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  To my very special, much loved children,




  Beatrix, Trevor, Todd, Samantha, Nick,




  Victoria, Vanessa, Maxx, and Zara.




  May you work hard, love well, and be greatly loved,




  and may all your victories and accomplishments




  be celebrated and appreciated.




  Anything and everything you wish is possible,




  and good things happen at the right time.




  I love you with all my heart and soul,




  Mom/DS






  Foreword




  Dear Reader,




  I hope you enjoy The Right Time. It touches on a number of subjects I love and care about with the twists and turns in the plot. I always love celebrating the strength of the human spirit, and what people do when faced with seemingly insurmountable challenges in their lives, and how unexpected events can turn disaster or tragedy around. Life presents an unexpected solution for Alex, orphaned and alone in the world at fourteen, by placing her in a convent with a group of very lively, enterprising nuns. Instead of sequestered, she is gently sheltered and then encouraged to step into the world to follow the path she was meant to be on, with courage and a sense of discovery about herself and what the world has to offer her.




  I love the fact that Alex follows an unusual path as a mystery writer. I love how hard she works at it. I always enjoy exploring how each of us expresses our particular talents. And I felt a bond with her, because I too began writing when I was very young, and wrote my first book at nineteen. What happens after that can be very challenging, cast into a very adult world at a young age—and beyond that, if fame happens, it presents years and years of challenges and decisions about how one lives with it. It’s not an easy life to lead, and no matter how hard you try, you can’t hide from it forever. Watching Alex struggle with fame and success, and the price you pay for them, was familiar to me too. Each person lives success differently, and her adventures along the way help her become the person she is destined to be.




  Whatever your path in life, you have a talent, whatever it is. How you express it, how you live it, and how you share it with others are unique to you. You have your own special way of dealing with life and the gifts you’ve been given, whether you hide those gifts or share them openly. I hope you enjoy reading about this talented young mystery writer, and following her story as it unfolds. Victory and success come in many forms and guises, her path is an exciting, fascinating, and rewarding one, and I’m sure yours will be too!




  Love, Danielle
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  Chapter 1




  Alexandra Cortez Winslow was seven years old, with long straight black hair, creamy white skin, and big green eyes, which she had squeezed shut as she lay facedown on her bed, trying not to listen to her parents argue. Sometimes their fights lasted for hours. They always ended with a door slamming, and then her father would come up to see her in her bedroom and tell her everything was fine.




  They had been arguing for an hour this time, and Alex could hear her mother screaming. She had a hot Latin temper, and Alex could remember her parents’ arguments for as long as she’d been alive. They had gotten worse in the last year or two, and afterward her mother would be gone for a few days, or a few weeks sometimes, and everything would be quiet for a while when she came back. And then it would start again, like tonight. Her mother had said at dinner that she wanted to go to Miami for a few days to see friends, her father had reminded her unhappily that she’d just been there, and then they sent Alex upstairs. Her mother didn’t care who heard them fight, but her father always sent Alex to her room. She put her pillows over her head as she tried not to listen, but you could hear them all over the house. They lived in a residential neighborhood of Boston, and sometimes Alex’s friends next door said they could hear them too. Her mother did most of the shouting, and threw things sometimes, while Alex’s father tried to calm her down before she broke something or one of the neighbors called the police. That hadn’t happened yet, but he was afraid that one day it might.




  Carmen Cortez and Eric Winslow had met in Miami when he was there on a business trip. He was the head of a construction firm that built office buildings and specialized in banks. He was there for a job they were bidding on, and had gone to dinner alone at a lively restaurant on the first night of his trip. He had seen a group of attractive young people walk in, and heard them speaking Spanish when they sat down at a table next to his, and a spectacular-looking young woman had instantly caught his eye. Sensing him watching her, she had glanced over and smiled at him. He was a goner after that.




  Eric was a sensible man with a quiet life. He had been married to a college professor who had died of breast cancer two years before, after putting up a noble fight. They had no children, and had made a conscious decision not to have any, due to health problems his wife had had all her life. They had never been unhappy about their decision, and accepted it as a reasonable choice for them.




  He had done well at his job over the years, Barbara enjoyed her work teaching American history at Boston University, and they loved their home, which felt too large for him without her. He had expected them to spend their golden years together and hadn’t anticipated being widowed at forty-eight. That hadn’t been in their plan, and once she was gone, he felt like a marble in a shoebox, rolling around, lost at home, as he sat alone reading in his den every night. Everything seemed so meaningless without her. He traveled for business frequently, but there was no one to come home to, no one to tell about the projects he was working on, and he had thought this trip to Miami would be no different. The silence in the house would be deafening when he got back. Their housekeeper, Elena, still came in several times a week and prepared meals she left for him in the freezer, and he put them in the microwave when he got home from work. He had no family, no siblings, no children, and he felt like a fifth wheel now with their friends, and spent most of his nights and weekends alone. His only pleasure and distraction were the crime thrillers he loved to read. He had a bookcase full of them.




  He was surprised when a live salsa band started playing at the restaurant during dinner the night he met Carmen, and even more so when she got up and invited him to dance. She was wearing a short, low-cut red dress that clung to her perfect body, and she told him that she was a model and occasional actress. She had come from Cuba at eighteen four years before. They danced for a few minutes, and then with a warm smile she went back to her friends. He had no idea what had gotten into him when he agreed to dance with her, it was unlike him, but she was so dazzling that when she walked over to him, he couldn’t decline. She concentrated on her friends after that, and he noticed that they laughed a lot, and he felt faintly ridiculous, but he gave her his business card when he left the restaurant, and told her where he was staying in Miami. He was certain that a woman as vivacious and young as Carmen would never call him.




