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Book Description

If she isn’t Melinda Crites, who is she? And why is someone trying to kill her? Can she trust anyone? Especially the stranger who makes her heart sing?

When a family Christmas present among siblings backfires, Melinda Crites faces an identity crisis. Not only is she not a real Crites, but she also has no idea who her biological parents are, beyond the information in the DNA analysis.

Struggling with this new knowledge, Melinda decides to join the platform and see what comes of it. Within a month of retesting to make sure there hasn’t been an error made, she’s contacted by a man who claims to be her biological brother and invites her to visit him and the rest of his family in Sydney, Nova Scotia. Desperate to find herself once more and discover her roots, she agrees to go, hoping that by learning the truth, she’ll be able to find her center once more and get on with her life. What she doesn’t expect is to fall in love with her brother’s partner.

When Marc Mason, CFO for Mason-Scott Aquaculture, the largest seafood growing and processing enterprise on Cape Breton, learns that his business partner and best friend, Darcy Scott may have located his missing twin, he agrees to help his best friend discover more about the mysterious Melinda Crites. If she really is his sibling, Darcy plans to give her a share of the business and the family wealth. If she isn’t, then he’ll expose her for the fraud she is.

But not everyone is excited to welcome a long-lost relative, and when a car tries to run down Melinda outside her hotel, quick action on Marc’s part saves her life. The last thing he wants from her is hero worship. She may or may not be a fraud and has no reason to trust him, but how can he let anything happen to the woman who calls to his soul?

Praise for Similar Books in the All For Love Series

This was exactly my kind of story, featuring a strong heroine, a heart-melting hero, and a house full of treasures waiting to be discovered. What more can one ask from a book? Highly recommended! (Amazon Review The Blue Dragon)

Just finished this book...with so many twists and turns it was a nail-biter...love Vegas and could relate and be familiar with the setting...the characters come alive in my mind and I couldn’t put it down for about 2 hours...I almost burnt dinner. (Amazon Review Just for the Weekend)

Whether it’s romantic suspense, a thriller, or a contemporary romance, I know it will be a well-written read. Wedding Bell Blues exceeded my expectations. It’s a wonderful story with engaging characters and an intriguing plot. (Amazon Review Wedding Bell Blues)

Susanne Matthews writes great little romances ( & nice long ones too) and this one is one of the best. I loved it. I was invested in the characters and their lives, what more can a romance reader want? I would most definitely take more. Why not pick up a few of her books? It won’t be a mistake. (Amazon Review Royal Flush)

This is the story of Brandi and Jarret. It’s a story of a lost life, a lost way of life, but then the reclaiming of what’s left and the love it brings. If you like stories of renewal and second chances, this is the book for you. (Amazon Review Forever and Always)

Oh, my, what a beautiful, heartfelt love story. This one grabbed me from the first page and kept me to the last. The characters are compelling and the plot touched me greatly. (Amazon Review Same Time Next Year)
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Dedication
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To my wonderful friend and cover artist,

You never fail to make the covers that make the books shine. Enjoy.

Like branches on a tree, our lives may grow in different directions, yet our roots remain as one.
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Chapter One
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Christmas Day,

Ottawa, Ontario

“That’s it! I’m as ready as I’ll ever be.”

Her voice echoing in the silent room, Melinda Crites set the charcuterie tray on the coffee table next to the jumbo prawns, adjusting the mini candy canes and chocolate balls she’d used to decorate the canapés she’d prepared. Hosting Christmas dinner in her condo might have been a spur-of-the-moment decision, but since she was the eldest, she’d considered it not only her duty but her privilege to step up.

This would be the first time the Crites kids celebrated Christmas without their parents. No one really thought of adults as orphans, but that’s what they were—siblings adrift without the anchors that they’d trusted for as long as they could recall. They still had extended family, aunts, uncles, and cousins, but it just wasn’t the same. Dad, a long-haul victim of Covid 19, had passed in March when he’d been unable to fight off another chest infection. With him gone, Mom had lacked the will and enthusiasm necessary to fight, and the cancer had run its course. She’d died in her sleep two months later, leaving three grieving adult children on their own.

They hadn’t left a large financial legacy, but the memories and their unwavering love would never be forgotten. Knowing none of them could afford to carry the cost of keeping the family home in Kanata, they’d sold it and had divided the proceeds equally, the legacy allowing them each to pay off credit card bills and student loans, as well as invest in their futures, like the condo Melinda had purchased. They’d each set aside a portion of their inheritance to cover a family vacation and would all be going to the Dominican Republic for the March Break, the only time she, as a teacher, could get away.

The turkey, stuffed using Mom’s dressing recipe, was in the oven, the turnips, carrots, and mashed potatoes were in the fridge, ready to be reheated, and the frozen peas would come out when ready. She’d followed her mother’s script for Christmas dinner to the letter, hoping to make this a pleasant occasion, even if it would be a bittersweet one. Mandy was bringing the rolls and desserts, while Danny had offered to bring the beer and wine.

