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To my sisters, Alicia, Laura, and Ellyn

Thank you for helping me try to solve the mysteries in this life
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Residents and Visitors of Marlin County, Ohio


Jason Carlisle: Friend of Rae's family and owner of Carlisle Quarry and Concrete

Alli Carlisle: Jason's nine-year-old daughter

Richard Carlisle: Jason's seven-year-old son

Sylvie Carlisle: Jason's two-and-a-half-year-old daughter

Rick Carlisle: Jason's older brother and owner and editor of The Marlin County Recorder

Ashley Warren Carlisle: Jason's ex-wife and mother of his children

Steve Conrad: Ashley's fiancé and owner of car dealerships

Brad Schuster: State senator from the county

Bruce Schuster: Brad's younger brother and truck driver

Devon Majors: Rae's best friend and co-worker at the library

Barb Hanson: Library director and Rae's boss

Luke Norris: Father of Rae's uncle Hank

Eric Simcox: Chief of Police of Wellesville

Denise Harris: Chief Deputy and second-in-command at the sheriff's dept.

Chris Kincaid: Deputy and Rae's friend

Miguel "Houston" Blank: Deputy and Rae's friend
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"Just stop it!"

The shout made me jerk and get poked by a dead branch of a honeysuckle bush.

Wasn't that a woman's voice? Not a girl's, not my cousin Coral's.

Swiveling on my hips, I sat higher and caught strands of my dark gold hair on the bush. The fox cubs or kits or whatevers I'd been photographing leaped and rolled over each other between muted beams of sunlight, undisturbed. 

Two voices, one higher, one lower, slipped through the budding understory shrubs and bushes .

Who would be out in the woods on the morning of Memorial Day between my cousin's farm and my dad's? If we were still on family land. Coral knew exactly where we were, which was why I'd asked her to guide me after she told me about the fox babies. But Coral didn't care much for civilization and nothing at all for ridiculous things like property boundaries.

"Coral?" I called, long, white honeysuckle blossoms brushing my cheeks, their thick Easter-y scent clogging my nose. 

When had she left me? I couldn't have been photographing foxes that long. Although she was the guide, she was only twelve, and I was just a day short of twenty. So it was my responsibility to return Coral home in pristine condition.

The voices continued, but too quiet for me to catch any words, their murmur blending with the faint rustle of leaves in the morning breeze.

So Coral might have met someone. But she knew not to talk to strangers.

I collected my camera and the small tripod it sat on and eased myself backward through the thicket.

Did not talking to strangers still apply if you met one in the middle of nowhere in the middle of a county as rural as Marlin County, Ohio?

"Coral?" I ticked up the volume.

"Leave me alone!" The woman's voice again. She sounded desperate, not angry.

"Did you call me, Rae?" Coral seemed to pop out of the morning air. She could move like a ghost in the woods.

"I wondered where you were." I closed my tripod. "Did you hear that yell? It sounds like somebody's in trouble."

Removing her baseball hat with a galloping horse on the front, she wiped copper bangs from her sweaty forehead. "Naw. Just some rich chick and her boyfriend."

My cousin Amber had mentioned that high school kids used an abandoned bridge as a party site.

"Did you talk to them?" I placed the camera inside my padded backpack.

"Nope. I just heard voices and followed them to see what was going on."

The distant hum of conversation continued to glide through the cool morning air.

"You stay here." I tucked the tripod into a pouch on the outside of the backpack. "I'll go see if the girl or the woman needs help." 

"She looked more like a woman. But I said she wasn't in trouble."

"I know, but ... well, I'd like to see for myself. I mean, if I were in a lonely spot in the woods with someone upsetting me, I'd want help. Can you lead me to them?"

Coral squinted at me like I was a new species she'd stumbled across. Then she shrugged and headed for a short slope overgrown with young trees and dense stands of pawpaws.

An engine roared to life. As it pulled away, another one turned over. 

"Hold on, Coral." I unzipped a pocket of my cargo pants. "It sounds like they—” Looking at the time on my phone, I gasped. "Coral, can we get back to your farm in twenty minutes?"

"What's the rush?"

I stared at her. "Amber and Dad are marching in the Memorial Day parade. He won't be upset if we miss him, but Amber will be. I promised her I'd take pictures."

Coral rolled her brown eyes. "Oh, yeah, I forgot. But she won't care if I don't come. She can't stand me."

"That's not true." At least, not completely true. The fights Amber and Coral had were more intense than the spats I'd witnessed between my three half-brothers. "Can we get back in time to ride into town with your parents?"

Coral studied a slug on a rotten log, a frown puckering her pretty, freckled face. "I don't think so." Now she looked worried, probably thinking that Uncle Hank and Aunt Jeanine would believe she deliberately wandered away to miss her older sister's performance with the band.

She raised her head. "We're not far from Walter's place. Do you think he'd drive us?"

My anxiety notched a few degrees higher. 

That all depended on what kind of mood we found our great-grandfather in. And Dad and Uncle Hank and Aunt Jeanine would not approve of us going over there without one of them. We never knew which outlaw relatives might be hanging around Walter's house.

But if there was trouble, Coral and I could escape to the woods. Once Coral was in her natural habitat, chances of anyone keeping up were slim.

"Okay." I hitched the shoulder straps of my backpack higher. "We'll go to Walter's."

Coral crossed the small clearing we stood in and slid down a muddy bank. Then she leaped the trickling creek and grasped saplings and shrubs to climb up the other bank as skillfully as a squirrel.

