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DEDICATION


[image: ]




To my parents, who always encouraged me to chase the next story with my feet firmly planted in reality.

And to my Heavenly Dad—I’ve learned so much about You as we wrote Rae’s stories.

Let’s do it again!
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FOREWORD
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On December 1, 2018, I found out that if I wanted to contribute to the latest anthology from Mt. Zion Ridge Press, I would have to write a 5,000-word story in two weeks. While getting ready for Christmas and a visit from my in-laws. And I don’t write fast. At all.

But I discussed it with my husband, and with the Holy Spirit, I wrote A Rose from the Ashes, the Selah-finalist, YA Christmas mystery published in Christmas Fiction Off The Beaten Path.

I fell in love with Rae, her dad, her extended family, and the characters of fictional Marlin County, Ohio, and wanted to know what happened next to them. You’re holding the next episode in the lives of Rae Riley and the Malinowski clan.
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Chapter 1
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I’M NOT FOOLED, RAE. YOU’RE JUST LIKE YOUR MOTHER.

I stared at the sheet of copier paper in my hand as the note fluttered in a gust of January wind.

Really? It had only taken three weeks for someone to hate me and my mom enough to leave an anonymous insult?

Turning over the envelope, I saw my address was written in the same marker, same all-caps style. It was postmarked. I must have missed it when I grabbed my mail last night.

Shivering on the miniscule landing to my apartment, I blew out a sigh, which formed a little cloud in the freezing air. At least the idiot hadn’t crept up to my mailbox in the dead of night. I shivered again, and it wasn’t from another gust.

People could hold a grudge in Marlin County, Ohio. I’d learned that in the last three weeks since I discovered Mal was my dad and announced Bella Rydell was my mother. The strained smiles, cold stares, conversations that didn’t get much past “hello” and “I’m fine.” Mom had made a lot of enemies, but that was twenty years ago. I’d told everyone who asked the story of how she’d been saved and changed her life. Well, most of it.

I shoved the piece of paper back in the envelope, tossed it inside my apartment, and locked the door behind me.

Holding my tripod and a roll of leftover bulletin board paper in one hand, I clutched the strap of my backpack with the other and climbed down the icy steps to the pad in front of the garage. Picking my way across Mrs. Blaney’s snow-covered lawn, I pulled the keys to my ancient truck from the pocket of my down vest. The Rust Bucket sat by the curb, draped in a thin layer of snow that couldn’t disguise its demolition derby appearance.

After ten cranks of the key, the engine caught. I grabbed the gear shift, and it didn’t move. Not a millimeter. I hit the steering wheel. Not this morning. Why this morning?

I fished my phone out of the other vest pocket and checked the time. If I walked fast and ran where it was safe on the slick pavement, I’d still make it to the library on time. Although Mal had shown me how, I still couldn’t unjam the gears without someone helping.

Grabbing my backpack, and leaving the paper and tripod behind, I slammed out of the truck. Some snow fell off. I wouldn’t have been surprised if both bumpers had too.

Avoiding the slick sidewalk, I ran along edges of yards, heading uphill to Main Street. In Marlin County, if you weren’t going uphill, you were going downhill, sort of a scaled down version of the West Virginia county Mom and I had lived in when I was in middle school.

The sun shone ice white in a clear sky so blue it looked like an illustration in a hyper-cheerful picture book. But despite the sun’s dazzling appearance, not an ounce of warmth made it to the hilly streets. I pulled my scarf over my mouth and nose and held my arms tight against my sides. Maybe I should have taken Mal up on his offer to buy me a proper winter coat.

I zipped my vest to my chin. I hadn’t spent the past seven months figuring out who my father was and if he had tried to murder my mom when she was pregnant with me so I could live off of him. I was nineteen. I’d been on my own pretty much since Mom’s last round with cancer. If I froze to the bone because my jean jacket and vest only kept me warm above fifty degrees, fine with me. Nobody in Marlin County was going to accuse me of being a manipulator. That’s what a lot of people thought the daughter of Bella Rydell would be like.

Whoever sent the note thought manipulation was an inherited trait.

My left boot hit a slippery spot. I flung out my arms, steadying myself. With my camera only wrapped in a towel in my backpack, I didn’t want to fall. Avoiding broken bones was a good idea too.