Walking back to the kitchen, she untied her apron, the Christmas one her mother had always worn, and hung it on the back of one of the chairs in the kitchen to use again later. The black slacks she’d opted to wear with her sparkly Christmas top might not be dressy, nor were the fluffy red slippers on her feet, but they were comfortable, and these days comfort trumped style—at least in her book. Who had time to go shopping?

Melinda had driven to the cemetery earlier this morning after church and had put miniature silk poinsettias in the tiny vases on each side of the nameplate on the niche. The porcelain portrait had been mounted. It was one taken when their parents had gone on their last cruise. They’d been celebrating their twenty-fifth wedding anniversary. She and Mandy had picked it out, knowing Mom would’ve chosen the same one since she’d kept that picture beside her bed right up until the end when she’d gone into Hospice. As she always did, Melinda had tossed a cushion on the snowy stone bench, sat down, and talked to them, going over her week and her concerns, rattling off her plans for the holidays, and lamenting the fact that they weren’t here with them, until the cold seeping into her had forced her to move on.

God, how she missed them. They’d been her cornerstone, her foundation, the one constant in her life for as long as she could remember. She’d relied on them for advice, but now that she was on her own, she had to go with her gut and pray for the best. She’d done alright with the condo, but when it came to relationships and the men in her life, not so much. Every guy she met started out great, but within a few months, he would reveal his true colors, and that would be the end. The last time she’d seen her mother, she’d been coming off another bad breakup, and Mom had seen right through her fake smile, assuring her that the right man would come along. She just needed to be patient.

Patience, shmatience! Why couldn’t people be real? Why did they have to lie about themselves and what they wanted out of life? Was honesty really dead? It certainly seemed that way. What had happened to all the nice guys, guys like her father? Mom had been thirty when she’d met Dad, a man thirteen years her senior. Since she would be thirty soon, this could be her last chance.

She knew Mom and Dad had worried about her being alone, but as introverted and independent as she was, surprising traits quite common among teachers, she’d yet to meet a man she could ever consider marrying. She’d come close a couple of times, but there’d always been something lurking in the background, something that had contributed to their breakup, and despite the fact that on occasion, she’d been the one at fault, Melinda had walked away with a broken heart. It got harder and harder to pick up the pieces. When she did finally meet the right man, would there be anything left of her heart for him?

Mom had started to say something the evening before she’d passed, something that had filled her eyes with tears, but, she’d shaken her head, and smiled, her last words, Things will work out. Always remember how much we loved you. You were my gift, our gift, and one day, you’ll be someone else’s, too.

Danny, the baby of the family, claimed Melinda’s standards were too high. She parried that maybe his were too low, and while her twenty-five-year-old brother played the field, so far he’d shown no signs of settling down either.

Her younger sister, Mandy, had met Pierce Robertson at nursing school, fallen in love, and gotten married shortly after graduation just before the pandemic had hit. The spare room was ready for the couple, and she’d set up the air mattress for Danny in her office. Everyone could have fun, and no one needed to worry about drinking and driving.

She checked her watch. It was almost two. They should all be arriving soon. Flipping the switch, she turned the lights on in the tree, rearranged a couple of packages under it, and straightened the stockings she’d filled with the same goodies Mom always had—pens, a mini notepad, gum, mints, and travel-sized shampoo, mouthwash, deodorant, toothpaste, and a new toothbrush, as well as the latest paperback in the genre they preferred. Then, she turned on the television and selected the fireplace channel.

Glancing around the room, she smiled in satisfaction. She’d purchased this apartment condo in October and loved it since she could walk to work. The monthly mortgage payments were a little higher than her rent had been in the old place, but teaching paid well and not having to use the car every day saved on gas, parking fees, as well as insurance. Besides, the twenty-minute walk each way was paying off as she was slowly getting fitter.

“Alexa, play some traditional Christmas music.”

“Shuffling Christmas carols,” the AI’s voice answered.

Melinda stepped over to the patio doors and looked outside. In the background, Bing Crosby sang “White Christmas,” and she inhaled deeply. The view had been what had convinced her that this was the place she wanted. The day was a cold one, and the balcony still carried the foot of snow that had fallen mid-week, but everything looked clean and fresh. She might not be a fan of winter, but Christmas just wasn’t Christmas without fresh snow.

Passing the mirror on the way to the kitchen, she stopped and tucked a stray dark hair behind her ears, looking closely to see if she’d developed any gray ones since this morning. She couldn’t remember a time when her father’s hair hadn’t been gray, although he’d only been seventy-five when he’d passed. Trying to see the resemblance to the man she’d loved above all others, but failing as always, she stared at the image reflected in the mirror.

