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 PROLOGUE


Who calls a
45-year-old man a sissy?

Bob shook his head and climbed onto the
bulldozer.

The assistant project manager saw him
through the window of the job trailer and dropped his paperwork. He
jumped from the cluttered metal desk and ran outside. “Hey, I was
gonna take care of that,” Carlos yelled up to the cab.

“Nope, it’s my turn,” Bob
said. He closed the door, shutting out his assistant and the rest
of the world, and jerked the machine deep into the work site. Rain
delays had pushed the project on the University of Mississippi
campus six weeks out. “I didn’t operate a dozer for 27 years for
nothing.”

The bulldozer rolled up a small knoll,
flattening a line of wiry vegetation that might have been a row of
wild blackberries, then descended into a shallow creek bed
camouflaged by tall ferns and vines. A few small rabbits ran for
cover. Bob once admitted to his wife that he cried over crushing a
rabbit’s nest. That had earned the sissy comment. She
laughed when he grimaced over the gory tangle of bloody grey fur
discovered behind a rear wheel. Now she was his ex-wife, and he saw
her in the path ahead. If only that were real, he
thought.

Bob shoved onward with the power and forgot
her. He admired this virgin patch of landscape around him,
untouched by paved roads, dormitories, and parking lots. The
surrounding terrain of oaks and poplars burst into a white blanket
of early spring dogwoods, broken by a lone pink variety peeking
through. Bob dropped into a creek bed, probably a ravine drained
bone dry by the growing town and university. To the side, he
envisioned scores of kids, maybe Indians, maybe hundreds of years
ago, leaping from the large smooth rocks now partially covered by
oak leaf hydrangeas.

Then the machinery lurched upward, rising
onto smoother topography covered in scrubby vegetation, mostly
overgrown brush and scattered trees. Bob looked to the left and
right. Maybe a walking path or narrow road ran through
here?

“Hey, Granola Boy.” Carlos’
voice boomed from the radio into the cab. “My job was to fill in
that sink hole. Since you hijacked the dozer, push down everything
real smooth. Me and Jerome be right behind you with fill
dirt.”

Bob turned the bulldozer inside the narrow
clearing. He took a deep breath and rolled toward an earthen mound
just outside the edge of the dry ravine. “This will make ‘em all
happy,” he said.

His fingers squeezed the life from the
hydraulic controls, blanching around the black shaft until his
joints stung. The blade rose upward, then forward, pounding against
the mound. Even though enclosed in the cab, he was enveloped in the
cool rot of leaves interlaced in the fertile soil before him. The
moist rich compost rolled nicely into the bin of the shovel like
spools of carpet. He dropped the load into the void of the dry
ravine, coming back for more. With each pass the mound seemed to
melt under the power of the machine. Bob remembered what drew him
to this, long before he went soft. He dug deeper.

There was nothing left to take down but the
more mature trees growing haphazardly along the creek bed. He
changed direction and tried to ignore the bright green leaf buds.
“These oaks look at least fifty years old.”

Bob pulled again on the control shaft and
heaved the soil and roots into the center of the shovel, then
dumped the load. The sheets of earth and vegetation fell in dismal
slow motion. He felt numb.

Carlos was on the radio again, agitated.
“Right behind you, Bobby Boy. You’re the boss, but we all want to
get back to Arkansas. Pick up the pace.”

“Stuff it, Carlos,” Bob
answered. “Not much left to clear. I got this.” The vegetation
destroyed and most of the topsoil scooped away, he repositioned the
bulldozer for the next section and checked the last load from the
bin. The consistency of the fallen material appeared
different—maybe just litter from oak tree roots or branches. One
piece stood out as a slim, short, broken branch. He jerked the
controls to finish emptying the bin. A similar piece fell, the same
length and diameter as the first. No way that’s a piece of a
tree.

Stumbling from the cab, Bob fell into a soft
pile of layered pine straw and twigs left crushed by the machine.
He grappled for the two-way radio and snapped it from his belt.

“Carlos, get on out here and
take over.”

Another object dropped from the debris left
in the shovel, the form different from the branches, almost rounded
in shape. It struck a firmer section of ground and bounced to
settle at his feet. The empty sockets of a human skull stared up at
him. Bob realized that the splintered branches from the destroyed
oak trees were human bones, femurs.

He screamed and kicked the skull toward the
creek. It wobbled over the layers of dry leaves, striking the pair
of bones, then rolled against a dense stand of ferns to stop
upright. The hollow eyes glared at him. One of them winked.

Bob ran at the skull again. The soil left
wedged in the mouth flew away on impact, the skull falling into an
uncovered area of the once deep ravine, a tangle of roots twisting
it back and forth as it fell. He was sure it winked at him a second
time, and he screamed again—this time louder and with more of a
shrill—a woman’s scream.

His two-way radio—the transmission light was on. “Damn! They heard me.
Those asses heard me!”

Bob jerked the radio off his belt and threw
it after the skull. The radio missed and smashed against a large
rock, a tombstone of sorts, splintering into pieces.



 CHAPTER 1


Phoebe struggled against the sheets,
pushing up with her arms. The glass of water on the silver tray
rocked back and forth on the bed.

“Is the funeral home here?”
she asked and settled against the pillow.

“No, because you’re not
dead,” Diana said. “At least not yet.”

Diana blotted the sweat from her aunt’s
forehead—skin hot enough to singe fingertips. She jerked away from
the rattling cough that followed. Diana could not be sick too.

Phoebe managed to cling to the bed sheets
instead of rolling to the floor. She shook her head when the
hacking passed. “I told you to use one of the linen handkerchiefs,
the ones with my initials.”

“Forget the Emily Post,”
Diana said. “Here, take a sip of this.” She put the fresh Waterford
tumbler from the nightstand to Phoebe’s lips. The red mane swung
free of the pillow, strands of hair matted on Phoebe’s forehead.
Diana bent and tried to fluff the pillow back into shape. The satin
felt moist, almost gummy. She gave up and flipped the pillow over
to the unused side.