  “If you ever come to Boston . . .” he said, thinking of how foolish he sounded. He was twenty-eight years older than she was, more than twice her age. He realized full well how old he must seem to her and her friends, but he had never met another woman as exciting in his life. She had black hair and green eyes, light olive skin, a tan, and a flawless body. He thought of her all night, and was stunned when she called him at the hotel the next morning, before he left for a meeting. He invited her to dinner, and she told him where to meet her, and he was obsessed with images of her all day.




  She looked fabulous when he saw her at the restaurant, wearing a short black dress and high heels. They went dancing after dinner, and then to a bar she suggested, and they talked until four A.M. He was fascinated by her. She explained to him that she was a trade show model, and had dreams of going to L.A. or New York for a big acting career. And in the meantime, since arriving from Havana, she had worked as a waitress, a model, a bartender, and a disco dancer to make ends meet. She spoke excellent English, with an accent, and he thought she was the most beautiful girl he’d ever seen. He was leaving for Boston the next day, but he said if his firm got the Miami project, he’d be back in town frequently. In the end, he returned to Miami two weeks later, just to see her. They had a fantastic weekend, and within a month, he was head over heels in love, and totally besotted with her. It seemed foolish at his age, but he didn’t care.




  Eric took Carmen to restaurants she had heard of but never been to, and they went for long walks on the beach. And on the second weekend he came to visit her, she stayed at his hotel with him. Eric was a handsome man, with a trim, athletic physique, and she said she wasn’t bothered by his age. He was aware of her financial struggles and offered to help her, but she always thanked him and declined. His firm didn’t get the project that they’d bid on in Miami, but three months after they started dating, in a moment of impulsive madness totally uncharacteristic of him, Eric asked Carmen to marry him. And she accepted.




  They were married by a justice of the peace in Miami. Although her mother couldn’t leave Havana, a handful of Carmen’s friends were present, and he had arranged for a wedding dinner at the Fontainebleau Hotel, which Carmen loved. At the end of the weekend, Carmen took her three suitcases full of everything she owned and flew to Boston with him for the first time. When they arrived, he carried his exotic bride over the threshold into a world that was totally unfamiliar to her. Her first months were acute culture shock. The weather was cold and gray, and it snowed frequently, which she hated. She was cold all the time, bored while he was at work, and missed her friends. He took her to Miami after a few months to see her pals. They were all envious of her comfortable new life, although dubious about his age. And six months after they were married, Eric and Carmen were both surprised when they discovered she was pregnant. It was an accident, but after careful thought, Eric felt it was a fortuitous one. Having children had never been an option with Barbara’s health, but now the idea of a baby delighted him, and he hoped it would be a son to carry on his name. He would teach him to play baseball since he was an avid sports fan, and take him to games. He might even coach him in Little League. He thought a baby would help to bond Carmen to him, since she still felt out of place in his conservative Boston world and had no friends of her own there. She didn’t like his friends and found them boring, so they spent their time with each other.




  Carmen was considerably less excited about the baby than he was, and didn’t feel ready for motherhood at twenty-two. It would shelve her modeling career for a year, although she hadn’t been able to get work in Boston, and she had nothing to do all day. Eventually she watched Spanish soap operas on TV until Eric got home from work, and waited for the baby to arrive. It was due in February. And having convinced each other it was a boy, they decorated the nursery in blue. Eric could hardly contain himself he was so excited, and bought a box of cigars to hand out on the big day.




  Alexandra was born on the night of a blizzard in Boston. The delivery was worse than anything Carmen had imagined, and than he had feared. The doctor said it was normal for a first labor to be lengthy, and for the delivery to be as rough as it was. Carmen didn’t even want to see the baby once it was born. Eric had been in the delivery room with her, and there was a shocked silence when the doctor announced that it was a girl. It took Eric several hours to get over his disappointment, but once he held her, he fell in love with his daughter. Carmen was heavily sedated and asleep by then, and she didn’t adjust to the baby as easily as he did. Their housekeeper, Elena, took care of Alexandra when they got home, and all Carmen could talk about was getting her figure back and going to Miami to see her friends. She hadn’t been in months, since Eric didn’t want her traveling in the last stages of the pregnancy.




  Going to a local gym every day and dieting, and as young as she was, Carmen got her figure back quickly, and when Alexandra was three months old, Carmen went to Miami for three days and stayed two weeks, partying with her friends. But she was in much better spirits when she got back. Eric and Elena took care of the baby while she was away.




  She made regular trips to Florida every month after that, even worked a couple of trade shows while she was there, and left the baby with Eric. She still had no friends in Boston, and their life was too boring and traditional for her. It became rapidly obvious to him that motherhood wasn’t Carmen’s strong suit. All she wanted was to be in Miami with her friends. And when Alex was a year old, Eric discovered that Carmen was having an affair with a male dancer in Miami. He was from Puerto Rico, and she was tearful about it when she confessed and promised it wouldn’t happen again.




  She had several slips in spite of that and committed numerous indiscretions over the years. She was lonely in Boston, she thought Eric’s life was tedious and dull, and so was he. Despite Carmen’s behavior, he did everything possible to keep the marriage together, for the child’s sake as well as his. He was still very taken with his wife in the early years, until it finally dawned on him when Alex was three years old that Carmen was never going to settle down and didn’t love him. She might stay with him for practical reasons, and the perks of his lifestyle, but she wasn’t in love with him. Eric’s worst fear was that she would take the child and leave him, and he didn’t want to lose Alex, or even share custody. He knew that if Carmen left him and took Alex to Miami, it would be an unsavory life for a little girl, among Carmen’s loosely behaved friends. Alex was his daughter and he wanted her to live a wholesome, traditional life, not the haphazard, dubious one her mother engaged in as soon as she went back to her old familiar world.