The woman had a golden complexion, straight, deep brown hair, and chocolate-colored eyes, so dark some days that the iris and pupils looked the same. Her siblings, on the other hand, resembled their mother. Mandy and Danny were freckled, prone to sunburn, tall, naturally lean, with curly, reddish-blond hair and blue-gray eyes. What set her apart was the nose. It wasn’t too big for her face, but it was definitely distinct. Mom had called it the Crites’ nose, claiming it a family trait, unlike the smaller, slightly turned-up nose the others had. When Melinda had pointed to the fact that Dad didn’t have the Crites’ nose, Mom had assured her that family traits often skipped a generation. It was just her luck that it hadn’t been hers.

As a teen, she’d lamented the differences between herself and her younger siblings, especially her shorter stature and tendency to plumpness, but Mom had always shaken her head, smiled indulgently, and repeated the fact that she took after her father’s Black Irish family. Sadly, Dad had had no extended family, and while Melinda had examined every nose on every relative at every Donner family reunion, she’d never found one on her mother’s side with the bump in it she had, nor one that dipped down at the end, making it look flat. She’d been considering plastic surgery, but as much as she hated her nose, she hated the thought of wasting all that money on vanity even more. Braces were one thing, but a nose job? No, thanks.

She shook her head. If she wanted to, she could color her hair and get colored contact lenses, but since she was almost thirty, her birthday on New Year’s Eve, maybe it was time to forget about trying to look like some skinny, anorexic runway model. She enjoyed food, beer, and wine far too much to give them up. She would never survive on only rabbit food and water.

The phone rang, and she recognized the ringtone that indicated someone was downstairs waiting to come in.

Hurrying over to the door, she picked up the receiver.

“Merry Christmas!”

“Merry Christmas to you, too, sis,” Danny’s voice came over the line.

“Buzz us in. Our arms are full,” Mandy cried in the background.

“I’ll meet you at the elevator.”

She punched in the combination for the door release on the keypad, listened for the buzz, and then hung up.

Opening the apartment door, she propped it open with the stone she’d liberated from the Canadian Shield on that camping trip she’d taken to Algonquin Park a few years ago. The chunk of banded gneiss, a type of rock similar to granite, was all that remained of another failed relationship. She hurried to the elevators, arriving just as the doors swished open.

Mandy stepped out first, carrying two bakery boxes, with a reusable grocery bag hanging from her arm. Behind her came Pierce with two cases of beer, and then Danny, clutching an LCBO box, the kind that held a dozen bottles, a Christmas bag full of gifts dangling from his fingers.

“Just how much do you think we’re going to drink today?” she laughed, indicating the liquor store box.

“Take this, Mel.” He released the bag, Melinda catching it inches before it hit the floor.

“Pierce and I have made it our vocation today to see to it that we are all happy campers this Christmas,” her brother continued. “Some of these bottles are my gifts. I didn’t bother wrapping them—save the planet and all that. I’ve got two bottles of your favorite spiked eggnog, crème de menthe, and Grand Marnier for after-dinner drinks, and seven bottles of wine, plus one of champagne. We’re celebrating your birthday early because Mandy and Pierce are both working New Year’s Eve, and I’ll be in Belize, remember?”

She laughed. “I do. I just didn’t think you would be this organized. You usually fly by the seat of your pants.” She held out her arms, the gift bag swaying with her movement. “What else can I take?”

“Grab one of the beer cases,” Mandy said. “I’ve got these balanced. Pierce has to go back for our suitcase and Danny’s. We picked him up since we know what a bitch it is to try and find a parking space around here, especially with the snow.”

Melinda reached for the top case and led the way to her apartment. “Welcome to my humble abode. I can’t believe you guys haven’t been here since you helped me move in at Thanksgiving. Let me put this in the kitchen, and then I’ll come to get the rest of the stuff so you and Danny can get undressed, while Pierce goes and gets your bags.”

Within a matter of minutes, Danny and Mandy had removed their coats and boots and joined her in the small kitchen, busily emptying the box and putting the alcohol away. She’d given Pierce her keys and fob to let himself back in without having to call up again.

“I love what you’ve done with the place,” Mandy smiled, her arms encompassing the room and the combined dining room and living room visible from the doorway. “The place was so dark and dingy when you first moved in. All the walls were gray as were the carpets. Even this room had that ugly patterned rug. Who wants a carpet in the kitchen?”

“She’s right. Mom would love this place” Danny agreed, nodding as he examined the kitchen. “You know how she was about natural light and her plants. Getting rid of the rugs was a smart move, too. The light oak laminate looks great. Since you’re twenty floors up without anything close to that height in sight, why bother with blinds that would shut out the sun and the gorgeous view? The previous tenant must’ve been part vampire. This is a fantastic corner unit; facing south and east as you do, you’ve got the morning sun and avoid the hot late afternoon early evening one.” He pointed to the herbs growing in pots along her window sill. “Nothing like fresh herbs to liven any dish. I need to use the john.”

She nodded and laughed. “What else is new? The minute you go anywhere, you need to poop.”