“For heaven’s sake, please
fill that glass with something besides water,” Phoebe said,
swallowing hard. She almost floated back against the padding.
Despite the cigarettes abandoned a few years ago, cocktails every
afternoon, and a two-day fever racking her delicate frame, Diana
Bratton’s aunt remained beautiful. No one judged her a day over 40,
much less over sixty.

“Vodka and soda is in the
rosewood cabinet inside my dressing room,” she said, handing the
glass of water back to Diana. “Get it, please, and refresh the
philodendron in the corner with this.”

“You should have listened to
me about that flu shot,” Diana said.

Phoebe took the monogrammed linen
handkerchief from her. “This is a family heirloom—my family. It
belonged to my mother.” She blotted her forehead, then tossed the
handkerchief atop the used pile near the lamp. “I’ve never been
much for free advice, even from you, Dr. Bratton,” Phoebe said. She
reached for a fresh piece of linen from the Chinese porcelain tray
near the bedside table, one of the pieces of china left uncrated
for the move.

“I should have sneaked that
syringe of flu vaccine out of the office and popped you with it
myself—a real freebie.” Diana shielded her face just as more
coughing and hacking racked Phoebe’s body. “It’s never too late for
the pneumonia vaccine, but I give up.”

Diana opened the drawer in the bedside table
and unwrapped the small package underneath the magazines, ink pens,
and note pads. “Will you at least take a breathing treatment?”

Phoebe grabbed the nebulizer, inhaled twice
and sputtered. “You mentioned your office—makes me think of your
surgery partner. A woman I play bridge with calls men like that arm
candy.”

“Brad’s been real busy. We
just had our seven-year anniversary.”

“Should have been a wedding
anniversary, my dear.” She grabbed an extra puff on the nebulizer.
“Not long ago, you and your Doctor Brad Cummins were all but
married—except for the ring.”

“I’ll ignore that,” Diana
said. “Here’s a fresh handkerchief.” She dodged the path of the
next coughing spell.

“Arm candy,” Phoebe
gasped. “Just thinking about that Dr. Brad Cummins makes an old
lady feel better.”

“This thing isn’t doing you
much good, even if overused,” Diana said. She tossed the nebulizer
at the oxygen tank. It landed near the head of Phoebe’s four-poster
mahogany bed and slid along the floor to behind the
drapes.

“You sound worse.” She dug a
digital thermometer and stethoscope out of her purse. “Inhale and
exhale, deep,” she ordered.

Phoebe obeyed with deep breaths and release.
“Where’s that other thing going?”

“In that know-it-all mouth
of yours,” Diana answered. She put the stethoscope aside and placed
the thermometer under Phoebe’s tongue. “Your lungs sound
horrible—like a tornado—not to mention that your temp is still
up.”

“I probably have
pneumonia.”

“That’s another vote for the
vaccine; and instead of a hearse, I’m calling Metropolitan for an
ambulance.”

“Please, please, Diana,
don’t. This is such a close-knit neighborhood, lots of busy-bodies.
Sirens will cause such a stir.”

“You’re moving out of this
place. You don’t care what the old neighbors say,” Diana
said.

“Thank goodness we closed on
the new house before I got sick, and I’m glad that I bought a place
in town.”

“Regardless, I should have
insisted you go to the hospital sooner,” Diana said. “Except for
Kelsey, you’re the closest thing I have to blood kin.”

“I give up. Maybe you’re
right.” Phoebe reached for the thick white cotton robe at the foot
of the bed. The new silk one from Neiman Marcus remained boxed in
her closet. “Here, help me with this thing and then get me to your
car. Seeing your beautiful daughter once I’m settled into my room
would really cheer me up.”

Diana wrapped the robe around the sheer
pajamas, moist from sweat. Phoebe’s skin felt clammy. “Covering up
is probably wise. This slinky outfit may get you arrested when we
roll through admissions,” Diana said. She eased Phoebe into the
silk slippers waiting on the Oriental rug. “Better yet, maybe we
should change you into something less provocative. I’ll check your
closet.”

A long row of cocktail dresses and tailored
suits on hangers lined the walls to the left and right of the
master bedroom closet. A built-in bank of drawers was located at
the end of the space. Diana searched and found a pink fleece set
neatly folded in the bottom drawer.

“I’m glad everything is not
already boxed up,” Diana said. “Let’s slip you into
this.”

“No, no. I’m much too weak
to change clothes.” Phoebe stood, unsteady at first, then grabbed
her purse from the dresser, clutching it to her chest. She coughed
and sputtered as they moved down the hall toward the living room.
“Doctors and nurses make note of expensive pajamas. I won’t part
with these,” she said.

Diana caught Phoebe before she stumbled over
the stuffed boxes and cartons piled in the entrance hall. “OK, you
win. We’ll go as you are, but once I turn you over to the
hospitalist, I’ll come back and pack a bag for you,” Diana said.
“You won’t need much. The gift shop will have toiletries.”

She took Phoebe by the elbow and guided her
out through the front door, past the white columns that anchored a
wraparound porch extending across the front and along the sides of
the house. Down the steps, at the foot of the narrow driveway, a
dumpy, red-faced man in his sixties stopped to fumble with a
plastic Wal-Mart shopping bag.

“Wouldn’t you know it,”
Phoebe whispered under her handkerchief, “that fool, Carvel
Eaves.”

“Afternoon, ladies. Lots of
tidbits on my afternoon stroll,” he said. Like a pendulum, he swung
the bag stuffed with empty soft drink and beer cans, crumpled fast
food bags, and gum wrappers in Phoebe’s direction.

She frowned and opened the door to Diana’s
car. “Interesting hobby you have, Carvel—keeping our Belhaven
neighborhood free of litter during your walks. But I don’t have
time for …” (The comment was stalled by another round of coughing,
topped off with a protracted wheeze.) “… time for your nonsense
today.” She slid inside the car into the passenger seat.