At the top of the hill, I passed the sandstone courthouse, decorated in icicles like a giant wedding cake, glittering in the piercing sunlight. No time for a photo shoot, although if I could capture the way the icicles glistened, it could look like an ice castle in a fairy tale without any filters or photo editing. 

I crossed Main Street, striped with white streaks of salt, followed Woodward Avenue down along the side of the library, and turned into the parking lot. 

Jill Cerda, second-in-command and my boss when the library director wasn’t working, tromped over to the employees’ entrance through piles of snow, her unzipped coat flapping in the wind, her fine, graying hair dancing around her face. The cold must not have bothered her. She had plenty of insulation—at least 200 pounds packed onto a body that was a lot shorter than my five-eleven.

I assembled my professional smile, friendly but not too familiar. “Morning.”

The slight tilt of her head might have been a nod back. Jill punched in the code on the security keypad and sauntered inside. I hurried in as fast as I could without running her over. Lowering my scarf, I drew in a deep breath of unfrozen air, and my lungs appreciated it.

Jill glanced at her phone. “Leandra is late.”

“She’s not working today, ma’am. Leandra and Devon switched morning shifts, and Devon won’t get here until after her girls head to school.”

“I wasn’t informed of the switch.” Jill made a scolding noise with her tongue. “Did they clear it with Barb?”

“I’m sure they did, ma’am.” I took off my hat and fluffed my tangle of dark gold hair.

“That means you’re opening alone.” Jill aimed a finger at me. “You can’t goof off. Keep your mind on your work.”

A protest came to my lips, but I clamped them shut. Better to say nothing and get away from her. 

In silence, we walked down the hall to the employees’ kitchen, flipping on lights along the way. Three weeks ago, she wouldn’t have spoken to me like that. Since she’d found out who my mom was, she hadn’t had a nice word for me.

I hung up my coat on a rack, changed from boots to loafers, and put my lunch in the fridge. From my backpack, I took out two books on photography I had to return. I placed my backpack inside an empty cupboard. Leaving it by the coat rack seemed a certain way to get my camera broken.

When I entered the two-story lobby, the brilliant sunshine pouring through the tall, narrow windows that faced Main Street almost made the overhead lighting unnecessary. The harsh ceiling fixtures lit the room in a consistent, ugly glare, killing the homey atmosphere the fireplace, overstuffed chairs, and couch gave to the stacks and racks of books, magazines, and newspapers. But I switched them on as part of opening procedures and smiled when they made almost no difference.

Behind the checkout desk, I turned on the computers and pushed the bin with items patrons had dropped off overnight from the slot in the front wall. As I bent over, my hair tried to blind me, and I lifted it up and back. So, it was going to be one of those days when my hair was out to get me. Unless I braided it or secured it somehow, I could never be sure it wouldn’t turn on me. 

I lifted a mass of books and DVDs from the bin. Could Jill have sent the anonymous note? It didn’t seem like something a person in her fifties would do. She would have been in her thirties when Mom lived here and preyed on any guy with a decent bank account. Had Mom had an affair with Jill’s husband? But the unsigned note indicated someone afraid of revealing his or her true feelings. Jill had no problem showing me how much she disliked me.

I had almost finished scanning in the materials when Devon Majors and her two daughters, bundled to their eyes, rushed past the windows. I got the keys from the drawer, went to the inner doors, unlocked them, crossed the tiny room with the mat —what was the special name for this little room?—and opened the outer doors.

Devon waved to Liberty and Serenity as they trudged down Main Street. She ducked inside and tugged off her knit hat. The sides of her long, dark brown hair were pulled back in a series of braids, revealing the studs that lined the edges of her ears and a glimpse of the vivid feathered serpent tattooed on the back of her neck, while the rest of her hair poured over her shoulders like molasses. 

“Rae.” Jill’s heavy voice dropped from the balcony overlooking the lobby. “Have you pulled the items for the hold shelf?” 

“Just about to print the list.” I hurried behind the desk.

“You haven’t even printed it?” Jill sounded outraged, like I’d let the toddlers in Storytime make a collage with broken glass. 

“Rae’s working alone this morning.” Devon looked up to Jill, shrugging out her red parka. “I just got here.”