Danny flipped her the bird and left the room.

Laughing, Melinda turned back to her sister. “Will he ever grow up?” She shook her head. “It’s amazing what you can do with the right color scheme and new lighting. One of the teachers at school is married to a decorator. She came in, asked what I wanted, and then came up with this. The best part was that she got me all the materials, including the new furniture, at cost, and only charged me two hundred and fifty bucks for her time. In exchange, I let her take pictures of the finished product and post them on her website. She claims the place has gone up at least twenty thousand in value—not that I’m ready to sell it. I love it here.”

“I believe it. She did an amazing job!” Mandy’s enthusiasm was contagious. “I love the soft brown with the ecru accents. The pieces you kept from the house fit in so well. Even the old artwork Mom and Dad had looks great reframed. We put a bid in on a house near the hospital. Here’s hoping it works out. If it does, I may get the decorator’s name from you.”

“The brown is called twig, and the lighter color is buttermilk. As you can see, the walls here are painted lemon chiffon. She used all three colors for the bathroom, but my bedroom and en suite are lavender and white, while the guest room is green and cream. Since I spend so much time in my office, especially now that I’ve decided to try and do some writing, I wanted the colors to be comforting. You’ll see when I give you the tour, but it’s the twig and buttermilk used out in the main rooms in reverse. Since the door is off the dining room, I often leave it open. You know me—matchy-matchy.” She opened the refrigerator door. “I’ll get Danny to put the extra case of beer in the laundry room to get it out of the way. Since the wine rack’s empty, those bottles of red can sit in there, but I’ll put the eggnog, the bottles of white, and the champagne in the fridge. We can leave the liqueurs over there until later. Now, come here. I’ve missed you so much.”

She closed the fridge and opened her arms to her sister, her baby, as she’d called her all those years ago when she’d gone from being an only child to being a big sister.

“Merry Christmas, Mandy.”

“Merry Christmas, Mel, and I’ve missed you, too. Even though we chat and message every day, it’s different from seeing one another. Cornwall’s great. I love working in the smaller hospital, and seeing Pierce each day is so much better than the opposite shifts we worked here. We do have schools there. You should consider leaving this place and moving there. It’s not as if you’ve got any ties here now. Besides, there are quite a few single men in Cornwall, too.”

Melinda laughed. “Forget the single men. I’m not ready for another broken heart just yet. What about Baby Bro? You don’t expect me to leave him in the big city all alone?”

Mandy’s eyebrows disappeared under her bangs, and she rolled her eyes. “As if he’s ever all alone. He certainly wasn’t home alone last night, that’s for sure. We met her earlier. She was just leaving his place when we picked him up. Her name’s Chloe Walsh. He actually introduced her to us. Usually, he doesn’t bother, so she’s obviously more than a one-night stand. She works at the clinic with him.”

“Wow, dating a co-worker? I thought that was a big no-no. I can’t wait to see how this goes.” She sobered. “Did you stop at the cemetery?”

“We did,” Mandy answered, removing a dozen rolls from the bag. “They did a great job with the memorial picture, and the flowers were a nice touch. I miss them every day, but I feel that they’re still with us, watching out for us. You know how Mom loved fussing over everything at this time of year? I don’t know how you managed to get the tree up without sobbing over the ornaments. I only had a few of them, and I bawled like a baby.” She blinked rapidly. “Any room in the fridge for the pumpkin cheesecake?”

“Who said I didn’t shed a tear or two? The angel was the hardest, but a lot of those memories were good ones. I left you a whole shelf.”

“Perfect. I got some eclairs, too. I also picked up chocolate croissants for breakfast.” Her sister smiled. “I know they’re your favorites.”

Melinda laughed. “At a million calories each, they shouldn’t be, but thanks.”

“Where do you want these?” Pierce asked, handing her the fob for the door and her keys.

“Danny’s in my office, the door that opens into the dining room. The next room is the bathroom, which he’s currently polluting, and yours is the room after that. My bedroom is at the end of the hall.”

“Gotcha.”

“What about these?” Mandy held up the reusable bag and the gift one. “Those in the birthday paper you should wait to open—give you something special to do.” Her mouth drooped. “I hate the fact that we can’t be here to celebrate. No one should spend their birthday alone.”

“Good grief, Mandy. Don’t let that get you down. I won’t be alone. I’m going over to Parliament Hill with a couple of other teachers. We’ll have dinner and drinks on the Market, and then enjoy the festivities. I’ll be fine. Besides, I’m only turning thirty. That isn’t a major milestone anymore. In three years’ time, you will, too. Maybe I’ll even be an auntie by then.”

Mandy laughed. “Maybe. It isn’t as if we aren’t trying, especially now that we have nights home together.”