Carvel Eaves leaned toward Phoebe. “Never
know what people will toss out into the streets,” he said. “Most of
the time it’s teenagers throwing beer cans out the window before
mom and dad see or discards flying out the back of their pickups.
Sometimes it’s just careless trash collectors.” Carvel took a
second look at Phoebe. “Looks like you’re a little under the
weather, Miss Phoebe.”

“You’re not listening,
Carvel,” she said. “My niece and I are in a terrible
rush.”

“A rush? Just like during
last Saturday’s bridge tournament?”

“That wasn’t me with the
mistakes. Your game was off,” she answered. “When I trumped you and
closed you out, I was just trying to end the misery for us all.”
Phoebe tilted her head past him through the window for an even
longer, deeper coughing episode—this time punctuated with two
wheezes.

Diana opened the driver’s door and tossed
her white jacket out of the way to the back seat. She patted Phoebe
on the back until the coughing and wheezing ceased. “Tell Mr. Eaves
goodbye. We need to get to the hospital,” Diana said.

“You do sound rough,
Phoebe,” Carvel said. “Guess you’ll miss this weekend’s bridge
tournament and your master points?”

“Seems I will. My niece
thinks I’m on death’s door and insists on the hospital. She’s a
doctor, you know … a surgeon.”

“Everybody knows that,
Phoebe. She fixed my golf buddy’s hernia.” Eaves reached low for
the plastic cup lid and drinking straw spotted near the curb and
stuffed his bag. He smiled. “No complaints since.”

“Carvel, we have to go.
Start the car, Diana.”

Diana pushed the ignition switch.

“Funny you said something
about death’s door,” he said. Carvel leaned closer, then seemed to
think better of it. He smoothed the piece of paper. “Let’s see …
The paper is old. It’s some type of list … The printing is a little
smeared and definitely faded, but at the top it says The
Five Manners of Death.” Carvel tipped his Ole Miss baseball
cap. “Better be careful at that hospital, Phoebe. Seems there are
several ways to go.”

“My God, Carvel. Those were
notes from a college English composition class, creative writing. I
found that when packing for the move and threw that ancient garbage
away,” Phoebe said. “Even now, I can’t seem to get rid of those
papers—thanks to busybodies like you.”

He spotted a weathered, rolled-up newspaper
flattened against the curb across the street. “I better get that.
Newspaper decomposes quick.” Carvel stuffed the sheet of paper back
into his makeshift trash bag and headed across the street.

“Unique little man, that Mr.
Eaves,” Diana said and closed her door. Forgetting the car was
already running, she again pushed the ignition, then placed her
cell in a compartment on the console.

“Never mind that old fool.
He tried to convince my bridge partner to go to the golf party at
the country club last Christmas, practically begged her to date
him.” Phoebe fished a fresh disposable tissue from her purse, which
nearly disintegrated under more coughing and hacking. Then there
were sneezes. “Her husband hadn’t been dead a month.”

“Maybe you should just rest
quietly,” Diana said. “Let your seat back with that button between
the seat and the door.”

Diana reached for her cell but remembered
the Bluetooth. “I better give a heads-up to the hospitalist at
Metropolitan,” she said. “He won’t mind; he gets paid per
admission.” Diana pushed CALL on the steering wheel and
spoke the name.

A voice blared from the stereo speakers.
“Dr. Bahrain here.” Startled, Diana swerved to miss the edge of a
brick pillar marking the entrance to a driveway.

“Diana!” Phoebe screamed.
“Is it too late for that ambulance?”

Diana straightened the vehicle and slowed at
the four-way stop to turn the corner. She took a deep breath and
answered the hospitalist. “Ahmed, this is Diana Bratton. Can you
take a look at my aunt? She’s not any better. I think pneumonia has
complicated her asthma.”

“Sure, Dr. Bratton. Bring
her on in. I’ll expedite the admission and fix her up in no
time.”

“Thank you. We’re 15 minutes
away.” They ended the call just before Phoebe started to wheeze and
cough. Diana reached behind to rummage through the pockets of her
lab coat in the back seat. “I think there might be an extra inhaler
in here,” she said, “a sample from the office medicine
closet.”

“Diana!” Phoebe grabbed
Diana’s shoulder. “Something’s ahead in the street.”

Diana dropped her lab coat and swerved to
miss the crumpled mound lying on the pavement. She slammed the
brakes, the shoulder straps jerking them against their seats. Diana
checked the rearview mirror, unbuckled her seatbelt, and sprang
from the car.

Several aluminum cans, a rolled newspaper,
and a plastic sack were nearby. It was Carvel Eaves. The note in
Phoebe’s handwriting lay next to him.



 CHAPTER 2


“I thought I quit smoking in time to
prevent all of this.” Phoebe pulled at the plastic oxygen tube
clipped inside her nostrils, picked up the knife on her hospital
tray, and stabbed the butter pack. It burst open. She carved the
butter onto her toast, spreading a thin, even layer.

Diana stepped back from the bed. “At least
your voice is returning and so is your strength, it seems,” she
said. “You’re lucky, Aunt Phoebe.”

“Lucky? And why is that?”
Again commanding the butter knife, she pierced each packet of
jelly, the grape spread on one piece and the strawberry on the
other.

“Yes, lucky. You scraped by
with only bacterial pneumonia, and your chest x-ray is clearing. I
slipped into radiology and took a look.”

A man spoke from the opened door. “She’s not
the only lucky one, Diana.”

“Dr. Cummins!” Phoebe fanned
herself with her napkin. “Somebody better check my temperature,”
she said. “But sorry, Doctor, I don’t need surgery this
time.”

“Good to know, Miz Phoebe,
but Diana is the one I’m looking for.”

“Brad, I’m not due at the
office until 10:00.”

“It’s not about that. I
talked to the medical examiner. Eaves’ death was ruled natural
causes. He had an acute MI.”

“MI? That means heart
attack, I believe.” Phoebe took a generous, noisy bite of her toast
and chewed. “When Carvel interrupted us in the driveway, the ol’
busy body seemed the picture of health,” she said before
swallowing. “I don’t think he has any family, but we should still
send flowers.”

Brad moved closer to Diana. “Can you help on
that colon resection later today? It was posted before all this
went down.”