“I know that.” She planted meaty hands on the black metal railing. “I’m not sure the library can afford to have you come in after your daughters go to school, Devon. Perhaps you’ll have to stick to the regular schedule like the rest of us.”

A fire leaped into Devon’s forest green eyes. She might have been more than half a foot shorter than I was, but she never looked small, especially when she was mad. 

She glared up at Jill. “Don’t you think—”

“Here’s the list.” I waved the sheets. “We’ll get the items pulled and set aside in no time, ma’am.”

“You’d better.” Jill disappeared into the shelves of nonfiction adult books, the floorboards creaking under her footsteps.

Devon tossed a braid behind her shoulder. “I owe you. I was about to tell Jill what I thought of her, and I can’t afford to lose my job.”

One of the million things I liked about Devon was that she didn’t filter her words or her feelings. I also liked that although she was thirty-two, she treated me like a friend, not a kid. The only real friend I’d made in the county before I discovered who my father was and that I had about 6,000 relatives.

“I can’t afford for you to lose your job either.” I handed her half of the list. “You’re one of the few people around here who doesn’t care that I’m the daughter of Bella Rydell.”

“Don’t let Jill, or anybody else, get you down.” She glanced at the sheets. “Everyone will get used to the truth about you, and most of them won’t care. But that’s one of the problems of living in a small town or a rural county like Marlin. There’s not a lot of new blood moving in. It gives people time to hold on to old wrongs.”

“Mom and I usually lived in small towns. It was cheaper and safer than the city. But it was hard getting accepted.”

“Wellesville is better than most in that area. I wasn’t sure how people would react to two little girls who were half Native American in a county that’s ninety percent white. When Shayne and I were traveling around the country, we never knew when someone would take offense to his non-white bread looks. But, except for a few losers, no one has made any nasty comments. The kids at school think it’s cool.”

Devon stepped closer and added, “Give it time, Rae. It’ll get better.”

I rolled the hem of my sweater. “I don’t like how people treat Mal because of me. Even people at church. I don’t want to cause him trouble.”

“Your dad knew what a storm he’d stir up if he acknowledged you. He’s an adult. He can take it.” 

I hoped she was right. I prayed she was right. Since early Christmas morning, when Mal and I figured out he was the only one who could be my dad out of the three men my mother had told me were possible candidates, getting to know him and his family had gone better than anything I had imagined.

My stomach tensing, I swallowed hard.

I didn’t want to mess things up now. 
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Chapter 2
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Devon had just returned to the desk from unlocking the front doors when the massive frame of Sheriff Walter Reuel Malinowski IV filled the tiny room between the sets of doors. I’d come to expect him on Thursday mornings when I worked late the night before and didn’t come out to his farm for supper. Black is supposed to make people look thinner and smaller, but when my dad wore his well-pressed uniform, it made him seem even bigger than around six-six.

Crossing the lobby floor, Mal saw me and grinned. “How’s my girl?”

No matter how rotten the morning had started, I had to smile back. Whenever he asked me that question, he always wore this lit-from-within grin that was contagious. 

“Not bad.” I gestured toward Devon. “Do you know my friend, Devon Majors?”

“Not officially.” He offered his broad hand across the counter to her, which she shook. “Your daughters walk by my office on their way to school. They have long dark hair, right? They look about the same age as my two youngest boys—first and fourth grade.” 

“You’re close. Liberty’s in fourth grade, but Serenity’s in kindergarten.” Frowning, she tilted her head to one side. “It’s a good thing Rae’s been telling everyone you’re father and daughter. Nobody’d believe it by looking at you.”

“Really?” said Mal. “I thought there was a slight resemblance.”

So did I. But not enough to see the similarities during all those months I tried to figure out who my father was. We had the same shade of gold hair and the Malinowski height. He had his mom’s dark blue eyes, and I had my mom’s dark chocolate brown ones. My face was bony with prominent cheekbones and chin. Mal’s boyish face had less harsh angles. The first time I saw him, I thought all he needed to step into the role of Thor was longer hair and a beard.

Devon said, “I’d say more than a slight resemblance. You two move the same. You even stand alike.”

We glanced at each other. We both stood with our left leg about an inch ahead of our right one and slightly bent. I’d noticed that before but figured it was because of Mal’s bum knee. I hadn’t realized I’d adopted the same stance.

