his head.

      I ran toward the disaster. Two members of the Gordon County EMS raced past me. Danny motioned me back and pulled out his cell phone. I assumed he was calling 911. I didn’t see Carl. I didn’t have to. The two med techs knelt beside his body and then stood up and backed away.

      “We need the police out here, now,” I heard Danny shout into the phone. “We have one man dead. I’ll cordon off the area.”
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      Danny tamped down the grass with his foot and marked off an area thirty feet square surrounding the shattered cannon and the body. The Gordon County EMS techs spoke briefly to Danny and then remained standing on the other side of the gun near where Carl lay.

      Danny motioned my six classmates to stand in one corner and ordered them not to speak to one another. Me, he called over to where he was standing.

      “Make sure none of them is injured,”  he said.

      I started to walk away and Danny waved me back. “No interrogating them, Ditie. Leave that to the police.”

      Phil started talking to me as soon as I approached him.

      “I don’t know what happened. One minute I’m talking to Carl and the next minute we’re all knocked off our feet.”

      “Are you hurt?” I asked.

      Phil did a quick inventory of his body and shook his head no. “Most of the blast was to the front of me.”

      One by one, I spoke with people I hadn’t seen in years.

      Ryan and Harper assured me they were okay.

      “Of course I wasn’t anywhere near the explosion,” Harper said, “but Ryan was.”

      “I’m all right,” Ryan said. “More shaken by what happened to Carl than anything else.”

      “You weren’t knocked unconscious?” I asked.

      “No, just lost my footing,” he said.

      “You’ve checked him all over, Harper?”

      “Of course.”

      Frank Peterson and Andy Morrison were standing together. They looked battered. Frank’s uniform was covered in grass stains and dirt. Andy always looked as if he’d been through a war, but I could see a cut above his eye.

      They were silent as I approached. Frank stood tall in his make-shift uniform, his black hair trim and his bearing suitable to a military man. Andy slouched as he’d done in med school, always looking as if he’d just rolled out of bed to make it to class. His hair was in disarray, and I couldn’t tell if it was from the blast or the way he always wore it.

      “I’m supposed to make sure you’re okay, not that you guys need that from me. Did you look at Andy’s cut?” I asked Frank.

      “Yeah. It’s superficial.”

      “I’m fine, Ditie,” Andy said. “No internal or external injuries, except the cut, and it’s not bleeding any more. I can’t believe you’re here. I heard you’d come back to Atlanta and I kept intending to look you up, but this is a terrible way for us to meet again.” He ran his hand through his red hair repeatedly. It was like a nervous tic, and I remembered it from med school whenever we were about to take a test.

      “I guess you two would know if you’d been hurt,” I said.

      “Yes, we’re fine,” Frank said. “I don’t know if you remember me. I was a year ahead, a friend of Phil’s.”

      “Sure, I remember you,” I said. “Where are you now?”

      “Upstate New York. I have a busy internal medicine practice near Ithaca.”

      I glanced at Danny to see if he was looking in my direction. He wasn’t, so I did what he told me not to do and asked a question. “What do you think happened?”

      “The whole god-damned gun exploded,” Frank said. “It’s a miracle we weren’t all killed.”

      I nodded and moved on to Sally Cutter. She was standing alone, staring at the other side of the cannon.

      I followed her gaze. Carl lay on his back. I couldn’t see more than an outline of his body, and the EMTs made sure no one came any closer.

      She looked at me and pushed her short dark hair out of her eyes. It took her a moment to focus. “Phil said you might come today.”

      She spoke as if we were meeting at a casual gathering. People react to sudden death in all kinds of ways. I imagined she was still in shock.

      “Are you all right” I asked. “Do you want to sit down?”

      She didn’t seem to hear me. “Carl was the only one on that side of the cannon. The rest of us knew to turn our backs before the cannon was fired, but Carl didn’t know that. Phil didn’t explain that to him.”

      “Please,” I said, “let me make sure you’re okay.” I led her unresisting away from the view of Carl’s body. I checked her out. She was a tiny thing, as she’d always been, sprite-like literally and figuratively. She still looked more like a child than an adult. She shook her head, no, when I asked if she’d been knocked unconscious, and her short black hair fell back into its pixie cut.

      “You do know everyone here hated Carl—Phil most of all,” she said. “They stopped speaking second year.” Sally paused. “After the cheating scandal.”

      “I didn’t know much about that, but that was ages ago. Surely, they’d put that behind them.”