I fell down the bank and landed on one knee in the creek. Then I struggled up the bank on the far side, slipping in mud and breaking off roots that only appeared strong enough for me to hold onto.

At the top, Coral turned from side to side, her face lifted, as if she was a human radar dish attuning herself to signals only she could detect. Then she broke into a jog, dodging the formidable trunks of towering sycamores and tulip trees and patches of spice bushes and honeysuckle, the heavy scent from their white flowers perfuming the entire forest. 

The sun shot shafts through the stirring leaves, dotting the ground cover of dead leaves, baby wildflowers, and fallen twigs in an ever-changing pattern.

Despite the shelter of the canopy, sweat built up on my scalp and neck under my mop of hair, but I couldn't waste a minute to dig a scrunchy out of my backpack. We needed enough time to call the Norrises and Gram on Walter's landline, letting them know we were coming to the parade.

Coral quickened to a sprint, and I tried to keep up, pulling out my phone on the off-chance we might wander into a spot where I could get reception. Not much hope of that, though. The hills and cliffs we passed under usually blocked any signal.

I glanced at my phone. No service.

The terrain grew steeper, and Coral hurtled up it with the same ease she would on a sidewalk. Puffing, I fell behind.

Beside an oak or maple—the tree was too tall to tell which rustling leaves belonged to it—Coral studied the hillside, sunlight setting fire to her chin-length haircut. Then she darted up the slope again, and I lumbered along.

Fighting an urge to take a break, I spotted Walter's ramshackle one-story house through gaps between the wide trunks of mature trees. We ran out of the woods into the small clearing that surrounded the dingy gray house. 

As we hurried across the patchy grass, someone opened the squeaky screen to the front door and sauntered onto the porch with a mug.

I skidded to a halt.

The man had shaggy, golden hair and a scruffy beard. Sipping from his mug, he studied us.

Although I'd expected to find a few of our relatives from the outlaw branch hanging out at Walter's house, it never occurred to me that our great-uncle Troy might be back in the county.

And according to Dad and Gram, Troy was a synonym for trouble.
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"You're trespassing." Troy's tone was casual, but his pale eyes locked on us as we approached the peeling porch.

"So are you." From the bottom of the porch steps, Coral watched him. "This property belongs to Walter Malinowski."

"Walter Malinowski Jr." I swung off my backpack. "Coral, this is our great-uncle Troy Malinowski. He's the father of Egypt and China. They live with Walter, so I guess he's here for a visit."

Troy lowered his mug. "You're Jeanine's girls?"

Jason Carlisle, a family friend, had mentioned that Troy looked like a surfer dude and although I'd seen photos of Troy, I hadn't realized how dead right he was. Troy was handsome in a beach boy kind of way with all that blond hair and a few days' growth of beard, making him look younger than he had to be, in his mid-forties. He wore his wrinkled t-shirt and ragged jean shorts with so much ease that he'd probably never feel comfortable in anything else.

"I am." Coral jerked a thumb at me. "She's Uncle Mal's daughter."

Tilting his head, he placed the mug on the splintered railing. "Mal doesn't have any daughters." 

"What're you two doin' here?" Our great-grandfather Walter banged back the screen door. "Your folks'll have a fit." He stalked onto the porch, the floorboards groaning under the force.

I raced up the steps. "We've got to ask you a big favor, Walter." I explained how we lost track of time and needed a ride to the parade. "Can I use your phone to call Gram and Uncle Hank and Aunt Jeanine?"

Walter rubbed his enormous hand over the gray stubble that covered his thick, square jaw. "Yeah, I'll take ya." His harsh voice was so deep it seemed to echo in his throat. "I was plannin' on goin' after Jeanine called me yesterday and asked if I wanted to come see Amber march with the band. Phone's in the kitchen, Rae."

I passed between the two men. Troy must have taken after his mother, Walter's third wife, fourth marriage. He didn't have either Walter's imposing height or assault tank build. He was around my height, five-foot, eleven, with the trim body of a runner.

Dashing through the living and dining room to a kitchen that was so neat it appeared nobody'd had breakfast yet, I kept on guard for Egypt and China. The phone sat on the drab formica counter near the back door.

On the first ring, someone picked up.

"Walter?" said Uncle Hank.

"No, it's Rae. I'm calling from Walter's." I repeated why Coral and I hadn't returned to the farm. "Can you tell Gram?"

"Sure. I think she already left with your brothers. Thanks for fixing the situation, Rae. Amber was sure Coral was trying to make her mad. You two have to leave now."

"We will. Sorry we lost track of time." I hung up.

"Oh, no," said a fake, chipper voice. Wrapped in a faded pink bathrobe, seventeen-year-old China Malinowski ran to the small window over the sink and rose on her toes. "It doesn't look like the world's ending." She turned to me. "That's a relief. I thought only the end of the world would bring you to Walter's house." Her pale green eyes were as mocking as ever.

She must have been confident in my patience or manners or some virtue that I wouldn't pitch her out of the room. Being about a foot taller than she was, I could have done it without breaking a sweat.

"Can't stay to chat." I raced back through the house, and the screen door cracked behind me.

Laughter had Troy bent over, his golden mane falling beside his face. Nasty, taunting laughter. "So St. Mal had a one-night stand with the town tramp in high school and just now realized he'd produced a kid?"

My muscles steeled. I didn't like that. I didn't like that at all.

Walter said in a growl, "He ain't done nothin' you ain't done."