Melinda smiled. “Trying’s the best part. I wouldn’t mind having a child, but I’m not ready to go the turkey baster route just yet, and none of the dates I’ve had recently are daddy material.” She sighed. “I know what I want, and I’m sure that when I finally meet him, it’ll be fireworks and shooting stars. Mom always said she knew Dad was the one for her on their first date.”

Her sister touched her arm. “I know what you mean. I felt that way when I met Pierce.”

Nodding, Melinda grabbed the gift bag. “I’ve still got lots of time before I settle down. Let’s put the pressies under the tree. I bought some of those super jumbo shrimp, an oxymoron if there ever was one, just for you, but if we don’t hurry, Danny will have polished them all off.”

* * *
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IT WAS AFTER TEN. MELINDA sat back in the rocking chair that had been her mother’s, a glass of Grand Marnier on the table beside her. Everything had gone better than she could’ve hoped. The food had been superb, and while she’d fought back a tear when they’d toasted their parents, she’d also done enough laughing to make her sides hurt. With Mandy’s help, the food had been cleaned up and divided into take-home packages while the dishes were in the dishwasher, and the pots and pans had been washed by hand and put away.

They’d opened their Christmas presents before dinner, had played one of the silly card games they always had, reminisced about Christmases past, and now were winding down, watching a Christmas movie. It was snowing again, so no one would be leaving at dawn.

Mandy and Pierce cuddled on the sofa, while Danny had gone to his room for a second. A Christmas Carol, starring Alister Sim, a family favorite over the years, had just finished, and they’d yet to decide what to watch next.

Melinda sighed. It was nice having her siblings with her again. She’d often felt the bite of loneliness over the years, but never as sharply as she had since her parents had gone. It was as if a part of her was missing. It could simply be her biological clock, but...

Danny came into the room carrying three small boxes wrapped in silvery paper.

“What are those? More pressies?” Mandy asked, leaning forward, a grin on her face. “You shouldn’t have.”

“It’s something I’ve been wanting to do for a while. Here.” He handed a box to Mandy and another to Melinda.

“What about me?” Pierce indicated the third box.

“Sorry, bro, but this one’s mine. It’s a Crites family thing. Go ahead, unwrap them.”

Curious to see what the surprise was, Melinda tore off the wrapper, revealing a small box. The words, Discovery 23, were written on the front of it with a cartoon DNA strand. In italics were the words, Who are you? Discover your roots.

She grinned. “An ancestry DNA kit? Cool! I’ve always wanted to know more about the Black Irish Crites. This may be my chance to see who other than me inherited the famous family proboscis. There has to be someone out there with a matching schnoz.”

Mandy stood and walked over to her brother, giving him a hug. “I agree. This is great. Can’t wait to see from which branch of the family tree I dropped. Maybe we’ll discover we’re related to some ancient Irish king. You never cease to surprise me, Baby Bro.”

Danny reddened. “I wish I could take the credit, but it was actually Chloe’s idea. She gave some to her sister and brother. Her great-grandparents emigrated to Canada from Crimea after WW II. They’re hoping to find some extended family still living over there, and if they do ... well, she’ll see what they can do to help them. Maybe even sponsor them if they want out.”

“Nice.” Mandy grinned. “I like her already. Care and compassion. Awesome qualities.”

He reddened even more.

Laughing, Mandy held up her kit. “Let’s do it now.”

“Let’s not,” Melinda said. “Given what I’ve had to drink today, I’m sure my saliva must be 60 percent alcohol at the moment. I’m not ready to discover my roots are hops and barley. We should give it a few days and then spit into the tubes. We want the most accurate results, right?”

Pierce laughed. “Right, but don’t forget. Just because you share the same parents, it doesn’t mean you’ll get identical results. You each get 50 percent of your DNA from each of your parents, but that doesn’t mean you get exactly the same 50 percent. That only happens with identical twins, and while Mandy and Danny may look alike, they’re two years apart in age, so not even fraternal. It’s not unusual for siblings to have different percentages of their parents’ ethnicities. In fact, at best, you’ll share 50 percent, but it should be informative. Given how dark Mel is compared to you two, her fifty percent will probably look a lot different.”

Mandy chuckled. “I had a friend in nursing school who was dating a geneticist. He was testing the accuracy of some of the online testing, so she and her three sisters agreed to do it. All four had top matches of Ireland, Great Britain, Scandinavia, and Europe West, but none of them had the exact same percentages. There were other bits tossed in, those that were around 1 percent, but it was enlightening. Sally, who looked the most Irish, even more so than we do, had the lowest percentage of Irish in her. Our results should be similar to theirs since the Sullivans came from the same part of Ireland as Mom’s family, the Donners. For my money, Mel will be the most Irish of us all. Mom always said so, claiming the Donners were really displaced Scots who’d backed the wrong side in the rebellion, while the Crites were Irish to the core. You know how Dad loved St. Patrick’s Day.”

“I’ll take that bet,” Danny said. “In fact, let’s put our money where our mouths are. Whoever gets the highest Irish rating will get fifty bucks—twenty-five from each of us, but have to pay for the first round of drinks in the D R.”