      “I don’t think so. Phil let Carl come to the reenactment because Phil’s dad insisted on it. Carl’s working for him now.”

      That information stunned me. “Why? Carl hated the South. Why would he possibly be working for Phil’s dad?”

      “I’ll tell you the whole story over a drink sometime. Phil wasn’t happy about it, not one bit. He wanted Carl out of the picture, and now he is. Permanently.”

      “Are you suggesting something about the accident, Sally?”

      “How do we know it was an accident? Phil inspected the cannons. Why didn’t he see something was wrong with this one?”

      “You can’t possibly be saying Phil orchestrated this.”

      “Think about it,” Sally said. “Phil hates Carl and lets him pull the lanyard. That’s a big deal. Carl is the only one on the side of the cannon that explodes.”

      Before I could respond, a deputy sheriff from Gordon County arrived and spoke with the EMTs near the body. Then he began closing off the area with stakes and the infamous yellow tape. A few minutes later another officer arrived who apparently knew Danny. He introduced himself to us as a Gordon County investigator, Officer Barden. He was a small man with a no-nonsense expression and the most intense blue eyes I’d ever seen. “You both here at the time of the explosion?” he asked Sally and me.

      I shook my head.

      “Then I’ll ask you to leave, miss. Stay near the tents, and someone will question you later.”

      I did as I was told. As I walked up the hill toward the tents, my cell rang.

      “Are you okay?” Mason asked. “Danny called me.”

      “I’m fine, but a classmate is dead—Carl Thompson.”

      “Yes, I heard. Sounds like a terrible accident,” Mason said.

      “At least one person here isn’t so sure it was an accident,” I said. I told him briefly what Sally had said.

      “Sally Cutter thinks Phil might have killed the guy over a feud from a decade ago?” Mason asked.

      “The feud might be more current,” I said. “Carl was working for Phil’s father. When I last spoke to Phil four months ago, he was considering taking over his father’s concierge business and didn’t say one word about Carl working there.”

      “Concierge business?” Mason asked.

      “You know—the VIP service where your doctor is always available. You pay an annual fee for that. It’s popular these days.”

      “Are you saying what I think you are—that Phil would have hated the idea of Carl working for his father and may have doctored the cannon, no pun intended?”

      “I’m not sure what I’m saying. I can’t imagine Phil committing murder, and frankly I can’t imagine he’d do anything to mess with his precious reenactments.”

      “Leave it, Ditie. The right people are there to figure out what happened.”

      We hung up and I called my supervisor, Vic, at the refugee clinic. She took the information in stride.

      “I just heard about it on the news,” she said. “I can’t believe you saw it happen.”

      “I can’t either. I was calling to see if you might need me this afternoon. I’ll be better off at the clinic than trying to act like nothing happened with eagle-eyed Lucie hovering around me.”

      I waited half an hour until a police officer took my statement and said I was free to go. It was a relief to leave, and I didn’t realize I was still in shock until I drove away from the scene. I only saw Carl’s body from a distance, but it was enough to take me back to the image of Ellie lying in the morgue.

      Everything about the night of her death washed over me. The anger I felt that Ellie hadn’t called the children to say good night. The shock of hearing a detective’s voice saying he needed to speak to me, and then the overpowering wish that the woman shot to death would not be Ellie but some stranger. For weeks afterwards I woke up at night with a start, seeing her face torn apart by a gunshot wound. It took me most of the hour on the road to clear my head of the picture of Ellie’s lifeless face.

      A bustling afternoon in the clinic did the rest. I worked non-stop from four to six-thirty. Many of the refugees could only come on Saturday, so we had extended hours. We didn’t have interpreters on site on the weekend. We could get one on the phone, but fortunately we didn’t have to do that. We did wellness checks and shots for school, which would be starting in early August.

      I got home before seven to find Mason sitting in the porch swing watching the kids play in the yard with Hermione. He jumped up and gave me a warm hug. “I fed the kids, I hope that’s okay.”

      “More than okay.”

      “I’m glad you’re all right,” he whispered in my ear.

      I gave each of the kids a hug and looked around for Lurleen.

      “I sent her home,” Mason said. “She was eager to be there when Danny got back. They’ll be coming over later.”

      Lucie and Jason rough-housed with Hermione in the grass while she licked their faces. Lucie tried to shove her away and pushed Jason instead. He squawked and shoved her back.

      “Hey,” I shouted. “Knock it off. It was an accident.”

      Jason wrapped his arms around himself. “You always take her side, just cause she’s a girl!”