“What I mean is that people will think you’re brother and sister. Not father and daughter.”

Either Mal looked younger than thirty-seven or I looked older than nineteen. Either way, it was a compliment.

The outside door jerked opened, and Mrs. O’Neil marched into the lobby. Skinny as a dead sapling, the elderly woman had a skull-like face and white hair as icy as the sunken eyes she aimed at Mal and me.

My fingers clenched, every muscle going on guard. Since Mrs. O’Neil had decided to hate me, I never knew what she might say, except that at some point, she’d threatened my job. As a member of the library board, she could take it.

Straightening to his full height, Mal said, “Good morning, Mrs. O’Neil. Have you heard that Rae’s my daughter?” His booming baritone had toughened into his official cop tone.

“Yes. I’ve also heard she’s the daughter of Bella Rydell.” Peeling off her gloves, Mrs. O’Neil delivered a glower that tried to wither me. “And—correct me if I’m wrong—that Rae is the result of a one-night stand.” She transferred her look to Mal, and a spark of anger flared in my chest. 

“That’s right,” said Mal.

“And you didn’t know Rae was alive until a few weeks ago?”

“Yes. I thought Rae died with Bella in that fire at the old children’s home. Bella actually made it out and became a Christian. She started a new life with Rae.”

“I also heard you didn’t have a DNA test done.” Mrs. O’Neil’s cold tone implied how stupid she thought that was.

“No need.” Mal’s voice steeled over. “Bella wasn’t sure who Rae’s father was, but from the clues Bella left Rae after she died, Rae figured out it must be me. We share a rare blood type.”

Mal was always so straightforward when he told how I found him. No excuses, no hedging. Just not the whole truth. But the rest of the story wasn’t ours to tell.

Devon said, “You should ask Mal for a job if you like to grill people.”

Mrs. O’Neil’s sunken eyes snapped to her. “And library employees should display good manners at work, especially to members of the board.” 

She spun to the staircase that swept up to the balcony and marched up it, her long, black coat swirling around her stick-thin legs. 

Devon looked up and up to Mal, sort of like a chihuahua making eye contact with a mastiff. “Why did you answer all her questions? It’s none of her business how Rae was conceived.”

Rubbing his hand over his crew cut, he said, “The more people who hear the truth from me and my family, the better the chance to kill any rumors before they get started.” 

Lifting a stack of books, she said, “Nice to finally meet you after all Rae’s talked about you.” She headed to the back of the building.

I uncurled my fingers, and my muscles relaxed so much I sagged against the counter.

Mal studied me. “I see you aren’t Melissa O’Neil’s biggest fan. Most people aren’t. That lady has a way of making enemies.” He glanced up at the balcony and then lowered his voice. “Has she caused problems for you?”

I twisted the hem of my sweater. I hadn’t made Terry O’Neil any promises, but since Mal and I were keeping Rick and Jason Carlisle’s connection to my mom a secret, I should do the same for Terry. Mentioning our chats at the library seemed okay. 

“Terry liked talking movies with me,” I said. “Mrs. O’Neil seemed to think I was flirting with him.”

“More like the other way around. Terry O’Neil is known for chasing his female students at the college.” He raised an eyebrow. “He never—uh—made you feel uncomfortable, did he?”

“He never acted romantically interested in me. We just talked about old movies. Well, he talked about them. I’d listen and throw in a word when I needed to. I felt sorry for him. He seemed lonely.”

“You’re using past tense. He hasn’t chatted with you lately?”

“Not since Christmas.” Whether that was because his wife scared him out of speaking to me or because he didn’t want to associate with me after I revealed who my mother was, I couldn’t say. Probably both reasons made him avoid the library like it was the lair of a man-eating tiger. 

“If Terry O’Neil, or anybody else, makes you uncomfortable, you tell me. You don’t have to put up with that.”

I smiled up at him. “Thanks. It’s nice to know someone’s got my back.”

His big hand hovered over mine before he lowered it and squeezed my fingers, looking me straight in the eye. “I will from now on.”

I put my other hand on top of his and squeezed back.