"I can keep track of my children." 

Looking Troy full in the face, I said, "Dad thought I'd died, sir. Mom didn't tell me anything about who my dad might be until right before she died of cancer. She wasn't sure, but she left behind clues. I came to Marlin County to find him. When I compared blood types with Dad, we realized he was the only guy who could be my father."

Still chuckling, Troy said, "You didn't do a DNA test?"

"No, sir. It wasn't needed."

"And they've lived happily ever after, ever since." China sidled up against Troy. "Morning, Daddy."

"Morning, sweetheart."

They broke into the two fakest smiles I'd ever seen. Did either of them expect us to buy this devoted father-daughter act? Especially since Walter had had custody of China since she was thirteen.

Troy said, "This must have seriously tarnished St. Mal's halo."

Walter huffed a laugh. "He's a Malinowski. He's already tarnished. But Mal don't care." He pointed at Coral and me. "Go get in my truck. I'll be there in a minute."

As Walter put his hand on the latch for the screen door, Troy said, "Of course, Mal cares. He's supposed to be this God-fearing Christian, and he's an elected official."

"Then he's doin' a funny job of carin'. He tells how he got Rae to anybody who asks, and he's building a new bedroom for her on their house." Walter stomped inside.

"C'mon, Coral." I ran down the porch steps.

"Nice meeting you, Rae." Troy's small knot of a mouth parted in a smile. "You can call me Uncle Troy or just Troy. I'm only five years older than your dad." 

His smile softened, becoming—sad? No, not exactly.

"I knew your mom when she lived in the county." He looked past us to the maples and tulip trees gilded in morning light. "She was a good friend."

"Yes, sir."

Shifting his focus to me, he said in a wistful tone, if "wistful" was the right word, "You look so much like her, Rae."

That was a lie. In the six months I'd lived in Marlin County, trying to discover who my father was, not one person suspected I was any relation to the notorious Bella Rydell. Mom had been petite and beautiful, and I'm bony and built like an Amazon. We shared dark chocolate brown eyes, and that was it.

But I exercised my manners. "Thank you, sir." I spun on my heels and restrained myself from running down the short hill to the rutted drive.

I swung my backpack into the bed of Walter's red truck that was more rusty than red and chanced a peek over my shoulder.

The porch was empty. 

I released a relieved sigh, but why? Troy was just one more outlaw relative among too many. Why did I feel so much better now that he wasn't in sight?

I opened the passenger door and held it.

Coral stared at the cab's shabby, gray interior, then at me. "You can sit in the middle."

"You're shorter. Shortest kid always sits in the middle. It's in the Constitution or Bill of Rights or something."

Shoving a navy blue baseball cap over his thick, iron gray hair, Walter tromped off the porch and across the yard like each step exterminated vermin. Except for his stiff gait, most people wouldn't have guessed he was eighty-one.

Coral's attention fixed on Walter as he approached.

I got it. She was nervous about sitting next to Walter. I wasn't all that thrilled either, but somebody had to.

Adulting with a sigh, I climbed into the cab and tucked my long legs to the right of the center hump.

Coral hopped onto the seat beside me.

Hurrying out the front door, Troy belted his black jeans. "I'll come with you. We'll take my car. China has to shower, so she can follow later in her car."

Walter glared at his son. "You got that right about China. I told her she ain't goin' nowhere with you. But if you're comin', you come in your own car. I ain't givin' you no chance to get after these here girls."

Troy's pale eyes—green like Walter's?—flew open. "Why would I 'get after' the granddaughters of my late half-brother?" He sounded honestly astonished.

"I ain't one of your marks, Troy." The sentence came out in a throaty snarl. "You can't con me."

Troy's handsome face saddened. "I understand. You're afraid Jeanine and Mal will be angry with you if you allow me near their daughters." He held up a hand. "I understand per—”

Cursing, Walter stormed up the little hill from the drive.

Troy watched with—I couldn't place his expression. But a smirk appeared to be forming.

Walter loomed over him. "Get somethin' straight, boy. I ain't scared of my own grandkids, and I ain't in no way scared of you. But if you want your head handed to you in a hurry, go after Mal's kids or his nieces."

"You terrify me." The smirk burst through.

Walter's calloused hands worked at his sides, as if itching for action, and then he marched back to the truck.

Twisting the key, Walter gunned the engine and roared backwards down the pitted drive to a gravel road.

Pressed up against the door, Coral fiddled with loose threads hanging from the cracked armrest.

Muttering under his breath, Walter tore around one corner after another. I fell on Coral, then leaned on Walter. Finally, I got the brilliant idea of gripping the dusty dash with my left hand to support myself. 

Walter rammed the gearshift down a gear, his cinder-block face set in a fierce scowl.

I swallowed. "Thanks for taking us. And thanks for not taking up Troy on his offer to drive us. I—I don't think he likes us much."

"He don't like you at all." 

The old truck screamed, climbing into a turn.

"How come?" Coral looked past me to our great-grandfather.

"You're Reuel's grandkids. And if that ain't enough, you're Mal's daughter and niece. Don't let his nice uncle act fool you. He hates you all."

Coral raised her reddish eyebrows at me.

Uneasiness, like a barbell, dropped through my gut.

Gram had said that most of the descendants of Walter's second and third wives hated the three sons and all the grandchildren who came from Walter's three marriages to my late great-grandmother, Jean Shank Malinowski. They seemed to think Walter preferred Jean's descendants because he kept remarrying her and was still married to her when she died. That made them jealous.