  The only way Eric managed to keep the marriage together was by letting Carmen do what she wanted, come and go as she pleased, and he turned a blind eye to her affairs, although he could always tell when there was a new man in her life. She spent all her time on the phone, smiling happily when she got calls from him.




  Their fights were fierce and legendary when she was back in town. She drank too much when he took her to business parties, and flirted with every man in sight. She was a very badly behaved young woman, but strikingly beautiful, and every head turned when she walked into a room with him. There was a certain pride for Eric in being with her, but she was a wild free spirit he knew he would never tame, and could barely keep. She flew off at will and returned when it suited her, and neglected their child. She never asked to take Alex with her on her trips to Miami. Carmen was happy to leave her with her father, and he was relieved.




  Alex was growing up listening to them fighting, or alone with her father when her mother was away. Eric took wonderful care of her, with Elena’s help. The housekeeper was like a loving grandmother to the child. She strongly disapproved of Carmen, and spoke to her harshly in Spanish. She spoke Spanish to Alex as well, as did Carmen. Alex was fully bilingual by the time she was three, and an adorable, loving child. She adored her father and loved her mother, but she also knew that she couldn’t rely on her mother. She could always count on him.




  Eric took Alex to school in the morning, and Elena picked her up after school, even when Carmen was in town, while she went shopping, got her nails done, or spent hours on the phone with her friends in Florida. It was as though she wasn’t really there when she was in Boston with them. Alex tried to do little things for her mother, to make her happy, so they wouldn’t fight as much, but it never changed anything. Sometimes Alex thought that if she tried to be really, really good, her mother wouldn’t get so mad at them, but she did anyway. It was obvious even to Alex that her mother hated being there.




  The fight that had driven Alex to hide under her pillows was no different from all the others, but it took a long time for the arguing to stop, and finally she heard the familiar door slam that meant it was over for now. She had seen her mother pack a suitcase that afternoon, and could guess where she was going. And a few minutes later, her father came up the stairs and opened the door to her room. It was still painted pale blue, and she knew why. Her father had told her that he had been foolish enough to want a little boy before she was born, and had no idea then how lucky he was to have a little girl instead.




  He had started taking her to baseball games with him when she was five, and taught her about the players and the rules of the game. She knew more about baseball than most boys did, and he had been pitching balls to her in the backyard for years. He bragged to his friends that she was a good little hitter, had great hand-eye coordination, could hit a ball harder than any kid, and had an amazing pitching arm.




  Eric always read to her at night before she went to sleep. He was addicted to spy stories and crime thrillers, and he encouraged Alex to read in her spare time. They’d been through all the classic stories for children her age, Charlotte’s Web, Stuart Little, the Winnie-the-Pooh books when she was younger, and Anne of Green Gables. He had recently started her on Nancy Drew books, although she was a little young for them, but she loved them. Reading was her escape from the tension between her parents and her mother’s bad moods. Books were her friends.




  She was already on her second Nancy Drew book, and her father read her a chapter every night. She loved the mysteries Nancy solved, and how keenly observant she was.




  “Ready for some Nancy Drew?” he asked with a smile as he walked into the room and Alex emerged from under her pillows with tousled hair and wide eyes, and nodded.




  “Did she go away?” Alex asked in a constricted voice.




  “She’ll be back in a few days,” he said reassuringly. Alex knew that was true, although she always worried that one day she might not come home. Her mother was a difficult person, she got angry a lot, and she didn’t like reading stories or playing games, but she was still her mother, and sometimes she put nail polish on Alex’s toes, which she liked a lot. Once her mother had put gold polish on her, and she had taken off her socks and showed her friends at school.




  Eric took out the book from the bookcase in Alex’s room, and they settled onto her bed next to each other, against the pillows. They had started with The Hidden Staircase, and he told Alex they were written a long time ago, but were still very good. They were reading The Secret at Shadow Ranch now, which Alex was really enjoying. She loved the way her father read them to her, with lots of drama in his voice. He made the story sound really exciting.




  He put an arm around her as they sat on the bed, and they read two chapters before she had to go to sleep. She had school the next day. As he finished reading, Alex looked up at him with her big green eyes.




  “Do you think she’ll call from Miami?”




  “I’m not sure,” he said honestly. Carmen was hard to predict, and sometimes she seemed to forget them entirely. Most often she did.




  “Was she really mad when she left?” Alex asked softly, worried. He nodded, trying not to look upset about it, but she knew he was. It was like living on the side of a volcano, and hard on them both.




  “Do you want to go to spring training with me?” he asked, to distract her. It was fun going on trips with him, and he had taken her to the Red Sox’s spring training once before. She nodded and smiled at him.




  She changed into her pajamas, brushed her teeth, got into bed, and he tucked her in, kissed her, turned off the light, and then stood in the doorway for a minute.




  “Everything’s going to be all right, Alex. It always is. Mommy will be happy when she comes home.” But not for long, Alex knew only too well. “Sleep tight, I love you,” he said, as he did every night.




  “I love you too, Daddy,” she said, and closed her eyes, thinking of Nancy Drew and the mystery she was trying to solve in the book they’d read that night. Nancy Drew was so smart, and always figured everything out, as if she had magical powers. Alex wished she had those same powers to know when her mother would come back. Maybe by the time they finished reading the book.




  







  Chapter 2




  Eric and Alex followed their usual routine the next day. Carmen’s departure for Miami the night before didn’t change much for them. She never got up in the morning, and Eric always let her sleep late. He cooked Alex’s breakfast of oatmeal, toast, and bacon, and on the weekends he made pancakes or eggs. Elena left dinner for them when she went home at night. Carmen had never tried to learn to cook. Her repertoire included a few Cuban dishes that were too spicy for Alex, and Eric didn’t like them either.