“No problem. I’m still on
for your case,” she said. “You know, I barely missed running over
Mr. Eaves’ body.”

Phoebe paused between swallows of the fresh
fruit cup on her tray, pushed aside what was left of the toast, and
started on the crumbly scrambled eggs. “Whatever happened to Carvel
Eaves, it was an act of God.”

“Act or no act,” Diana said,
“he seemed well just a few minutes before. I’ll check on you later
this afternoon after clinic and surgery.”

Brad smiled goodbye to Phoebe and followed
Diana out of the room. They walked the short distance down the hall
to a cubbyhole behind the nurses’ station filled with
computers.

“Guess who’s scheduled to
see me this morning in the office—Alex’s new wife,” Diana said.
“He’s bringing her in himself. And please don’t say a word about it
to the Queen of the Neighborhood back there.”

“Wow, I’m not sure I’d
tackle that,” he said. “Treating an ex’s new thing? Are you
sure?”

“Why not? Alex and I are
civil. We have a child together. Besides, he had another wife
between Blythe and me.”

“You’re a better man than I,
Diana Bratton,” Brad said as he took one of the chairs at the
computer bank and logged into the electronic medical records
system. “What’s going on with this third Mrs. Alex Bratton?” he
asked.

“Severe abdominal pain, Alex
says—onset of pain after she eats.”

“My guess: gallbladder,” he
said.

“Congrats. A-plus to
the med student here.” Diana sat at the next cubicle. “I suggested
she follow-up with her reproductive endocrinologist in New Orleans,
the one giving the hormone treatments. But Alex wouldn’t have it.
He wanted Blythe to stay in town and see me, so I put her down for
an abdominal ultrasound.”

“She taking hormones? How
old is this chick?”

“Only twenty-eight, but
still not pregnant. Alex shared his sperm count with me—much more
information than I wanted to know.” Diana entered an incorrect
password, was denied computer access, and started over with her
log-in.

“I could have seen her for
you,” Brad said, “particularly if you feel uncomfortable taking her
on.”

“I suggested that, but it
seems that Alex doesn’t like you. Can’t imagine why.” On the third
try, Diana’s list of hospital patients populated the
screen.

“Feeling is mutual, but you
knew that already,” Brad said. He clicked out of the computer
screen as he stood. “I’ll see you in the OR this afternoon ... and
good luck with the bastard and Mrs. Ex.”

Brad walked around the corner into the
nurses’ station. He thumbed through a rack of patient charts
arranged by room number and slid out several. Before heading toward
the patient ward, he stuck his head into the physician computer
area. “Give my best to Alex and my condolences to the new bride,”
he said.

“Alex will be so glad to
hear from you,” Diana muttered. She entered her notes from morning
rounds into the computer. When finished typing, she searched for
Phoebe’s file. Although her aunt by marriage was not technically
her patient, Diana had made the referral to the hospitalist and
initiated this admission. “I’m not breaking any rules, if I take a
peek,” she said.

She scanned the updated information
including the day’s entry: Condition Stable, modest
improvement. “I bet what he wanted to say was Mean as
ever.”

Diana logged out of the hospital portal and
accessed the remote link to her office patient list. Blythe M.
Bratton remained on the schedule: the last morning
appointment.

“I’m surprised they didn’t
cancel. Since when did Alex follow through with anything?” she
asked aloud. “Dealing with Mr. and Mrs. Bratton will probably cost
me lunch.”

***

“Tell me when the pain
started.”

Blythe Bratton lay supine on the examination
table, her pale complexion and delicate, fragile features a sharp
contrast to Alex’s tanned skin and muscular build. He sat in the
small corner chair at the head of the table and practically filled
it, close enough to stroke his new wife’s blonde hair. Blythe was
without make-up and looked ashen, but they were still a beautiful
couple.

Diana’s medical assistant, Grace, a pudgy
African-American woman in her early forties, entered the room
carrying another pillow.

“When did I start hurting?”
Blythe said. “A couple of nights ago. At first, I didn’t think much
about it. Can I have that extra pillow now?”

Alex asked, “It started under your ribs, on
the right side, didn’t it, Babe? Pretty bad … wasn’t it?”

“And it’s worse after I
eat.” Grace motioned for Blythe to lift her head, then gently slid
the pillow into place. “Thank you,” Blythe said.

“Blythe’s not a complainer,
and she’s not a big eater, either—real healthy lifestyle,” Alex
said.

Diana smiled. “I think that’s obvious,” she
said and checked her notes. “It’s clear you’re not feeling well,
Blythe. Don’t worry. We’ll figure out what’s going on.”

Blythe put her right hand behind her head
against the two pillows. “I think I would feel better if my head
was raised up even more. Alex, would you toss me that cushion from
the other chair?”

“She exercises 24-7,” Alex
said, grabbing the thin cushion from the straight back chair across
the room at the computer desk. He eased it behind his wife’s head.
“Guess what that quack infertility specialist recommended? He
wanted her to gain 10 pounds, or maybe it was 15. That’s some shit,
huh? Blythe’s never seen a fat day in her life.”

Diana did not flinch. “Does it hurt here?”
She pressed just under the last rib on the right. “You’re not the
type to have gallbladder problems. Most women with gallstones are
overweight.”

“It’s not her appendix?”
Alex asked. He tried to fluff the pillow. It would not
give.

“No,” Diana answered without
looking over to him. “The appendix is in the right lower quadrant
of the abdomen, not in the upper area where Blythe is
hurting.”

“Let her be the doctor,
Alex,” Blythe said. “Why don’t you go back to your trainer at the
club and the tanning bed.” She reached for the basin on the nearby
metal tray and gagged.

Diana removed a clean hand towel from a
drawer and moistened it under the faucet. She blotted Blythe’s face
and looked over at Alex. Her ex-husband was smiling at his new
wife, encouraging, and gently stroked her arm. His swollen, bronzed
biceps stretched the sleeves of his polo. Between hours at the gym
and having sex with Blythe, Diana wondered how things were working
out at Alex’s new law firm.