I'd never seen any preferences. Walter had gone to all the trouble to get custody of Troy's two daughters and the son of his daughter Venice when their parents had either died or run out on them. Walter acted tough and harsh with every family member I'd seen, not displaying an ounce of favoritism to anyone. Except for Aunt Jeanine. He softened a little around her.

I understood Troy's hatred of Dad, though. A con man would naturally dislike a relative in law enforcement. Dad was dead sure Troy was behind five of his cousins attacking him a couple of years ago. And I'd had enough experience with evil to realize that some people could spread their hate from their target to the target's friends and relatives.

Even when their target was a relative.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Three



[image: ]




As we passed the corporation limit for Wellesville, I texted Gram to ask where she and my three half-brothers were stationed to watch Dad and Amber. She texted back their location.

"Walter." I clicked my phone off. "Gram says she and the rest of the family are standing near the newspaper office."

"We ain't gonna be able to park nowhere near there. You two better be ready for a hike."

American flags fluttered from streetlamps above uneven trickles of people, who strolled along the sidewalk toward the center of the county seat. The sun glared from a milky blue sky, its warmth already prompting people to pat their faces and produce sunglasses. Too bad we hadn't made it back to the farm so I could get mine.

When we reached the barricade on Main Street to keep cars off the parade route, blankets and folding chairs lined the road as people pooled themselves into small groups and then dribbled away to form different ones. Walter turned and, after weaving his way through several streets, found a spot in the lot of the Baptist church.

As we climbed out, Coral rubbed her wet bangs off her forehead. "It's already humid."

I bit back a snicker. Ohioans had no idea what real summer heat and humidity were. Growing up in the South and spending the five years before I moved to Marlin County on the coast of North Carolina, I was a veteran of the summer weather wars. In North Carolina, this morning's weather would have been considered refreshingly brisk.

From the Baptist church, we walked to Elm Street, joining the trickles of people that flowed together into streams. When we reached Woodward Avenue, we began the climb to Main Street. With Wellesville built along the rolling hills of southeastern Ohio, any time you walked for more than a few minutes, you got a decent workout.

At the corner of Woodward and Main, the courthouse stood across the street like an ornate hill. The sidewalks along both sides of Main Street were packed, and we'd have to walk almost to the next intersection to reach the newspaper office.

A shot fired.

"That's the start for the parade," said Coral.

"Maybe we should watch from here." I wanted to get out on the street to take unobstructed photos of Dad and Amber and any other people or floats that caught my photographer's eye. "Walter, did you—”

But Walter forged ahead on the sidewalk.

Without him saying one word, people cleared out of his way, either pressing back against storefronts or stepping closer to the throngs lining the curb. Coral trailed after him.

For once, my great-grandfather's fierce reputation was an asset.

The intersection seemed like a good place to shoot from, so I didn't follow. I excused my way through the wall of people and crouched in the street next to the curb. I unpacked my camera and hung it around my neck. Down the sidewalk, I could see my youngest brother Micah perched on Uncle Hank's lean shoulders, the morning sun making his strawberry blond hair shine like gold.

"If you get any photos you like, Rae," a man's voice said above me, "email them to the Recorder. We like to publish local photos."

Shielding my eyes, I looked up.

Rick Carlisle, editor and owner of The Marlin County Recorder, stood above me. Wearing a beard, Rick's narrow face had lost some of its usual grimness since he'd come back from a mission trip to Haiti. The flecks of gray in it made him look older than ... he had to be over forty, since his younger brother graduated with Dad.

"Thanks. I'll see what I get." I'd never published any of my photos before, except on social media. But maybe I should consider it. "Are you here with Jason and the kids?"

"If I can find them." His lips jerked back in a smile, as if the action was unusual. "Nice seeing you, Rae." He jogged across the street.

I lifted my camera. 

Rick had changed more than his facial hair since coming back to Marlin County. That was the most pleasant conversation I'd had with him since the confrontation I'd set up on Christmas Eve.

After a few more minutes, the lead police car rolled into view. Marching behind the car came the five-man honor guard, three of them carrying flags. A rustle went through the crowd as it got to its feet. But I stayed in my hunched position, lifted my camera, and clicked away.

Chief of Police Eric Simcox and one of his officers in navy blue dress uniforms with crisp white shirts marched on the right. Carrying the American and Ohio flags were Deputies Miguel "Houston" Blank and Chris Kincaid. On the left, towering above them all, strode Sheriff Walter R. Malinowski IV, looking like Thor had traded his Viking costume for the black and gray dress uniform and broad-brimmed hat of the sheriff's department.

Dad lowered his straight-ahead gaze a few degrees, looked directly into my camera, and winked.

Grinning, I snapped a photo.

As the five officers approached, sweat glistened on their faces. Now those guys had a reason to complain about the weather, wearing long-sleeve shirts under blazers that were probably made of wool. Houston and Chris might have regretted volunteering for honor guard duty to get the rest of the day off and join a group of us at the state park in the afternoon.

As the honor guard passed, I scooted back to the curb, taking random shots. The crowd gave off an odd vibe, different from the other parades I'd attended in town. Tension seemed to pulse through the spectators. Maybe it came from the effort to remain serious or respectful when the kids just wanted to run out in the street and collect candy tossed there from floats and fire engines.

I switched to my telephoto and scanned the crowd, searching for a scene that captured that tension.