“You ass,” Mandy stated, laughing. “The resort in Cabarete is all-inclusive—that’s why we chose that one. For the sake of accuracy and to get our results at the same time, let’s do it on the twenty-ninth. The booze should all be out of our system, and we can mail them off before the new year. According to the box, the tests take about eight weeks to process. Don’t forget. We have to activate our online accounts when we send in our test kit.”

Melinda nodded and smiled. “Trust you, Danny, to give the gift that keeps on giving. It’ll be great to see where we come from. Wouldn’t it be interesting to be able to contact some long-lost relatives? I can even turn this into an assignment for my grade twelve English class. If we do find out we’ve got family still living there, I could handle a trip to Ireland if I had some place to stay.” She raised her glass. “Here’s to discovering more branches and leaves on our family tree.”
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Chapter Two
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March 16

Cabarete, Dominican Republic

Eyes closed, face turned up to the sun, Melinda relaxed on the lounger at the beach. This week in paradise had been the best one in a long time. It had been so good to be with her siblings, to be one of three, not the lonely only she’d been since losing Mom and Dad. Maybe it was time to consider dating again. She’d been so hurt when she’d caught Trevor with her best friend, but in hindsight, she’d come to realize that a lasting relationship wouldn’t have required so much give on her part and take, take, take on his. Perhaps Mandy was right, and she should consider moving out of Ottawa to a smaller town ... but that would mean giving up her apartment, something she wasn’t ready to do just yet.

But then again, if she ever got the chance to live near the water ... She loved the smell and sound of the ocean, especially in the evening or in the early morning hours before the sun got too hot. Their flight was at eleven tomorrow morning, and then it would be goodbye heat, sand, and sun, and hello cold, snow, and ice. But, on the plus side, it was spring, even in Canada, and soon the sun and the heat would wend their way to the Great White North.

Her cell phone vibrated. She reached for it, recognized Mandy’s number, and pressed call answer.

“This had better be good, little sister. You’ve just activated my fifteen-dollar charge for the day.”

Mandy laughed. “I’ll reimburse you. Where are you? I just pounded on your door, and you didn’t answer. Unless you’re doing the horizontal mambo with that cute hunk you were dancing with last night, you should’ve.”

Melinda snorted. “As if! He was barely out of diapers. For the record, I’m down at the beach. I’ve already been in the water. I’m not wasting a second of our last day here.”

“I should’ve guessed. You picked up that golden, brown-sugar tan, while all I got was sunburn—and that was using sunscreen. Meet us at The Toucan. There’s WIFI there, and I just checked my inbox. Our results are in! We can look at them together. I’m so excited.”

Melinda laughed. “You do realize two of us will be twenty-five bucks poorer.”

“And you’ll be fifty bucks, U S dollars, richer, I know, but aren’t you just a teeny bit curious?”

“Maybe a little.” She laughed. “But I’ll be a good sport about it. If I win, I’ll take it in Canadian currency. Let me go to my room and change. See you in about twenty minutes.”

Returning to her room, Melinda showered, pulled her hair back into a long braid, and donned a yellow sundress. She slipped on her sandals, and tablet and purse in hand, hurried downstairs, arriving in the hotel bar with two minutes to spare. Danny and Chloe were already at the table. She’d been a last-minute addition to the family vacation, but Melinda liked her. She was good for Danny, and it was obvious that the two were in love.

“Good morning,” she said, dropping onto a chair. Being fifth wheel hadn’t been a problem since neither couple had made her feel de trop. “Where are the others?”

“Right behind you,” Mandy said. “Chloe, are yours in?”

“No, but we didn’t send them out until the second week of January since we wanted to wait for my brother to get back from his cruise. I had a peek at Danny’s. His Irish number’s pretty high at 47 percent. That may be tough to match.”

Without wasting any time, Mandy signed in to her account. “Crap. You beat me. I’m only 38 percent. Okay, Mel. Your turn, or should I just fork over the money now?”

“Very funny,” Danny scoffed. “That money could be mine, you know.”

“Not a chance,” Mandy said. “Hurry up, Mel.”

Melinda accessed her account and stared at the information.

“This can’t be right,” she mumbled. How could it be?

“What is it?” Pierce stood to look at her tablet over her shoulder.

His eyebrows rose as he stared at the world map with its highlighted areas.

“Are you sure those are your results?” He leaned closer.

“It’s my account, and this is my number,” she confirmed, her lips pursed, her brow furrowed. “Is it possible they made a mistake? Mixed up the samples at the source?”

Pierce shook his head. “Anything is possible, but it’s unlikely. That particular company has a 97 percent accuracy rate.”

“Come on,” Mandy said, pouting. “Don’t keep us hanging.”