“I’ve warned you about all
the tanning between workouts,” Diana said.

Alex looked even more handsome than the day
they divorced. She felt the same when he dropped Kelsey off after
soccer last Sunday and walked their daughter to the door instead of
the usual abandonment at the curb. Alex had been that attentive to
her when they first started dating during residency. He even did
the shopping when she had to study or work at the hospital.

“Remember, Dr. Bratton,”
Blythe said. “I’m the patient here.”

Diana chuckled. “Fair enough. Okay, we’ll
start with a CBC and check your urine for a UTI and make sure
you’re not pregnant, although I’m just about 99% sure that it’s
gallbladder. We’ll see what shows on ultrasound down in
radiology.”

Grace left and promptly returned with a
wheelchair. “We’ll need to go by the lab first for the blood work,”
she said, smiling.

“Blythe, I’ll meet you
downstairs,” Diana said, “and check the sonogram findings
myself.”

“Don’t I need to go with
her?” Alex asked.

“Most guys would,” Diana
answered. “You know, like to hold the wife’s hand?”

“Dr. Bratton, you think I’m
a wuss, but I can handle it,” Blythe said. “Besides, Alex hates
places like labs and small, dark rooms.” Blythe managed a smile and
smoothed her hair. The assistant helped her into the wheelchair,
and Blythe grabbed a tissue from the box near the dressing area as
they rolled by. “This nice lady can keep me company.”

“Maybe your wife is right,
Alex. You nearly fainted when they drew blood for our marriage
license,” Diana said.

Alex laughed. “Nailed by two women—two
wives. Guess I’ll skip the blood spurting into a glass tube and a
dark, cramped room with lights flickering on and off.” He rolled
the magazine he had been reading into a tight cylinder and blew
into the end.

“Like I said, don’t worry
about me.” Blythe took control of the chair, and Grace trotted
after her. “Look, I’m feeling better already.”

A chill permeated the room. Diana and Alex
were left in an uneasy silence.

“You haven’t changed,” Diana
said, staring at him. “Not one bit.”

“And you’re surprised?” he
said.

Diana stepped to the desk, pushed aside the
chair, and looked down to the laptop. She reached to run her
fingers across the keyboard but never pressed SAVE. “I have
other patients waiting.”

“I’m sure you do.” Alex
walked to the door, the magazine even tighter. “Any guys waiting?
Still hooked up with Brad Cummins?”

“Hooked up professionally.”
She tapped the keys even faster. “The practice is doing well,
really well.” More keys. “I put more on the books than he
does.”

“Glad to hear it. That’s
good for Kelsey.”

Diana turned to the door. “Kelsey will be
fine, but you’re still on for child support—even if you are trying
to replace her.”

“I guess I was out of bounds
bringing Blythe here. No matter what we’ve been through, no matter
what I’ve done, I’ve always respected you as a doctor, Diana. Damn,
you always do the right thing.”

“Cut the crap, Alex.” Diana
walked into the hall for a paper file stuffed in the rack just
outside the door. She lifted the patient information and spoke back
into the room. “Wait, Alex, if you dropped the crap, there wouldn’t
be much left of you.”

Alex followed, putting his hand against the
wall to her right, his arm brushing against her. His body blocked
movement in the other direction. “Believe it or not, I made law
partner last year,” he said. “I’m trying to spread my wings, move
on. Maybe you should too.”

Diana flipped through the papers like a deck
of cards. She suddenly remembered Carvel Eaves, the crumpled paper,
and his trash bag. “I need to go down to radiology.”

“Getting pregnant was
Blythe’s idea,” Alex said. “When it didn’t happen after six months
of hooking up almost every night, sometimes twice a day, she
panicked and went to that doctor for hormone treatments.” He
grinned. “Can’t say I haven’t enjoyed the effort.”

“We’ll find you in the lobby
after the ultrasound,” Diana said. “Maybe you can bill an hour or
two of legal work while you wait. Scrap paper is in that drawer
back in the room if you need to make some notes.”

“Or I’ve got games on my
iPhone.” Alex waved the phone in front of her, then tapped her
shoulder with it. “Diana, would you help me if something happens to
Blythe?”

“Nothing’s going to happen
to Blythe. If the ultrasound shows gallbladder, the surgery is
routine, simple.”

“We’ll just have to trust
you, I guess. You’re the doc.” Alex slipped past her.

Diana studied her ex-husband as he walked
down the hall toward the waiting area. What kind of help was he
talking about?

The desk phone rang. It was the first-floor
radiology department. “Need you down here, Dr. Bratton. STAT!”

“Bridget? What’s wrong?” The
ultrasound technician was not one to panic.

“It’s the lady you just sent
down for a gallbladder sono. She stretched out on the table and
then stopped breathing.”



 CHAPTER 3


Phoebe sat in a straight-back chair
in front of the large window in her hospital suite, holding a china
coffee cup and saucer—her personal pattern. Despite the upgraded
room and the higher floor, the view was nothing but a busy
construction site across a crowded parking lot.

“Why didn’t you choose that
more comfortable club chair or the loveseat?” Diana asked, entering
the room.

“No need. It’s time to go
home,” Phoebe answered. She balanced the cup and saucer in her left
hand and fingered the pearl necklace and jeweled collar pin with
the right. “I know the diamond earrings are costume, but on me
everyone assumes they’re real.”

“Looks like I followed
directions,” Diana said. “You look ready to greet the outside
world.” The tailored ensemble accented Phoebe’s white complexion
and green eyes. She looked renewed and healthy.

“Oh, yes,” Phoebe said.
“Thank you for dropping off this suit and the jewelry.”

“Sure,” Diana sighed. “No
one would ever guess that Jackson Metropolitan Hospital has kept
you captive for a week. I wish I had your genes.”

“You’ll have to settle for
genes-by-marriage,” Phoebe said. She lifted the coffee cup. “I
tipped the nurse’s aide a dollar to bring me the newspaper and a
refill.” Phoebe’s slurp surprised Diana. “Damn, only lukewarm. I
wasted that buck.”