  He made Alex’s lunch and put it in her Wonder Woman lunch box with a snack. Pattie, their neighbor, was picking her up after school, and Alex was going to their house to play. They had four children, two older and two younger than Alex, and Pattie often brought Alex home with them. Alex liked going to their house, there was always something to do. Her own house was so quiet until her dad got home. He picked her up at Pattie’s on the way, and then they went back to their house to eat the dinner Elena had left for them. They had a whole system worked out, and Carmen’s absences didn’t alter anything, except that Alex was subdued when her mother was away. She was always worried about when she would come back.




  “How is she?” Eric asked Pattie in an undertone, when he got to their house to pick her up that night. The two boys were chasing each other, and he could hear the TV blaring in the playroom downstairs while Pattie cooked dinner. Her husband was a lawyer and worked late a lot of nights. She was a nice woman and Eric was grateful for her help.




  “She seems okay, a little quiet.” But they both knew that wasn’t unusual for Alex, who was an introverted child. She liked being with other children, but as an only child who spent a lot of time with her father, she was more accustomed to the company of adults. “But she always is when Carmen’s gone.”




  Pattie guessed correctly that it had to be stressful for Alex, even though she didn’t say much about it. But Pattie and her husband had heard Carmen and Eric’s fights on warm nights when the windows were open. It wasn’t a happy atmosphere for a child. Pattie had never hit it off with Carmen, who had no interest in getting to know other mothers, organizing playdates, or inviting Alex’s friends to their house. She seemed more interested in herself than anyone else, including her daughter. And she didn’t look or act like anyone’s mother. Pattie was considerably older. Carmen was only thirty then but didn’t look it. She acted and dressed more like twenty, and was a pretty girl. Pattie couldn’t help thinking Carmen and Eric were an odd couple, and it was easy to see that he had been dazzled by her looks, married her in haste, and lived to regret it. Their eight-year marriage had been turbulent and troubled from the first, which was no secret in the neighborhood. And Elena gave Pattie an earful, whenever she was willing to listen, which she tried not to do often. She didn’t want to intrude, but she was happy to help with Alex whenever she could. She felt sorry for the little girl.




  Eric and Alex went home then, and he warmed up dinner while she did her homework at the kitchen table. She took a bath on her own after dinner, and her father helped her wash her hair. He told her he had gone to the bookstore that day and picked up some new books by his favorite writers, and they were going to read her Nancy Drew book again that night.




  They spent two weeks following all their usual routines, waiting for Carmen to come home. She didn’t call at all this time, but she’d done that before, usually when she was involved with a new man. But to Alex, Eric pretended not to be concerned. Finally Carmen called him at the office, because she knew it was hard for him to talk around their daughter, and she had something important to tell him and didn’t want to be the one to tell Alex.




  He was distracted when he picked up the phone.




  “I’m not coming back,” Carmen said in a flat voice.




  “This week?” He assumed that was what she meant.




  “Never,” she said simply. “I can’t do it anymore. I wasted my best years in Boston. I don’t know how you stand it. It’s the most boring city in the world.” Or maybe it was just his life, or him, but she had grown up with the music and lively Caribbean atmosphere of Cuba, where people talked and laughed and danced and drank rum. It was a sensual world. When she was with Eric in Boston, she felt dead. Miami felt like the center of the universe to her.




  “You’re staying in Miami?” He was worried and sad about it, but not surprised. He had feared this happening for years. In some ways it would be a relief to him from the constant fighting, but an agony for their little girl.




  “For a while. I got booked for two trade shows, and I met someone who said he can set me up with an agency in Vegas, and I can find modeling work there all the time.” Probably topless, but she didn’t mind.




  “That’s not a wholesome place for a child,” he told her seriously. He didn’t want his daughter growing up in Las Vegas, not with the kind of people Carmen hung out with. Her plan was worse than he had envisioned in all the years he had worried about her leaving. He wasn’t in love with her anymore. Living with her was just too difficult, but he didn’t want to lose Alex, even half the time, if they shared custody. This was his worst nightmare come true. His heart had skipped a beat when she told him what she wanted to do, and he didn’t think he could stop her.




  “I’m not taking her with me,” Carmen said, without any sign of regret. “She’s better off in Boston with you. She can come to visit me when I get settled. I’ll see how I like Vegas, or I might go to L.A. You’re right, it’s no life for a kid. And I need to be free.”




  She knew herself well, and as far as Eric was concerned, she had been as good as free for years. She had never really acted like a wife to him. Their sex life had been fabulous at first, but once that cooled down after the baby, she acted like a stranger. She couldn’t wait to leave at every opportunity, and they hadn’t had sex with each other in almost five years. She had made it seem like an obligation for two years before that. The fire had gone out of their marriage within a year. It had been a colossal mistake. He had been a fool to marry her and he knew it. She was almost thirty years younger, hated everything about his life, and their marriage was a farce.




  “Maybe I’ll come to visit her sometime,” Carmen said vaguely, as his heart ached for his child. However irresponsible a mother Carmen was, Alex still had some illusions about her. She was the only mother Alex had, and the child loved her.




  “You’re welcome to visit whenever you want. She’s going to miss you,” he said sadly. “Having just a father is not the same.”




  “You’re better with her than I am,” Carmen said honestly. “I felt like I was in prison when I was at home with the two of you.”




  “I know, but that’s not going to be easy for her to understand.” And then he asked her the question on his mind. Although it no longer made any difference, he was curious why she was leaving now. “Is there someone else?”