To my left and across the street, I zoomed in on my best friend Devon Majors, sitting between Rick and his younger brother Jason. Jason's two older kids, Alli and Richard, and Devon's two daughters, Liberty and Serenity, sat on the curb, comparing the candy they'd snagged. Devon and Jason chatted, leaning back in their folding chairs, while Rick held Jason's two-year-old daughter Sylvie on his lap. 

Jason gave Devon the full brilliance of his million-watt smile. That smile, combined with his perfectly sculpted dark hair and sunglasses, made him look like a movie star out among the little people. A pretty accurate comparison. The Carlisle brothers could be considered the celebrities of the county, easily its wealthiest citizens. Although Jason was a board member at the library, he didn't treat any of the employees like little people.

Devon said something with a grin, and Jason laughed.

Devon wasn't ... I mean, Jason wouldn't ...

My lens lingered on the group. 

It wouldn't be impossible for Devon to fall for Jason. She'd gotten to know him while working at the library. Liberty and Alli had become friends. But Devon said she didn't believe in marriage, hadn't even married the father of her daughters, despite mourning him when he died. Jason was divorced, and I hadn't heard any gossip about him dating. At all.

I took some shots of a baseball team and reviewed the crowd again, sweeping by the Carlisles and Devon. I swung back. Something had changed.

Rick was sitting on the edge of his seat, saying something to Jason. He jabbed a finger at something or someone across the street while holding Sylvie against his chest. Jason was frozen to his chair, his hands clutching the arms, like he'd glimpsed Medusa among his friends and neighbors.

I turned my camera to that side of the street, but since it was the same side I was on, I didn't see much.

The clash of cymbals and the gut-punching pound of the bass drums signaled that the Marlin County High School Marching Band was about to take center stage. I scurried out as far into the street as I dared. The flutes were in front, and Amber happened to be on my side, perfect for my shots.

Even in her summer uniform of brown and gold polo shirt and sweatpants, her pearly pale face shining from the heat and exertion, Amber still resembled a storybook princess. Her red-gold hair, held back in a French braid, hung nearly to her waist, swaying to the beat.

After she passed me, I aimed my camera at the Carlisles again. But Devon and her daughters sat by themselves. Devon wore that thoughtful frown of hers, craning her neck to look down the street.

What had happened to the Carlisles?

A softball team strolled by, tossing candy to kids, who launched off the sidewalks like they'd engaged their booster engines. 

Still crouched in the street, I took shot after shot, hoping to capture the mood of suppressed excitement and solemn salute. 

At last, another Wellesville patrol car crawled by, bringing up the rear of the parade. The crowd fell in behind it to follow the parade to the town's biggest cemetery on the south side.

I grabbed my backpack from the curb but kept my camera around my neck.

"Got some good ones?" Gram swam out of the flowing crowd to me.

I looked down to her. "I haven't had time to review any of them. Too busy taking them."

"I understand why you and Coral went over to Walter's." Gram removed her sunglasses. "But you should avoid him and his place. You never know who's going to be there. Or what Walter will do."

Not exactly a new trending topic. Had Walter or Coral mentioned Troy was back?

Gram's wide, dark blue eyes were as clear and calm as the sky above us, her face just as relaxed.

No, Gram hadn't been told. I sighed. But she'd want to know.

"I know that, Gram. It was kind of an emergency." We ambled with the rest of the crowd. "And we didn't have any trouble. Even with—well, Troy's back."

All calm fled her face, and she halted so fast that Uncle Hank collided into her.

"Need to tap your brakes before you come to a complete stop, Lydia," Hank said with a grin.

"Troy's back," said Gram. "Where are the boys and Coral?" Then she darted away from us, her thin frame sliding through clumps of families.

"That ain't good." The laid-back grin had vanished from Uncle Hank's extra-broad mouth, and his extra-big brown eyes hadn't a glint of their usual humor.

Hank never got concerned, except the one time he thought my brothers and I were in danger. 

A shiver tried to chill my spine.

If Uncle Hank was worried, there had to be something to worry about.
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Chapter Four
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Hank and I followed Gram as best we could, veering around strollers and wagons. 

When I fell in step beside her, I said, "Troy didn't come into town with us. In fact, he offered to drive us, and Walter wouldn't let him."

"He could have come to town on his own." 

"Lydia, I'm sure the kids are fine." Hank tilted the brim of his weathered cowboy hat lower on his forehead, scanning the crowd flowing past us. "They know to go to the cemetery. We'll find them there."

The crowd contracted as they merged to fit through the tall sandstone gate marking the official entrance to the Wellesville Cemetery. Inside, a flatbed trailer had been set up on the wide, flat ground between two mausoleums and the metal tablet embossed with the names of citizens who'd died in wars. A gently sloping hill provided a backdrop. With the way the ground rolled and heaved, dotted with headstones from tiny, plain gray stones to imposing obelisks, that piece of ground was probably the only level spot in the whole cemetery. Several people were seated in chairs on the flatbed as Mayor Teague studied his tablet on a lectern with a mike attached. The band and the high school choir lined up to the right of the platform while the honor guard stood at attention on the left. Sky-scraping oaks provided dappled shade for most of the stage, honor guard, band, and choir.

No sign of my brothers, Coral, or even Aunt Jeanine or Aunt Carrie.

I leaned toward Hank's ear. "I can climb that hill behind the flatbed and scan the crowd with my telephoto lens. I should be able to see everybody in the cemetery. If I see the kids, I'll text you."