“Do you want to come to the farm for supper tonight?” He put on his hat. “You don’t have to if we’re too much family for you. Just tell us. We don’t want to make pests of ourselves.”

“I was planning on coming over this evening. Although I’ve gained at least five pounds since I started having most of my meals at the farm.”

“You’re thin. It wouldn’t hurt if you put on a few pounds.” Mal sighed. “But I’ve got to watch myself. That’s why I work out every morning.”

“You look like you could take to the football field right now and still be a star lineman.”

Mal chuckled. “If you believe that, thanks. If you’re just being nice, thanks for that too.”

“I believe it.”

“Are you going to drive out, or do you want to ride with me?”

“I’ll drive. It’ll save you a—oh, no.”

“What’s wrong?” Mal’s face took on a wary look. “Is the gear shift jammed again?”

I scrunched the edge of my sweater. “It wouldn’t shift this morning. I—I haven’t been able to unjam the gears by myself. If you come over after work, you can push the clutch, and I’ll crawl underneath and loosen the gears.” 

Mal shook his head. “I’m your dad. Crawling on the frozen ground to fix your truck is my job.” 

“I don’t want to put you to so much trouble.”

“I like doing things for you, Rae. I’ve got twenty years to make up for. I just wish I could have met you and your truck in the summer.”

I laughed, and Mal did too.

He stepped toward the doors. “When you’re done here tonight, walk over to the office, and then we’ll go over to your apartment.”

“Sounds like a plan.”

After Mal left, I gathered a tall stack of damaged books from behind the counter, hoping I could repair a few in between waiting on patrons. I turned and found Mrs. O’Neil stationed by the desk. Startled, I couldn’t stop two teetering books from slipping off the top of the stack as my hair dipped into my eyes.

The older woman’s lips pulled back from her teeth into something I would never call a smile. “Done with your visit?” 

“Yes, ma’am.” I set the stack on the counter and hooked my hair behind my ears.

“You weren’t hired to visit with your father. I’ll have to report this to Barb. I will also tell my fellow members of the board. Just because you have Jason Carlisle eating out of your hand doesn’t mean your job is safe. There are four other board members.”

There it was. Right on cue. Threat to my job. Worry compressed my chest. I couldn’t get fired.

“You’re much cleverer than your mother was.” Mrs. O’Neill slipped a glove over her thin-skinned hand. “She appealed to men’s animal natures. That led to all sorts of trouble with wives and other relatives of the stupid men she snared. You appeal to their paternal instincts. Much safer.”

The spark returned, easing the pressure. Did she think I had conned Mal into believing he was my father?

“Remember, Rae.” She straightened the seams on her left glove. “You aren’t the only clever woman in the county. Your tricks work on only a small portion of the population.” Her deeply sunken eyes met mine.

The spark growing hotter, I didn’t blink. “I don’t have tricks, ma’am. Mal’s my dad, and I’m happy he wants to accept me into his family.”

“Oh, I’m sure you’re happy. Very happy. But I’m not sure how happy Mal will be at the next election. People in Marlin County have long memories.”

The pressure seemed to dent my heart. Mal wouldn’t care if he lost the next election because of me. Would he?

The right side of her mouth curving up, Mrs. O’Neil turned and strode out the doors.

Could she have left the anonymous note? It didn’t seem likely when she was too ready to insult me to my face. 

I blew out my cheeks, the pain easing a bit, and stooped to gather the fallen books. 

If Mrs. O’Neil would threaten my job when she thought I was flirting with her husband, what would she do if she knew he was one of the three men my mom had tried to blackmail when she was pregnant with me?
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Chapter 3
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Just because the gas fireplace and comfy chairs and couch looked like a living room, which was especially inviting as the sun slipped to the horizon on a winter evening, that didn’t mean the middle school kids could act like they were at home.

I told two of them to quit eating and stalked back to the checkout desk. The clock on the computer said 4:40. Only twenty minutes left. I could keep myself from screaming at those brats for twenty minutes.

Chris Kincaid deposited a stack of books in front of me. “Have you adjusted to the cold here in Ohio?”

“In a way.” All thoughts of screaming disappeared as I pulled the stack toward me. “I think my body’s finally convinced it’s not in North Carolina any more. Mom and I lived near Blackwater Falls State Park in West Virginia for three years, high in the mountains. So I’ve had some experience with cold winters.”