  She hesitated for a long time, and then answered, “Yes, I guess there is. It’s probably not serious, but we have a good time together. He’s got connections in Vegas and L.A.,” which was something Eric couldn’t offer her with his quiet, mundane existence. He had hoped to give her stability and provide a good life for her, but nothing about his life was appealing to her, not even their child. She just didn’t seem to have it in her to be a mother. She was too selfish and immature and wanted to be part of a flashy world, and there was no place in it for Eric or Alex. “I want a divorce,” she said, adding the icing on the cake. “I’m done.” He didn’t expect her to come back, but he’d thought she’d wait a while before asking for a divorce. It was a lot to tell Alex all at once, and he wondered if he should, or tell her that part later. “You can have full custody,” she added. That much was good news to him, it was what he had always wanted if she left for good.




  “Thank you. Do you want any kind of regular visitation?” He hoped not, but thought it only fair to ask. She was definitely off and running with her own life, with no regard for him or their daughter. She wasn’t evil, just a totally irresponsible person, which he couldn’t explain to a child of seven, although in her own way, Alex knew it.




  “No, let’s just see how it goes until I get settled. I’ll let you know where I am.” And then she broached a delicate subject, not sure how he’d react, although he’d always been generous while she lived with him. “Could I have some kind of support, like for a year or two, until I get a good job?” He hesitated, but she was his child’s mother. He respected that even if she didn’t.




  “Yes. We’ll figure it out, as long as it’s a reasonable amount.”




  “Are you going to call her?” he asked, sounding worried. He thought she should. She couldn’t just disappear out of their daughter’s life, and he was afraid now that she would.




  “Thank you for the support money. I’m not going to call her for a while. Why don’t you explain things to her for now?” Carmen said, knowing she could count on him and escape her responsibilities entirely. He hadn’t expected her to be this extreme, and to sever her ties with them almost completely, and he knew he was right to assume it was about a man. “I’ll let you know where to send the check,” she said blithely.




  “You should call her from time to time,” he urged the woman who no longer wanted to be his wife, or even Alex’s mother.




  “Yeah,” she said vaguely, “I’ll try . . . and Eric . . . I’m sorry . . . I just couldn’t do it. It was killing me.” He almost felt sorry for her when she said it, because he knew it was true. It was killing him too. After eight years of torture, he felt dead inside.




  “I know,” he said in a low tone. And now their daughter was the one who would be hurt, essentially losing her mother at seven. She wouldn’t understand that it had to do with her mother and what she was incapable of doing, and not with anything Alex had done wrong. Those were complicated, subtle concepts for a child her age.




  After he hung up, he sat staring out the window, thinking about the conversation. He knew he shouldn’t have been surprised, but he was in a way. It had gone badly for so long that he was used to it, and hadn’t really expected it to change for better or worse, although he had known in his heart of hearts that she might leave one day. And now she had. At least he no longer had to dread it, or fear he would lose Alex.




  He left work early that day and picked Alex up at school himself. He called Pattie to let her know, and she heard an odd tone in his voice immediately.




  “Is something wrong?” She liked him and thought he was a good father and compensated well for Carmen’s failings with the child. “No . . . yes . . .” He took a breath. “Carmen wants a divorce.”




  “Is she back?”




  “No, she’s in Miami. She’s thinking about moving to Vegas or L.A. I guess she has a new man in her life. But it was only a matter of time before she did this anyway. I hoped she’d wait till Alex was older, but she’s made up her mind. She’s not coming back.”




  It dawned on him that she hadn’t asked him to send her clothes. Maybe she didn’t want the respectable things she wore in Boston. Maybe she wanted to throw away everything about that life, including him and their daughter.




  Pattie had expected it for years, but she sounded worried. “Does she want custody?”




  “No, she’s giving me full custody.” Pattie was relieved as soon as he said it. “I’m glad, but it’s going to be tough on Alex. Being abandoned by your mother at her age is a lot to try to understand.”




  “Let me know if there’s anything I can do,” Pattie said kindly.




  “We’ll be okay,” he said as much to reassure himself.




  “I know you will. But Alex may react to it for a while.” She was young for such a major blow, even though Pattie had always felt that Carmen was an inadequate mother, and she had proven it to all of them now, without a backward glance.




  Eric was waiting outside school in his Volvo station wagon when Alex got out with the others. She didn’t see him at first, and then he called out to her and waved and she ran toward him and got into the car. She looked at him solemnly for a moment, and a sixth sense told her what he hadn’t said yet. He was still searching for the right words to break the news.




  “Mom’s not coming back, is she?” she said immediately. She could read it in his eyes. He hesitated, and then he nodded. There was no escaping the truth, and he didn’t want to lie to her. In some ways it was like a death, except she’d said she would come back for a visit one day, but he didn’t want to promise that either, knowing Carmen as he did. She was unreliable and flighty and might not even miss Alex. Out of sight, out of mind. “Will I ever see her again?” Alex said, white-faced with a look of panic.




  “Yes,” he said clearly, “but I don’t know when. She doesn’t know where she’s going to live, but she said you could come to visit when she settles down, or maybe she’ll come to visit here.”




  “Will I live with you?” Alex asked, as tears filled her eyes for a woman who had never been a mother to her, but she loved anyway.




  “Of course. You’re stuck with me forever,” he said as he leaned over and put his arms around her. “I love you. Mom just needs her own life, that’s the way she is. It’s not about you or anything you did wrong or could have done differently.” He wanted desperately to get the point across to Alex, and hoped he was.




  “I know,” Alex said bravely, wiping the tears off her cheeks as he started the car. “Maybe she wasn’t ready to be a mom.” She was trying to find a reason why it hadn’t worked out, for either of them.




  “Maybe. But we have each other, Al. We’re going to do fun things together, read lots of books, go to baseball games, we can take some trips.”




  “Can we go to visit Mom, wherever she is?”