The morning newspaper lay open on a small
table beside her. “I’ve been checking the obituaries. Never miss a
day, first thing.” Phoebe said.

“Anything about Blythe
Bratton?” Diana asked.

“Nothing. Just a couple of
old school teachers and a bank president,” Phoebe
answered.

“I guess it’ll be in there
tomorrow,” Diana said.

Another slurp. “The write-up for Carvel
Eaves a few days ago was so exaggerated—golf trophies, bridge
tournaments won—but not many mourners listed. I guess he wrote it
himself,” Phoebe said. She stood, set her cup and saucer on the
table, and moved closer to the window. “When are they going to let
me out of this tomb? We certainly aren’t waiting for a
bellman.”

Diana did not look her way. “Alex will
probably sue me over Blythe’s death,” she said. “That’s what he
does best.”

Phoebe reached into her purse for the
inhaler. “He’s still Kelsey’s father. He’d never do anything like
that.” She inhaled deeply. “That foreign hospital doctor ordered
this twice a day. I’ll never be able to pronounce his name.”

“We did CPR, used the AED
unit, did everything we could to resuscitate Blythe until the
paramedics arrived.”

“Didn’t you say the poor
girl had seen some other doctor before you?”

“Alex and Blythe were trying
to have a baby, but nothing had happened. She started having
abdominal pain—stomach pain—a day or two before she came to my
office.”

“She wasn’t
pregnant?”

“No, but I’m telling you too
much.”

“Promise I won’t breathe a
word at bridge next week.” She grabbed the inhaler again and
coughed after two more puffs.

“Dr. Bahrain confided that
you’ve got five days of antibiotics left to take at home. That
should be about 15 capsules.”

“I’ll think about
it.”

The door opened to a moving wheelchair,
pushed by the certified nursing assistant. “I see you’ve got
another visitor. Oh, it’s you, Dr. Bratton,” the CNA said.

“Hi, Annie,” Diana
said.

“We hate to see you leave us
so soon, Miz Phoebe,” Annie said. She positioned the wheelchair
near Phoebe. “But you gotta go sooner-or-later. You ready to be set
free?”

“Go ahead with Annie. You’ll
need to sign yourself out. I’ll get the rest of your
things.”

“Need some help?” They
turned to the voice in the doorway.

“What’s up?” Diana
asked.

“Just came by to pick up
Blythe’s autopsy report,” Alex answered. “Thanks for getting a rush
put on it.”

“Sure. But the ME’s report
will be in hospital administration on the first floor. You’re
nowhere close.”

“I heard that Aunt Phoebe
was ill, and I was concerned. That’s another reason I came
by.”

“Alex, the divorce included
me too,” Phoebe said, “so you can drop Aunt.” The nursing
aide helped her into the wheelchair. “Are you coming,
Diana?”

“You go ahead. Like I was
saying, I’ll get a cart from the nurses’ station for your flowers
and bag.”

Phoebe smiled at Annie and frowned at Alex.
“We can wait for Diana. Can’t we, dear?”

“Need some help?” Brad
Cummins rolled a heavy aluminum cart equipped with empty shelving
into the room. “Found this down the hall.”

“On second thought, Diana,”
Phoebe chuckled, “I’m saying good-bye and putting you in charge of
this little soap opera.”

Diana wished she could find the humor.
“We’re good here. Meet you at discharge. The clerk will need a few
minutes with you to sign papers.”

“Should Annie call security
before we leave?” The CNA pushed Phoebe down the hall, Phoebe’s
laughter fading toward the elevator.

Alex lifted a couple of flower pots and
stacked them on the cart. “My real reason for coming by is to get
some advice, Diana.” He eyed Brad. “Didn’t expect to get a double
whammy: two experts.”

“What’s the problem,
Bratton?” Brad brushed by him to reach the arrangements nearer the
window. He pulled the cart away from Alex and loaded it. “Diana
told me years ago that you weren’t much for asking advice, much
less taking it.”

“Cummins, I’m not interested
in anything you and Diana have discussed. I came here for some
help.”

“Please, both of you, just
knock it off,” Diana said.

Alex walked deeper into the room toward the
window. “How come that infertility specialist didn’t find what was
wrong or even suspect a problem? he asked. “My wife had been using
her for months … all kinds of expensive drugs and tests and
x-rays.”

“It’s normal for you to have
questions, to want to know why.” Diana said. “Have you talked to
the doctor?”

“I guess we saw this
coming,” Brad said. “The blame game.” He shook his head, lowered
it, and backed away.

“Of course, I met with her.
All she did was pull the file, shove all the treatment consents in
my face … showed me where Blythe signed for every surgery and
medication. Her initials were all over that shit. What’s worse,
that crazy bitch charged me over $30,000.”

“If you want to point
fingers, you might as well hold me responsible.”

“Diana, that’s crazy,” Brad
said. “Blythe Bratton was your patient for only a few
minutes.”

“Hang on,” Alex said. “Are
you acting as Diana’s business partner or ex-boyfriend?” He
continued the stare out the window.

Brad kicked the door shut, rushed to Alex
and threw him away from the window against the wall. Alex shook it
off and lunged at Brad. Locked chest-to-chest, the two men stumbled
together against the table with the china and newspaper. The cup
and saucer crashed to the floor with Brad and Alex falling atop the
splintered pieces.

Pushing up first, Brad dusted off his scrub
suit. “You’re the lawyer, Bratton. You figure it out,” he said.

Alex sat up on the floor and brushed clean
the lapel and sleeves of his tailored suit before standing to face
opposite Brad.

Diana did nothing during the seconds-long
wrestling match but admire the brawn of each man: a six foot two or
three physique, similar narrow waists that rose to broad level
shoulders, and hard, muscular legs. Each man still had a full head
of hair.

She could not deny what had been her initial
attraction.

“Asshole, you’d better add
personal assault to your list of hospital privileges,” Alex said.
“Maybe you can take some weekend training course or something. Even
get the hospital to pay you for it.”

“Get outta here, Bratton,”
Brad said.