      “Really? What do you say, Mason? You saw the whole thing.”

      “I say it’s Hermione’s fault, and she didn’t do it on purpose.”

      “Agreed. So are you two safe out here with the dog?” I asked.

      It was meant to be a joke, but Lucie gave me a serious look and nodded her head. I walked over and pulled her blond pony tail gently. “I was teasing you,” I said, “but maybe you could give Mason and me ten minutes of private time. I’ll bring out a pitcher of water, and if you get too warm come inside.”

      Lucie ran into the house and returned ten seconds later with a notebook.

      She took Jason’s hand. “Come on, Jason. I’m sorry I shoved you. We’ll sit inside the magnolia tree and I’ll read you one of my stories—you can be the star in it.”

      I’d already put two small chairs near the root of the tree inside the circle of its glorious branches. It was the perfect place for storytelling.

      Mason followed me to the kitchen as far away from curious ears as we could get. He waited while I carried the ice water and glasses outside. When I returned, he looked at me expectantly. I settled on a stool across from him, my hands on the cool marble island.

      “Has Danny filled you in about any of it?” I asked.

      “You both said a man died when a cannon exploded—someone you knew in med school.”

      “Yes. Carl Thompson. I can’t believe it even now.”

      “Neither can anyone else apparently,” Mason said. “If Brockton is telling the truth, Carl wasn’t supposed to pull the lanyard—Phil was. His story is that Thompson begged him to let him do it, so he did.”

      “Phil thinks he was the target?” I asked.

      “Yes, if it wasn’t an accident and if your old boyfriend is telling the truth.”

      My heart thudded to a stop. “You think he’s lying?”

      “Danny wonders if he might be. Did he say anymore to you?”

      Before I could answer, Phil called me on my cell. He didn’t give me time to say a word.

      “Ditie, I’m in real trouble. You have to help me out. You have to.”

      “Did they arrest you? Do you need bail? Surely your father is helping you?”

      “No to all of that. I’m back in my hotel for now—the Whitley in Buckhead. Can you come over?”

      “What’s this all about?”

      “That guy, that investigator Barden, kept interviewing me like I’d done something on purpose to the cannon, like it wasn’t an accident. I have to stay in town for now and see them at their office tomorrow morning. I have to get my head straight. You’ve always helped me do that.”

      “I can’t help you right now, Phil. We’ll talk later. What you need is a bath, a drink and sleep. I’ll try to stop by tomorrow.”

      I hung up while Mason looked at me, one eyebrow raised. “You’ll stop by tomorrow?”

      I put my elbows on the island, my head between my hands, and stared at Mason.

      “What’s wrong with you?” I asked.

      “Why would you get involved with him again? He dumped you.”

      “I know, Mason, I was there.” I  paused. “I’ll go because he said he needed my help.”

      “Maybe Phil Brockton isn’t as innocent as you’d like to believe. Apparently Brockton told the police about his long-standing feud with Thompson.”

      “I’m glad he did. He’d never have admitted that if he’d been involved with Carl’s death.”

      “Unless your boyfriend was sure the police would find out about it eventually.”

      “Ex-boyfriend.”  Mason was starting to annoy me. “I loved Phil once. I don’t love him now.”

      “You may not love him, but what are his feelings about you? You’re the person he runs to when he’s in trouble.”

      “Phil doesn’t love me. He’s asking for my help because I’ve always been the one to bail him out of trouble.”

      “And does he get in trouble a lot?”

      “No.” I got up from the island and walked over to the sink to pour myself a glass of water and clear my head. Mason was acting in a way I’d never seen before.

      “Look, Mason. I don’t love Phil. I love you. End of story. Phil never got into any serious trouble, but when he needed my help I gave it. If he went out with the boys and got drunk, I picked him up and tucked him in bed.”

      Mason took a deep breath and his tone became more cop-like. “You know why Brockton and Carl Thompson disliked each other so much?”

      “Phil is a ‘good old boy’ from way back. He’s a fourth-generation Southern doc. His great, great, great grandfather fought in the Civil War. Phil lives and breathes the life of a Southern gentleman. That was one reason I was so shocked when he went to New York.

      “He and Carl couldn’t have been more different. Carl was from New Jersey, turned up his nose at our medical school, and always made cracks about Southerners, their lazy habits, their crazy accents.”

      “You think that’s why they became bitter enemies?”

      I shook my head.

      “No. It was something more than that. Something that happened in med school second year. Suddenly they weren’t speaking, even to slam each other with insults. Phil wouldn’t
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