  “Sure,” he said as he drove home. “And for now, let’s read all the Nancy Drews, the whole series. How about that?” Even at her age, she knew what he was doing, he was trying to make the best of it and cheer her up. She smiled at her father and nodded.




  “I’d like that. And then can I read some of your mystery books?” She knew how much he enjoyed them, and he told her about them sometimes.




  “Maybe when you’re a little older.” He listed all the things they were going to do together in the immediate future and the coming months, and tried to make her mother’s defection sound like an opportunity and a blessing.




  “Are you getting divorced?” She startled him with the question. “Sally Portman’s parents got divorced last year. Now she spends weekends and Wednesday nights at her dad’s.”




  “I think that could happen, not the weekends and Wednesdays, but maybe Mom and I will get divorced since she doesn’t want to live here with us anymore.”




  Alex nodded sagely, trying to absorb it. “Do you think she’ll get married again?”




  “I don’t know,” he said honestly.




  “Will you?”




  He laughed at the question. “I don’t think so, Miss Alex. Let’s just concentrate on each other for now. We can’t solve all the mysteries at once.” She had taken the news well, even though he knew she was very sad about it. They finished The Secret at Shadow Ranch that night. Alex loved the way it turned out, and the book suddenly had new meaning to her. As she listened to her father’s voice tell the story, she realized now that she lived alone with her father, just like Nancy. Nancy Drew didn’t have a mother either. Maybe one day she and her father could solve mysteries too. She wondered what had happened to Nancy Drew’s mom.




  “You never know how a mystery is going to end,” she said thoughtfully when they finished the last page, but she had guessed the ending, or almost. She liked trying to figure it out along the way, and she was good at it.




  “Life is a little bit like that too. Always full of surprises, sometimes good, sometimes not so good,” her father said quietly.




  “I like the guessing part,” she commented.




  “So do I,” he said, as he kissed her good night and tucked her into bed. “That’s why I like mystery books so much.”




  She nodded, and he left the room after he turned off the light. She lay in bed, not knowing where her mother was and if she missed her at all, and if she was thinking about her. Two tears slid down her cheeks and into her pillow. Wondering when she would see her mother again, she said a little prayer for her and then drifted off to sleep, and dreamed of Carmen. She looked beautiful in the dream, and she had come back to live with them. She hoped her mother would too one day.




  







  Chapter 3




  Carmen filed for divorce a month after she called Eric, and he didn’t tell Alex. She didn’t need to know the technical details of the end of their marriage. She asked for a small amount of support for two years, and he agreed to give it to her, as he had on the phone. She wasn’t after money. Her freedom meant more to her. She was still in Miami when she wrote to him, she still hadn’t called Alex, and she said she was leaving for Las Vegas soon. Eric knew that if he was sending her money, he could keep track of where she was. For Alex’s sake, he didn’t want her disappearing, in case they needed or wanted to get in touch.




  Two months later, she wrote to him from Las Vegas to give him her new address.




  Alex was doing well, and had gotten over the initial shock of her mother not coming back. He wondered if she had expected it too. Both her teacher and Pattie reported that she was a little less chatty than before but seemed okay, which was his impression at home too.




  They went to a dude ranch in Wyoming that summer, and Alex loved riding the horses and going to the rodeo. Once in a while, he remembered how much he had wanted a son before she was born, but she was loving and affectionate and there was nothing she couldn’t do. She loved baseball, she loved the books he selected for her, and she was good at sports. Her teacher said she had a gift for writing, and when they got back from Wyoming, Alex told him that she thought she might like to write books one day. She was eight and going into third grade, and they had heard nothing from Carmen since she wrote from Las Vegas.




  “Do you think I could write mystery books when I’m grown up, Daddy?” She looked very intent when she asked him.




  “You could,” he said thoughtfully, “but most of the big mystery writers are men. It’s a kind of book that men usually write. And in the case of the tougher thrillers and spy stories I like to read, it’s a style that men are naturally good at. Personally I don’t like to read mysteries written by women. I never do. So if you’re going to write mystery books, you’ll either have to write ‘cozy’ mysteries, like a woman called Agatha Christie, or if you write crime stories like I and a lot of men read, you should probably do it under a man’s name.” He sounded serious about it, and she was sure that he knew everything about mysteries because he read so many of them. It was all she ever saw him read.




  “You mean I’d have to pretend to be a man?” She was startled by that idea, and he nodded. “Like wear a fake mustache and men’s clothes?” He laughed at her interpretation of it.




  “You might look cute in a fake mustache,” he teased her. “No, I meant you could write them using a man’s name, so people think a man wrote them. There are some very good female mystery and crime writers, but I like male crime writers better myself. But you don’t have to wear boys’ clothes,” he said, and she seemed relieved.




  “Why wouldn’t they read them if they knew I was a woman?” It made no sense to her, although she trusted whatever her father told her.




  “Because in most cases, men write thrillers and women don’t.” He spoke with conviction on the subject.




  “That’s silly, Daddy. I bet women could write them too.”




  He shook his head and seemed convinced.




  “Then I’ll use your name if I write when I’m older, and people will think it’s you.” She laughed at the idea, but she was impressed by what he’d said, and wondered if it was true. Her father was usually right about most things. And she liked the idea of writing books in his name. It sounded like fun to her, especially if it would make women and men want to read her books.




  It was many months later when they finally heard from her mother again. She had been gone almost a year by then. Eric got a postcard from her saying that her boyfriend had some work to do in New York, and they were driving from Las Vegas, and would stop in Boston to see Alex. The divorce wasn’t final yet, and Eric didn’t tell Alex about her mother’s visit. He didn’t want to raise her hopes and disappoint her if in the end, she changed plans and didn’t show up.




  Carmen called the house late one night, and Eric answered. Alex was sound asleep.




  “We just got to town,” she said in her familiar voice.