“Let it go, Brad,” Diana
said.

Brad shook his head slowly, but stepped
away, his gaze locked on Alex Bratton.

“You’ve always been a
top-notch physician, Diana,” Alex said. “I’m not looking to sue
you. Like you said, I just want somebody to sort this out for me. I
need some answers.”

Diana considered the suggestion that the
three of them take a seat but thought better of it. “Maybe this
will help, Alex,” she said. “The final autopsy findings had not
been released when I checked yesterday afternoon, only the initial
report. Blythe’s abdominal pain was from ovarian hyperstimulation
syndrome, and that condition can lead to heart failure. Her
shortness of breath was the first clue, but I decided she was
reacting to the pain of a rotten gallbladder.”

“That’s all you need to
hear, Bratton. The infertility specialist explained all the pros
and cons of the treatment. You just admitted that.”

“What Brad means is that
what happened to Blythe is a recognized, but rare, complication of
advanced infertility drugs,” Diana said.

Alex removed a thick brown folder from his
coat pocket, sealed at both ends and handed it to Diana. “Well, I
have the completed autopsy report,” he said.

“I’ll look over this
tonight, ask some questions of the ME and Blythe’s doctor, and let
you know,” she said. “But if her physicians sense that you’re
looking for trouble, they won’t be so open to talk off the
record.”

“Thanks in advance for the
effort, Diana,” Alex said, brushing away the wrinkles in his suit
and straightening his collar. “And another thing. You don’t need
some dickhead doctor like Brad Cummins to take up for you. You
never have.”

Grateful for his silence, Diana felt Brad’s
daggers for Alex as he left. She slid the folder of autopsy results
between two potted plants on the cart and a tightly wrapped basket
of fruit, a gift from one of Phoebe’s bridge clubs. The tag read:
Get well soon. We need our master player back!

“The grieving widower,” Brad
said as the door snapped shut behind Alex. “I’m
touched.”

Diana remembered one of the last nights with
Alex before she filed for divorce. She ran her fingers over the
lower edge of her blouse, the place where his belt snapped across
her chest. Her rib felt sore. “The grieving widower,” she said.



 CHAPTER 4


Key Martin wedged his coffee cup
between several Styrofoam empties, the Jackson Police Department
insignia peeking through the collection. Case files still under
investigation covered most of the remaining desk surface. He
crushed each empty cup and used his arm to rake the bits of
Styrofoam into the trash can beside his desk.

“Just tidying up a bit,” he
said. “Come on in, Dr. Bratton. It’s been a while.” Martin stood as
his secretary escorted Diana into the office. He studied the
remaining mess on his desk and pushed several photos into a
haphazard stack. The effort made the clutter worse.

Diana remembered Detective Key Martin as
taller and younger. It had been over six years, and he was now
chief of police. She accepted the seat across from his
desk.

“I’ve been busy … raising my
daughter and working, building my surgical practice.”

“It’s always a busy place
around here, Doc, and these cases don’t always go by the book.” He
picked up one of the files and turned it toward Diana. An 8 X 10
color photograph was clipped to the front. “Coroner thinks this
one’s self-inflicted.”

“And you say no?” Diana
asked.

“The bullet took off most of
her forehead,” he said. “Women don’t usually disfigure themselves
in suicide cases. Most kill themselves with pills or maybe
poison.”

Diana studied the photograph, gruesome even
to a trauma surgeon. “Types of death that follow the rules or a
list, or maybe don’t quite make the list. That’s sort of what I
wanted to talk about.”

“Well, here’s another.”
Martin produced a photograph of another young woman, Caucasian. Her
hair color matched Diana’s shade of brunette, only cut shorter. She
still wore jewelry. “I agree with the ME on this
one—suicide.”

“What’s her story?” Diana
studied her features and the earrings. “What kind of work did she
do … or was she a student?” she asked.

“Pharmacist,” Martin
answered. “One of the chain stores snapped her up right after she
graduated. Top in her class.”

“That’s it—the earrings. She
always wore some style of butterfly earrings. This is the girl who
worked nights at the drug store on Lakeland.”

Martin smiled. “Good work, Dr. Bratton.”

“A pharmacist has easy
access to poison, to pills, handy for committing suicide, so not a
worry when inventory comes up missing,” Diana said.

“Family says the girl didn’t
even drink, but toxicology was positive for
barbiturates.”

“No one suspected she was
depressed?”

“Sort of reminds me of that
case in 2006—the crazy, dead nurse,” Martin said, “the one that
involved your boyfriend.”

“Dr. Cummins and I have
moved on.”

“But you two are still
associates. Partners, I should say, working partners, that is. I
check your clinic website from time to time, and you’ve cut on some
of my friends.”

Diana stood and walked to the bookcase on
the other side of the office. The dust looked the same as in 2006,
just more of it. She overcame the urge to run her forefinger
through the thick layer. Some binders were turned to the back,
exposing edges of bound documents. Some books rested face forward.
Some had landed askew when stacked on the shelving. Skinny
paperback journals were piled on the top shelf, the corners of the
pages sharp. They had never been read.

“What can I do for you
today, Doc?” Martin asked.

“A lot of people around me
are dying, Detective.” She remembered the promotion and his desk
placard. “My apologies, I should say, Chief Martin. I came
down here curious about two deaths in my circle of things; however,
this makes three—if you widen the circle and count the poor
pharmacist.”

“So? Some patients live and
some don’t make it. Isn’t that part of what you do,
Doc?”

Diana slipped a nervous laugh. “Up until a
couple of days ago, I had seen my share of people die. Some
hemorrhage or code in the operating room; some roll into the ER all
shot up or cut up; some drift away in their hospital beds. But
something just doesn’t seem …”

A loud echo of high heels came from the
hall. “Excuse me, Chief Martin,” a woman said from the doorway.
“The Northeast precinct commander wants to brief you on that
robbery in the church parking lot. She’s made an arrest. TV
reporters are all over it.”

The woman’s attempt at well-dressed was a
dark suit rescued from the final sales rack at Chico’s, Diana
supposed, her heels and platform shoes too high and too clunky.