Giving me a thumbs up, Hank moved off to the left. 

I began walking in the opposite direction when the band and high school choir launched into the national anthem. Placing my hand over my heart, I sang with my fellow citizens, searching for my brothers and cousin.

After we all belted out "the brave," I worked my way to the edge of the crowd, and Mayor Teague opened the ceremony with a few remarks. Every so often, I'd stop, peer through the viewfinder, survey the crowd, and take a few pictures. 

By a large pink granite headstone, Walter had joined his oldest daughter, Great-aunt Lily, her various kids and grandkids eddying around them. 

The Carlisles were nowhere to be seen.

The mayor introduced State Senator Brad Schuster, and the crowd broke into polite applause, punctuated by a few boos. What were those for? Nobody I'd waited on at the library had hinted at any problems with the senator. If gossip surrounded the guy, I'd hear it from some patron as I checked out their books.

I reached the hill behind the platform and hiked a short way up the slope. Where in the cemetery could my brothers and Coral have got to? They knew their parents expected them to go to the ceremony and that Dad would have a heart attack if he didn't know where they were.

Below me, with his head bent as he listened to a Vietnam veteran talk about his war experiences, Dad stood rock solid in the honor guard.

A faint chanting reached me as I climbed higher, little kids repeating the same word. Their voices floated from behind the hill. 

I reached the crest, crowned by a black obelisk twice my height, and the chant came to me clearly. 

"Mi-cah! Mi-cah!"

At a mausoleum in a far corner of the cemetery, hidden by the hill, about twenty kids chanted and looked at a little figure clambering onto the roof of the building.

I groaned. Of course. My three brothers couldn't just suffer through the ceremony with the rest of the population. No, they had to find something to do, like climbing to the top of a mausoleum. At least, they weren't disturbing the audience or the speaker.

My youngest brother reached the peak of the mausoleum's roof.

"Mi-cah! Mi-cah!"

Why were the kids still chanting? Since he'd made it to the top, they should have applauded or something.

Someone raced from around the edge of the hill. Throwing off his hat, Dad pounded toward the group of kids like they were all fugitives.

Micah spread his arms.

So he wasn't just climbing to the top.

Letting my camera drop on its strap, I raced down the hill. 

"Mi-cah! Mi-cah!"

"No, Micah!" Dad roared. 

Several kids jumped with screams and took off as Micah threw himself into a swan dive from the roof of the mausoleum.

Dad bellowed again, scattering the rest of the kids, except for Rusty, Coral, and Aaron, who held a blanket taut. Micah landed in it, carrying all of them to the ground.

"Holy smoke," Dad said in a hoarse breath as he and I reached the snarl of kids at about the same time. 

Hopping to his feet, Micah tugged on Dad's pant leg. "Did you see me, Dad?"

Rivers of sweat tracing his face, Dad dropped to his knees. "Is anyone hurt?"

"If we are, it's your fault, Dad." Aaron pushed Rusty off him and glared at Dad.

"My fault?"

"Yeah. You yelling like that scared everybody away." Indignation lit Aaron's light blue eyes. "There were a lot more of us holding the blanket to catch Micah, so he wouldn't hurt himself. You're lucky we all didn't run away." Scowling, Aaron folded his arms over his chest, the picture of a serious scientist thwarted by incompetents. Well, as serious as a nine-year-old could be as a scientist.

Bewilderment rumpled Dad's face, like it usually did when he stumbled across one of my brothers' adventures. Or maybe that was "misadventures".

"He wasn't jumping from that high up." Coral brushed grass clippings from her jean shorts. "You worry too much, Uncle Mal."

Dad said through his teeth, "I have reasons. Four of them."

"Oh, it's Mal's boys," someone said behind me.

I turned around. A good chunk of the crowd had skirted the hill, most likely to see what had made the sheriff take off at 50 mph. I bet no one was surprised it was my brothers. In the five months since I figured out Dad was my dad, I'd learned that Mal's boys were building a reputation for adding excitement to any situation.

Most people headed back to the ceremony, except for Houston and Chris, probably because they figured only a terrorist attack would launch Dad into action like that, and he'd need his deputies to back him up.

"Everything all right?" Chris asked in a bass that didn't match his average size.

"Everything except my nerves," said Dad, getting to his feet.

Houston nodded, and he and Chris followed the retreat to the ceremony.

Rusty, Coral, Aaron, and Micah had lined up by age, sunlight setting their four different shades of red hair on fire. 

Peering at them one by one, Dad said, "Rusty, you're thirteen, and Coral, you're twelve. Didn't leaping off a roof from ten feet in the air seem dangerous to you?"

"I made sure it wasn't." Aaron couldn't have sounded more disgusted. "I experimented at lower heights to see if we could catch Micah in the blanket. He jumped off that." He pointed at a shiny black, box-like monument, about six feet tall. "And that." He indicated a nearby oak with low, twisting limbs. "Since we caught him both times, I knew he'd be safe jumping from higher up."

Rusty held one twig-thin arm. "And we had a pile of blankets under the one we were holding in case it broke." His toe pointed to a wad of blankets and towels on the ground.

"We're not stupid." Coral's tone was as sour as her frown.

"I know." Dad rubbed his sweat-soaked, blond crewcut. "But this stunt doesn't show how smart you all are." He looked into the four faces. "One of you could have broken an arm or a rib. And you aren't being respectful. Would you boys like someone jumping off your mom's headstone in the church graveyard? Or from the ones for your grandpa or great-grandmas?"