  “Where are you staying?”




  She mentioned a cheap motel outside the city. “Can I see her tomorrow?”




  It was Friday night, so Alex didn’t have school the next day. But even if she did, Eric would have kept her home to see her mother. It was too important not to. And he was sorry now that he hadn’t warned Alex that her mother was coming to town.




  “Of course. She’s going to be thrilled to see you. How long are you staying?” He wondered whether seeing her mother would disrupt or upset her, but either way, he thought Alex should have a chance to visit with Carmen. It had been too long. And Alex talked about her from time to time, and said she missed her, hoped she was okay, and that she’d call. And now she was here. He hoped it wouldn’t be a shock.




  “We’re going to New York tomorrow. I’m just here for the day,” Carmen said blithely.




  “Do you want to pick her up after breakfast?” he offered, and Carmen hesitated for what seemed like a long time.




  “Why don’t I just come to the house?”




  He wasn’t anxious to see her, but he thought it might be easier for Alex that way. After nearly a year of total silence, her mother would feel like a stranger.




  “Whatever you like,” he said politely, and she said she would be there at ten o’clock and they hung up.




  He woke Alex the next morning, which he didn’t usually do on Saturdays, but he wanted to give her time to get ready and get used to the idea.




  “Your mom’s in town,” he told her after she was fully awake.




  “Here? Now?” Alex looked like he had said it was Christmas.




  “She’s on her way to New York. She’s coming to see you after breakfast.” Alex grinned broadly and bounded out of bed.




  “I want to wear my new dress,” she said, diving into her closet and emerging with a soft pink velvet dress and black patent leather shoes she’d bought on a shopping trip with Pattie. She brushed her long dark hair until it shone, washed her face, and put on the new dress and shoes. She was ready by nine in the morning, too excited to eat breakfast, and sat in the living room, waiting for her mother. She never moved from the spot, and Carmen showed up at noon, prettier than ever in jeans, a tight tee shirt, a black leather jacket, and high heels. Eric opened the door to her, and saw that there was a man standing behind her. He looked seedy and nervous and told Carmen he’d wait for her in the car. He seemed uncomfortable as soon as he saw Eric, and never met his eyes. He appeared to be about twenty-five years old, at most. And Eric felt like their grandfather as he ushered Carmen inside. He didn’t say that Alex had been waiting for her for two hours, but he was annoyed that she wasn’t on time.




  Alex jumped to her feet the moment she heard her, barreled through the living room, threw her arms around her mother, and gazed up into Carmen’s face, expecting to find everything there that she had felt herself for the past year. Carmen was as uncomfortable as her boyfriend had been, and out of place in the formal living room that had been her home for eight years. She looked almost like a lost teenager now.




  “Wow! You’ve gotten so tall!” she said, as Alex held her tight around her waist, and Carmen slowly put her arms around her, as though she were a stranger and not her child. “Let me see you,” she said, as she pulled away. “You’re still beautiful,” she said, smiling at her daughter.




  “So are you,” Alex said with awe. She had forgotten how striking her mother was, and how young.




  Eric offered food and drink, and Carmen declined. “I just had breakfast, and we have to get on the road soon. Vince has to be in New York by six o’clock.”




  “Who’s Vince?” Alex asked, as her face fell at the news that her mother was leaving soon, after so long. It was a five-hour drive to New York. Eric knew from what she said that they couldn’t stay for more than an hour. Alex seemed crushed.




  “He’s my boyfriend. He’s an actor and a dancer. We’re going to California together. He has connections there,” all of which meant nothing to Alex, but told Eric that she was still chasing rainbows and as rootless as ever.




  “What are you going to do in California?” Alex asked, her huge eyes drinking her in, so she could remember every detail after she left.




  “Maybe I’ll be in a movie.” Carmen grinned at her. “Then you can see me on the screen.”




  “I’d rather see you in real life,” Alex said sadly, and there was silence in the room. Eric left them alone, but was nearby in the kitchen, in case Alex needed him. “I missed you,” Alex added, and Carmen didn’t say anything for a minute.




  “I missed you too. But Vegas was a lot of fun.” It was everything Alex didn’t care about or want to hear. She wanted to know that her mother had thought of her all the time, which was clearly not the case.




  “Are you doing well in school?” Carmen didn’t know what to say, and didn’t notice the new dress and shoes, or that Alex had dressed up for her.




  The visit went by awkwardly, and before the hour was over, Carmen stood up and said she had to go and that it was nice seeing her, as though they were old friends. When Eric heard the front door open, he emerged from the kitchen to say goodbye. And all he could see was his daughter’s devastated face as her mother was leaving. She threw her arms around her waist one last time at the door, until Carmen squirmed free, kissed the top of her head, and said she had to go. A moment later she was gone, as Alex shouted “I love you!” after her, just before the front door closed. There was no response, and they heard the car drive away seconds later, as Alex began to sob and melted into her father’s arms. He led her to the couch and they sat down, as he held her and she cried. It nearly broke his heart, and for the first time he genuinely hated his ex-wife for what she was doing to their child, inflicting wounds he couldn’t heal that were bound to leave scars forever, while Carmen callously pursued her own life, with total disregard for anyone else. It would ring in Eric’s ears forever that Alex had called after her “I love you!” at the front door, and Carmen didn’t answer. She just waved without looking back and ran to the car where her boyfriend was waiting.




  “She didn’t say when she’d come back,” Alex sobbed, or say that she loved her, he wanted to add but didn’t.




  “I don’t think she ever knows her plans,” he said, fumbling for words of comfort he couldn’t find instead of the hatred he was feeling for Carmen. “She was happy to see you, though,” he said lamely.




  “Why couldn’t she stay longer?” It was a sad wail.




  “She had to get to New York.”