Melinda swallowed. “Well, according to this, I’m 58 percent French, 33 percent Basque, 7 percent Iberian Peninsula, 1 percent Greek, and a couple of others at less than 1 percent. What I’m definitely not is Irish. It’s as if I’m from a completely different family tree. Hell, I don’t even belong in the same orchard as you guys. We’re talking apples and kiwi fruit here.”

“That’s got to be wrong,” Danny said, frowning. “Mandy and I have Ireland, Scotland, Scandinavia, and Western Europe as our top four, but none of what you have, and given we should have 50 percent similar, they must’ve made a mistake. I’ll order another test when we get home, and you can try again. In the meantime, let’s put the bet on hold. The next drinks are on me. What’ll you have, ladies? Let’s not let this spoil our last day here.”

“Of course not,” Melinda said, seeing the concern in her brother’s eyes. He was really upset about the results. “Mom did say I took after the Crites while you guys are Donners through and through. This is just a hiccup. Pierce, didn’t you say they were constantly updating results? You two do have Western Europe. The last time I looked, that’s where France is.” She laughed. “Who’s to say the first Crites didn’t originate in France? I mean look at your maps. The Channel Islands are right there—how much closer to France do you have to be?” She forced a laugh. “And as far as the drink goes, Danny, I’ll have a Bahama Mama.”

“Make mine a Pina Colada,” Mandy added. “These tests were just for fun anyway.”

Melinda stared at her results once more before shutting off her tablet, her fertile writer’s imagination coming up with one scenario after another before deciding on the most likely one. The hospital had made a mistake, and she and another child had been switched at birth. Hadn’t she always felt like the odd man out? The other possibility that she wasn’t actually Dad’s daughter, since she’d been six months old when they’d married, did come up, but if it hadn’t made a difference to him, why should it bother her—but it did, damn it, it did a lot.

Her mother’s last words came back to her. You were my gift, our gift. A gift from whom? She looked out at the ocean, as silvery under the sun as the wrapping paper on the Christmas gift had been. If she wasn’t a Crites, who was she?

* * *
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APRIL 2

Sydney, Nova Scotia

Marc Mason reached out and rang the doorbell. He carried a bouquet of spring flowers for Carol, his partner Darcy Scott’s sister, and the hostess for this Easter feast. He also had a plastic container filled to the brim with oatcakes and other traditional Cape Breton cookies, his contribution to the meal—well, his sister Marisa’s since he was a lousy baker. He could barely boil water on his own as she put it ... a gross exaggeration. He’d picked them up yesterday just before they’d left for Halifax.

Normally, he would be having this meal with his sister and her family, but they’d gone to the mainland this year since Trent’s sister had recently welcomed a new baby into the family. He’d planned to celebrate with his former girlfriend Morgan, but he’d ended their relationship last week. Since Darcy had announced his engagement to Becky Snow, one of their researchers, Ms. Dennis had started dropping none-too-subtle hints about making theirs a more permanent arrangement. He’d made it clear at the beginning of their relationship five months ago that he wasn’t looking for a lifelong commitment, and she’d agreed. Now, he and she weren’t on the same page.

Morgan was easy on the eyes and the sex was great, but he didn’t love her. Hell, sometimes he didn’t even like her, and that was a problem. She had a vicious temper and a mean streak. She could be a real bitch at times, but at others, she was great company. He just couldn’t imagine spending the rest of his life with her and her volcanic personality, especially when she and Huguette, Trevor’s wife, got along like oil and water. They’d known one another before Trevor had met Huguette, and while that woman had never said an unkind word, Morgan had been quite the opposite and rude about it. Last week, fed up with her antics, he’d suggested that they stop seeing each other since they obviously wanted different things. She’d made a scene in the restaurant worthy of an Oscar, but he hadn’t heard from her since. He considered himself lucky to have escaped reasonably unscathed.

Trevor and Huguette had flown to Montreal to spend the holiday with her family, which had given him few options. He’d considered going to Halifax to visit friends. When Carol had invited him to join them, he’d jumped at the chance to spend the day with the Scott family, something he’d often done in the past. It would be different without Shawna and Wallis, but after three years, the siblings had learned to cope with the loss. Darcy, the baby in the family, had taken it hardest, but time had a way of healing all wounds—well, most of them. He was hoping the box in his jacket pocket might help with the other.

The door opened. Steve Lewis stood there, the newest member of the family, six-month-old Victoria, in his arms.

“Come on in. Since the weather’s so nice, we’re all sitting out back in the yard watching the kids have their Easter egg hunt.”

“Sounds good.” The Lewis home was built on a bluff just outside of the city, and the backyard overlooked the Sydney River. “She’s grown some since the last time I saw her.” He indicated the smiling bundle of pink in his arms.

“That she has, and she’s developed quite the lungs, too. I’m sure she’ll demonstrate her singing voice before you leave today. This princess knows what she wants when she wants it. This way.”