My brothers studied their feet, and Coral's frown lengthened.

"Taps" floated to us from the other side of the hill as Gram, Uncle Hank, Aunt Jeanine, and Aunt Carrie joined us. We remained quiet as the tune continued, the rustle of leaves the only accompaniment to the solo trumpet.

The last notes of "Taps" died, and then came applause.

"That's the show." Hank replaced his cowboy hat over his wiry, dark hair. "What made you take off like someone lit your pants on fire, Mal?"

"Another one of Aaron's experiments," I said.

Hank squinted at Dad. "You don't look hurt."

From getting hit by an alpaca when Micah tested a saddle to falling into Aaron's Santa trap, Dad was always on the wrong end of my middle brother's experiments.

I swung my camera under my arm. "At least this time nothing attacked you."

Wiping his forehead, Dad said, "Heat stroke's not an improvement."

Gram touched his arm. "Mal, Troy's back."

Dad's hand froze. "You've seen him?"

"No, but Rae has."

He spun to me. "Does he know who you are?"

His question was so sharp that I felt like it poked me. "Yeah, now. I introduced myself."

"Amber will be looking for us. She shouldn't be left alone." Jeanine walked quickly toward the dispersing crowd, Hank falling in with her.

"I'll be right there," Dad called after them. "Amber and I were planning on going back to my office to change for the picnic."

He returned his focus to the four kids. "Your uncle Troy—he’s actually your great-uncle—is dangerous. You have to stay with an adult throughout the picnic. Understand?"

Rusty's blue eyes, the same dark shade as Dad's and Gram's, grew round, but Coral, Aaron, and Micah looked puzzled.

Aaron said, "Why's he dangerous?" Curiosity had extinguished his disgust.

Dad mussed my brother's dusty orange hair that had turned a deeper pumpkin color from sweat. "It's a long, long story, and I'm about to roast in this uniform. I'll explain after lunch. But you don't leave Ma for any reason." Dad moved toward the hill.

Stroking his cheek with one finger, Micah said, "What about if I have to go to the bathroom?"

"Get Hank," Dad called over his shoulder.

"What if I can't find him?"

"Ma can stand outside the door."

"What if Uncle Troy comes into the bathroom?"

"Ma!" Dad sent out an SOS.

Gram put her arm around Micah. "We'll be able to find Hank if we need him." She took hold of his hand. "The fire department's picnic is at the school, so let's—”

She looked up to the hill, and we all followed her gaze.

Uncle Troy and China watched us a moment, then turned and disappeared among the evergreen bushes and headstones.
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Lucky for Wellesville, the fire department was in charge of the barbecue at the elementary school. Their makeshift pit of concrete blocks gave off so much smoke that most people would think the school had caught fire.

"I was talking to Coral." Dad, now wearing jean shorts and a black camo t-shirt, joined me in the huge line that twisted a path along the edge of the playground to wait for barbecue chicken.

"I'm sorry we had to go over to Walter's house, but it was an emergency."

"I understand that." His gaze locked on mine. "What concerns me is that you were going to see if that woman or girl needed help."

That searching expression made me feel about seven. I rolled the hem of my olive green t-shirt. "She sounded really upset, and—well, I thought I should check to see if there was serious trouble."

"And if there had been—” Dad's normally booming voice grew strangely quiet "—what would you have done?" Worry lined his forehead.

Swallowing, I squashed a groan. Dad was going into protective mode. Actually, he was always in protective mode, but now he was dialing it to the max. And he wouldn't like my answer. "I—well ... we heard the cars drive away, so I didn't have to make that decision."

"A domestic disturbance is the last thing you should get involved in. Those situations are dangerous for trained officers."

"You don't know that's what it was." I turned sideways to him and looked down, allowing my hair to fall beside my face. "It just sounded like somebody could use some help. If my boyfriend and I were fighting out in the middle of the woods, I'd want some help."

"You'd have more sense than to go to a secluded spot to break up with a boyfriend." Dad sighed. "You have a very kind heart, Rae. God wants that. But don't let it fool you. You have to be wise and kind."

"Good to see you, Mal." A thin man with a high-bridged nose and bristling black high-top, frosted with silver, approached us and held out his hand. 

Dad took it. "Been awhile, Brad. Rae, this is our state senator, Brad Schuster. He grew up in Marlin County but lives in Zanesville now, right?"

"As much time as I spend at the state house, it seems more like I live in Columbus and just sleep in Zanesville." His words were so smooth, as if all his speeches had worn off any rough edges. "And this is your daughter?" He offered a thin hand.

I shook it, and it was smooth too.

Dad said, "Yes. Rae Riley."

"That's the girl I was telling you about." Another man with black hair that looked like he had combed it last week staggered toward us, bumping against a young woman carrying a toddler and then ricocheting against an elderly man in a straw hat. His gut straining against a hunter green t-shirt with a leaping fish on it, the man threw a friendly arm holding a beer can around Dad's shoulders. "But what I can't figure out, Mal—if Bella was as drunk as all of us were that night you two hooked up, how could she be sure you're the chick's father?"

The fumes from his breath made me choke as my face flamed.

"That's none of your business, Bruce." Dad assumed his cop voice.

"A bit early, Bruce." The senator pulled the other man off Dad.

Standing side by side, the men were obviously related. They both had the same high-bridged nose.

"It's my day off." Bruce chugged the beer. "I don't get as many of those as you do. I ain't a politician."