  It took Alex hours to calm down after the visit, and weeks to get over the pain it had caused her. Even more than when Carmen had left them, Alex felt abandoned by her mother. She was older now, more aware, and felt it more acutely. Carmen vanished into the mists again without a word. There was no phone call to say how much she had loved seeing her, nor was there a promise to return.




  A month later, she sent Eric her address in L.A., for him to send her monthly checks, but Alex didn’t hear from her again.




  Six months later, Eric got a call at midnight from someone who said he was a friend of Vince. He said they’d been in an accident on the freeway, were hit by a drunk driver, and Carmen and Vince had both been killed. He thought Eric should know, but didn’t have any more details.




  Eric sat for an hour afterward, staring into space, trying to feel something for her, but he didn’t. All he could think of was Alex. Her mother had been so agonizingly insufficient, and now she was dead. It brought finality to it, but Alex was too young to lose her mother at nine. In truth, she had never really had her, and Carmen had left them for good almost two years before, and Alex had only seen her once since.




  He waited two days to tell Alex, on a quiet rainy weekend. He didn’t want to do it at night, so he shared the bad news after breakfast and knew he would never forget the ravaged look on her face.




  “It’s not true! You’re lying!” Alex shouted at him, then ran up the stairs to her room and slammed the door. He found her on her bed, her head beneath the pillows, sobbing, and it took her hours to calm down. They went for a walk together, and later when she was in bed, he called Vince’s friend in California, and asked about funeral arrangements. Eric wanted to bring Carmen home and bury her next to his first wife, so in later years Alex would know where her mother was. He didn’t want her buried in California in some unmarked grave. The friend gave him the pertinent information, and he called the funeral home the next day and made the arrangements. They said Vince’s body was being sent to his parents in San Diego. But no one had called to claim Carmen. She had no relations that he knew of. Her mother in Havana had died after they got married.




  After Eric’s call, Carmen’s body would be in Boston in a few days, for burial. He didn’t tell Alex any of it, and the day after he’d told her of her mother’s death, she handed him a poem she had written for her. It was beautiful and loving and brought tears to his eyes, to think that the woman who had done so little for her had elicited so much love from the child she’d abandoned. It was more than she deserved, and almost more than he could bear.




  







  Chapter 4




  Although Alex had always been close to her father, especially since they’d been alone, Carmen’s death brought them even closer. In time, Alex seemed to recover from the shock of losing her mother. Now she no longer had any dashed hopes or expectations of seeing her again, and there was a kind of unspoken closure.




  She was reading more than ever. She had graduated to slightly more adult books recently, after finishing the entire Nancy Drew series several months before. Her father had given her some of the gentler “cozy” mysteries, like Agatha Christie, and now Alex was hooked on them. She loved Miss Marple and Hercule Poirot, who solved the mysteries, while she tried to figure them out before they did.




  She had also been doing a lot of writing. Her fourth grade teacher said she had real talent for writing poetry and haikus. And in fifth grade, she won an English prize for a short story she’d written. It was a very poignant story about a little girl whose mother had been killed. And in sixth grade, two years after her mother’s death, her English teacher, Mr. Farber, called Eric at his office and asked him to come to a meeting at school the next day. The teacher sounded grave, as though Alex had done something terrible, which was hard for her father to imagine since she had never been in trouble at school. He didn’t want to say anything to her about it that evening, until he heard the full story from the teacher.




  He went to the meeting with trepidation, and with a somber face, the teacher handed him six pages to read, covered in Alex’s laborious eleven-year-old handwriting.




  “I felt that it was important for you to see this, Mr. Winslow. My colleagues and I find it very disturbing.” Eric wondered if Alex had written something shockingly inappropriate, possibly even a hate letter to one of her teachers, or a diatribe about her motherless home life. He was frightened as he began reading after seeing the expression on her teacher’s face. He couldn’t imagine what Alex had written that upset her teacher to that degree. But as he read, he found himself absorbed into a story. She had written it with surprising skill given her age, and a very distinct style all her own.




  The first page laid out the characters and initial premise of the story. And by the second page, he was hooked, and wanted to know more. All appeared to be going well by the end of the second page, and on page three she described a gory and terrifying murder, which was pure crime thriller. On the following page, she introduced an intriguing police detective, with a visible sense of humor, despite the horrifying crime. She unveiled several unforeseeable surprises on the fifth page, and on the final page she tied it all together, exposed the murderer, whom one would never have suspected—even Eric didn’t—and sent everyone to jail. It was a brilliant piece of writing and construction for anyone, let alone a child her age, and Eric was grinning proudly as he handed it back to the teacher, thinking he had brought Eric in to congratulate him on his daughter’s writing talent. Their frequent conversations about the crime thrillers he loved to read had obviously paid off and inspired the story.




  “Do you realize how shocking it is for a girl of eleven to write something like that?” Mr. Farber said sternly in an accusing tone. “How she can even imagine violence of that nature is something for a psychologist to analyze. Were you aware that she has such morbid thoughts?” he asked Eric reproachfully, who looked stunned for a moment.




  “Well, actually, no, I wasn’t aware, but I’m very impressed.” Eric was delighted, and Alex’s English teacher was appalled.




  “This is no laughing matter, Mr. Winslow. This story indicates to me that your daughter is a very disturbed young girl.” As he heard it, Eric became severely annoyed.




  “It indicates to me that she’s a hell of a writer. The story is flawlessly constructed and even surprised me at the end. I read a lot of crime thrillers, you might say they’re my hobby, and Alex and I discuss them frequently. She appears to pay more attention than I thought.”




  “Do you realize how unhealthy and unsuitable it is for a child her age to think about things like this, and have a knowledge of sinister events of this kind? The story reads as though it was written by an adult.”
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