“Jade, give me a sec. Tell
them no comment until I finish up with this.”

Diana started for the door, walking past the
secretary. Martin followed.

“Sorry to take up your
time,” Diana said. “Not really sure why I came down
here.”

“Have the commander wait for
me in the conference room. Pretty please.”

Jade nodded and left, again in a trail of
echoes—even more commanding than before.

Diana remained just inside the doorway.

“You said you were curious
about some deaths.” Martin tossed the photo of the dead pharmacist
to his desk and rummaged through the other files. From the rear,
his soft, growing beer belly was hidden, the three-inch wide bald
spot at his crown now the focus. Even with that, Diana did not find
him unattractive.

“Are you talking about
outside the hospital, people that are not your
patients?”

“Well, sort of. First, a man
drops dead on a street near my aunt’s house. I almost ran over the
body.”

“A Mister … Eaves.” He
produced a folder and looked inside. “Carvel Eaves, that’s right.
Not much gets by me, Dr. Bratton. You’ve been on my radar more than
just keeping tabs on your website from time-to-time.”

“Why am I not surprised?”
she asked.

Martin returned the file to the desktop. He
slid it and other documents around the surface as though making
another attempt at organization. He finally tossed the file to the
top of the pile.

Diana frowned. “Then the next thing that
happened—my ex-husband’s new wife died in my clinic.”

“I didn’t hear about that
one, but I’m surprised you would go there.”

“I surprised myself.” Diana
turned toward him. “Alex, my ex-husband, brought her by my office
for a second opinion. All I did was order a couple of
tests.”

“So, the lady’s death … not
your fault? Not really?”

 “Not my fault. Really. Even the ex admits that. She suffered
complications of medical treatment; she just happened to be in my
office when she died. At first, I didn’t think so much about
it—the fact that I’m the common
denominator in these deaths.”

“These deaths—Eaves, Mrs.
Bratton, and now your pharmacist—all different circumstances, and
most likely all coincidence,” Martin said.

Shoes clacking again in the hall ended with
the secretary popping her head around the door. Jade grinned at
Diana. “Sorry, Chief, but the commander says the press conference
can’t wait. The grandmother of those two young men booked for the
church robbery is demanding to have her own press conference. She
even called local TV herself.”

“Looks like I gotta go, Doc.
Don’t let all this get to you.” Martin grabbed his jacket from
behind the door while Jade waited. “Bottom line: I think your ex is
getting under your skin. I never have let mine get to me—none of
‘em.”

“Miss,” the secretary said,
“I’ll escort you to front reception.”

Diana followed her to the elevator, checking
her iPhone for new messages. She was free—no one, not even Kelsey
or Phoebe needed her, at least not at the moment. Phoebe was busy
following up with her internist, and if his schedule was anything
like a surgeon’s, the appointments were running behind. Diana took
the short ride to the lobby and walked to the street. This was a
cool spring day, low in humidity, no hint of the upcoming hot
Mississippi summer. A few minutes were left on the parking
meter.

Traffic was light as Diana pulled out onto
East Pascagoula and drove toward State Street and the exit to
Interstate 55 North. Martin’s probably right, she thought.
My imagination’s gotten the best of me.

Time remained for her to run by the office
and catch up on medical records before driving back to pick up her
aunt. They planned to attend Blythe Bratton’s funeral visitation
later in the afternoon. Alex would be in his element: standing in a
black, lawyer-type suit; dark hair gelled perfectly in place in
whatever he considered the hottest style; people lined up, a long
line, anxious to see him.

***

“I might as well get used to
waiting in enclosed spaces,” Phoebe said. “I’ll be locked in a
coffin soon.”

“Most doctors’ waiting rooms
are a lot smaller,” the man seated next to her said. “And I’ve seen
my share. Besides, this one has that big window behind us, looking
out into the garden and fountain.”

“This clinic keeps patients
waiting forever,” Phoebe said, tossing her magazine to the lamp
table. “You were here when I checked in over an hour
ago.”

In the row of chairs along the opposite wall
a young mother breast fed her baby under a nursing cover. Beside
her sat an elderly woman sporting a jeweled walking cane. She was
in deep conversation with the silver-haired man next to her. A
middle-aged couple near the check-in window struggled with the
patient registration forms attached to clipboards.

Phoebe glanced over her shoulder through the
window. Two women in surgical scrub suits took a seat on the stone
bench under the ornamental magnolia. One of them lit a cigarette.
The other plucked potato chips out of the bag, then slowly
unscrewed the cap to a bottle of Coke. “See, look at that. No one
seems in a hurry.”

“It’s worth the wait,” the
man said. He turned the page of his sports magazine. “I’m here with
my wife. She came down with cancer a year ago. This doctor
definitely knows his stuff. The chemo has beat it.”

“So far, that’s good,”
Phoebe said. She turned away as two young men in white uniforms
tossed a football in the greenspace adjacent to the garden. She
adjusted herself in her seat. “Don’t get me wrong. That news does
sound encouraging, very hopeful.”

“And you?” he asked. “How
have you been?”

“I know I should be grateful
that I’m not in that same predicament.” Phoebe caught herself. “I
mean, I should be grateful that my pneumonia is better, that I only
have pneumonia. I was in the hospital recently. Lots of those
horrid IVs.”

“My sweet wife knows all
about those.”

Phoebe said, “I thought you divorced her
years ago.”

A tall, emaciated woman appeared standing
above them. She looked ashen.

“Darling!” The man stood,
dropping his magazine to the chair cushion. “You’re finished with
the doctor. I didn’t see the nurse bring you out.”

“He’s ordered another PET
scan.” The wife spoke in weak monotone. “The results of my blood
work trouble him. His chemotherapy nurse is also
worried.”

The man took his wife’s arm and walked her
in the direction of the reception and check-out window. “I’m sure
everything will be fine,” he said. “Let’s see when the doctor wants
you back.”

Phoebe sat forward in her chair, studying
them, her copy of Delta Magazine held tightly against her
chest.
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