Brad chuckled. "You're certainly not, and if you don't want Mal to arrest you for public drunkenness, you'll leave with me. Nice to meet you, Miss Riley. See you later, Mal." He guided Bruce away from us, and the crowd swallowed them.

"Don't you pay any attention to him." Taking my hand, Dad dipped his head to catch my gaze. "We share too many mannerisms and personality traits for you not to be mine." He squeezed my hand.

The flames on my face died as I squeezed back. Why couldn't people mind their own business? If our family was satisfied that Dad hadn't insisted on a DNA test before acknowledging me, that decision only concerned us. 

I said, "I know better than to listen to a guy who's drunk. Are they brothers?"

"Yes. Bruce graduated with me. He's a truck driver. Brad's five years—” Dad suddenly straightened to his full height.

Troy and China stood a few yards from us. Aside from their eye color, I didn't see a resemblance. Of course, China might have been a blond under all the black dye of her pageboy haircut.

Gesturing with his Coke in the direction the Schuster brothers had gone, Troy said, "Did you give Bruce Schuster clemency?"

"Brad can take care of him. If he becomes a nuisance, then I can." Dad's cop voice returned. "What're you doing in Marlin County, Troy?"

Troy's small mouth formed an "O" of surprise, then he said, "My family lives here. It's Memorial Day weekend. Besides—” he pulled China next to him "—I missed my girls."

China delivered one of her tart smiles that made her look decades older than seventeen.

Dad picked up a paper plate from a table spread with a red-checked plastic cover. "Took almost two years for you to miss your girls."

"My work forces me to make hard choices. Just like yours."

Dad barked a laugh. "But mine actually is work."

Troy stared at me, reigniting the burn in my cheeks, and that dumb, wistful smile appeared amid his blond stubble. 

Helping himself to pasta salad, Dad said, "I'm glad you came back, Troy. I needed to thank you."

Troy's eyelids fluttered, as if he had to fight to prevent them from flying wide open. "You needed to thank me?"

"Yeah. If you hadn't conned five of my cousins into jumping me right before the election, I doubt I would've won."

Troy sighed. "Maybe it's a hazard of being a cop to be suspicious of everyone, including relatives, but you have no proof I conned any of my nephews into attacking you."

"I have their statements. Of course, Matt and Larry were drunk at the time, so their memories were a little fuzzy about what you said to them by the time I arrested them. But Rome wasn't. He told me that you said I'd attacked Matt and Larry and you were calling 911. That's why Rome, Jack and Jesse joined the fight—they were on a rescue mission."

"I thought you had attacked them." He sipped from the can he was holding. "I'm sorry if I got that wrong."

"Your thanks doesn't sound very thankful, Mal." China's mocking tone made me grit my teeth.

"But I am." Dad inched forward with the line. "That fight convinced people I wouldn't play favorites with my relatives." He set his plate on one of the buffet tables and stepped out of line and up to Troy.

The loud chatter surrounding us dropped to a murmur as sizzles rose from the pit, and a redwing blackbird let loose its squeaky toy call from the maple overshadowing us.

"There are only two reasons why you're here." Dad glowered at his—what? Half-uncle? "You're either lying low from somebody who wants your hide or you're working a con. Either way, stay away from my family, especially my kids and Coral and Amber."

Troy's posture wilted. "Mal, I don't know why you think I've got some vendetta against you and your family. I admit when I was a kid, I disliked you and your sisters."

A disbelieving laugh spurted from Dad.

"But I'm forty-three now. We should put this kids' stuff behind us." He held out a hand.

Dad gripped it. "I already have. But that doesn't mean I trust you."

Troy winced but smiled through it. "I've got another admission. It takes a lot of guts to acknowledge a long-lost daughter when you're an elected official."

Putting his arm around my shoulders, Dad said, "I had to. I'm Rae's father."

"I can see so much of Bella in you, Rae." His voice had grown husky. "I know most people didn't care much for Bella—”

"What're you doin' with him?" Walter's roar lifted half the crowd around us six inches off the ground and silenced the other half.

He stalked toward us, people scattering like leaves caught in a hurricane. "I told you, Troy. I told you. You can't take the girls nowhere. I don't care that Gyp's twenty-two. And since China's only seventeen and I'm her guardian, what I say goes."

China lost her mocking expression and folded into herself, like she'd been caught after curfew. Walter was the only person I'd seen who could make her do that. "I know, Walter," she said to the ground. "We drove separately." 

He stomped to a halt. "You didn't ride with Troy?"

"I told her she couldn't," said Troy, "because of your rule about not letting the girls go anywhere with me." 

He almost sounded respectful, but I caught a subtle trace of taunting. China might look nothing like him, but now I knew where her personality came from.

Walter watched his son. "China, that true?"

"Yes, Walter." Her words were dripped out. "I can show you I drove the Ford here."

"Nice havin' you listenin' to me for once." He folded his massive arms over his broad chest. "You're stickin' with me here at the picnic. Get your food. We're eatin' with Lily and her kids."

"Would you get me some chicken, Rae?" Dad handed me his half-filled plate. "Walter, while China waits in line, could I talk to you?"

Walter agreed with a grunt, and Dad led the way up a small hill to the entrance of the school but still in full view of the line straggling along the buffet tables and barbecue area.

I hadn't noticed before, but they walked exactly the same, except Dad's gait wasn't stiff. My friend Devon said I moved like Dad, so I guessed that meant I also moved like Walter. 
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