Marc followed his host through the well-kept house out into the yard. Five children were each carrying a basket and following a list of clues to the place where Carol had hidden plastic eggs. She stood when she saw him.

“The flowers are lovely, thank you.” She hugged him. “Let me guess. That container is full of Marisa’s baking. I hope she has some of her oatcakes in there.”

“She does,” he laughed, “and considering you’re the chef in this outfit, she’s right proud of the fact that you like them.”

“And she should be. They’re the best I’ve ever had.”

Darcy stood and walked over to the galvanized steel tub filled with ice. “Can I get you a Keith’s?”

Like most people on Cape Breton, he didn’t always remember the h at the end of the word.

“That’ll be fine.”

Darcy grabbed a bottle out of the ice and brought it over to him. “Where’s your lovely?”

“At her mother’s in Baddeck,” he said, handing the flowers and the container to Carol. “She and I have parted ways, although I wouldn’t say it was amicable. She had wedding bell blues, and I was at the run for the hills stage.” He laughed. “I’m not sure how long it’ll be before I can show my face at The Shamrock.” He described the scene she’d made and the fact that after tossing her beer in his face, she’d walked away. He hadn’t lacked female company commiserating with him, but he’d gone home alone.

“Sloan, those yellow ones are your sisters. If you can’t follow the rules, you won’t be able to play,” Noella admonished her son who was stealing his twin sister’s eggs.

Caleb, the oldest of the Scott brothers laughed and raised his beer. “Hears to you. Sounds like you got off easy, but if Morgan Dennis has set her cap for you, she won’t give up that easily. She’s a crafty one.”

“Don’t I know it?” Marc shook his head. “So far, she hasn’t spoken to me since last Friday, although she’s been everywhere that I have of late ... we’ll see.” He reached into his pocket. “Darcy, I brought you an Easter present.” He pulled out the Discovery 23 ancestry DNA kit he’d brought with him. “I know you’ve been bemoaning the fact that you want to know more about yourself. As you know, Marissa and I took one of these last year. It’s amazing what we’ve managed to learn from them. The Scott clan has all that family history nicely laid out, but it’s not yours. Hopefully, you’ll discover that your roots go to the same place as theirs. Just because you were adopted, it doesn’t mean you’re from another planet.”

Jeremy, Darcy’s second eldest brother and a skeptic at the best of times, snorted. “I wouldn’t go that far. He’s always been some strange. I’m not so sure you should be digging under DNA rocks as it were. Might be better to let sleeping dogs lie. God alone knows what skeletons you might uncover. Someone gave you up for a reason, other than that nose of yours.”

“Jeremy, don’t be mean,” Carol admonished. “I happen to think his nose is fine and suits the rest of his face. There could be a perfectly good reason why Darcy’s biological parents couldn’t keep him, and we both know that after that adoption agency scandal, Mom tried to get answers and couldn’t. If Darcy wants to find genetically compatible relatives, it’s his business. As far as I’m concerned, he’ll still be my baby brother no matter how many DNA matches he makes.”

Jeremy’s frown showed he wasn’t convinced. Lately, the second eldest Scott was more argumentative than ever. Marc was sure there was something bothering him, but while he and Jeremy had been close in the past, they weren’t now. Still, he worried about the man.

He took a swig of beer. “Marisa and I haven’t found any family skeletons, but we do have a better handle on who we are. Essentially, our ancestors were from France, Scotland, Central Southern England, and Germany, although that accounts for less than 1 percent. Her three kids have hooked up with cousins from away. It’s proving to be quite educational for them. It seems our ancestors were fishermen and their wives who’d left Brittany years earlier to settle in Placentia Bay, now Newfoundland. When that colony was abandoned, they came here when the first French soldiers arrived to build the fort in Louisburg in 1713. When the war started in 1745, the British burned the fisheries and the village. While some of the families escaped to St Pierre and Miquelon, the French islands off the coast of Newfoundland, ours stuck it out, until the final battle. Unwilling to return to a land that held no appeal to them, they went across the Northumberland Strait to join the Acadians in Nova Scotia, only to be deported with them to Louisiana ten years later. While that area was a Spanish colony, they still managed to hang on to their language and culture.”

“And you got all that from the test?” Noella, Jeremy’s wife asked.

“Yup, and from following up on a couple of matches.”

“So how’d you end up back here? Seems to me if I were in the southern US with the sun and heat, I wouldn’t be in a hurry to move back.” Sandra, Caleb’s wife, sipped her beer.

Marc shrugged. “Ah, but you’d miss the fall colors and the snow on Christmas Eve.”

She laughed. “Try me. A couple of hurricanes might make a difference, but we aren’t immune to those monsters here either. I’ll take the heat over the cold any day.”

“It did take the family over a hundred years to do it,” Marc continued. “Some settled in New England and never quite made it this far, but others persisted. Along the way, they married into Scottish, Irish, and English families. I check the website regularly, since the more people take the test, the more accurate and refined our results are.”
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