“My body still thinks I’m living in southern California.” He sunk his hands into the pockets of his navy blue ski jacket. “I left there almost four years ago. His voice was surprisingly deep. I didn’t know why I associated deeper voices with bigger men. Chris was a couple inches shorter than I was, but his rich bass was deeper than Mal’s 

He had the fiercest face of anyone I’d met—a curved nose like the beak of a hawk; narrow eyes so dark I had to squint to see the pupil; thick, black eyebrows and moustache; and black hair that still looked wavy despite the short cut he wore as a deputy. 

Scanning the books, I imagined Chris standing on the deck of a Spanish galleon, ordering pirates to attack. Or leading a cavalry charge of ... Arabs? Indians? He’d never mentioned his family’s heritage.

“You must be spending a lot of time at Mal’s farm.” As usual, his black eyes locked on me, giving me his total attention. Or, at least, that was how it looked. “I haven’t seen your truck parked by Mrs. Blaney’s much lately.”

I widened my eyes to clear away visions of galleons and cavalry. “Mal gave me an open invitation to come out to the farm any time.” I placed the last book on the top of his pile. “Is my apartment on the way to your place? I thought your house was out in the west side of the county.”

“It is. When you first moved here, and Mal learned you were living alone, he told all us deputies to swing by your place when we were coming in and going out of town. In December, he told us to keep an extra sharp look out for you because you were nervous about living alone and had bought a rifle for protection.”

I had to smile. My dad was looking out for me even before he knew he was my dad. But I hadn’t bought the rifle for protection at the apartment. I had figured I’d need it as backup when I sent anonymous notes to the three men who could have been my father and set up separate meetings with them early Christmas morning. The person who had tried to murder my pregnant mother might have wanted to finish the job, even if it was twenty years later. 

Tearing the due date slip from the printer, I said, “Does the sheriff’s department patrol in Wellesville with the town cops?”

“No. We can patrol anywhere in the county, but we only patrol in town when they have a gap in their coverage." He tucked the books under his arm, and I ransacked my brain for something to keep the conversation going.

A young town cop hurried through the front door. The few times I’d seen him, he was always hurrying. “I knew I’d find you here. You’ve got to check your phone, Chris.” He even talked fast, his words almost colliding into each other.

“I turned off my phone,” Chris said. “I was doing research in the local history room.”

“That’s why you got to check it.” He removed his knit hat, revealing caramel-colored hair. “Houston texted me, saying he saw an ad for a bass, dirt cheap. He’s going to meet the guy and try it out and needs your okay to buy it if he thinks it’s good enough.”

“I’ll call him.” Chris glanced at me. “Excuse me.” Leaving his books on the counter, he stepped into the hall leading to the children’s room.

The officer’s hazel eyes scrutinized me as if he was memorizing my vital statistics for a report. Then he offered his hand. “I see you with your dad here in town all the time. Probably should have stopped to introduce myself. Garrett Matthews.”

“Rae Riley.” It still sounded strange to hear someone say, “your dad.” I’d wanted one for so long, now it was hard to believe I had one.

Drumming his fingers on the counter, Garrett watched Chris in the hall. He was even shorter than Chris, with a nose and chin sharp enough to slice through paper. Instead of the black-and-gray uniform of the sheriff’s department, he wore a white shirt and navy blue pants.

I typed a few nonsense words into the computer catalog, buying time to think of something to say. Small talk was not my strength. “Uh, are you from around here?”

“No, Toledo.” He kept his gaze on Chris.

“So you don’t have family around here?”

“Nope.” He finally looked at me. “My sister lives in Georgia. My parents,” he craned his neck in Chris’s direction, “my parents died a few years ago.”

“I’m sorry. My mom died almost two years ago.”

“That’s what I heard.” His smile was as pointed as his face. “What do I need to get a library card? Might as well apply for one while I’m here.”

I had filled out the online application and handed him his new card when Chris rejoined us. 

“I told Houston to go ahead,” said Chris. “I trust his judgment.”

“Is it a bass guitar?” I hoped I didn’t sound nosy. “Or violin?”

Garrett chuckled as Chris said, “Bass guitar. Houston plays—have you met him? His real name is Miguel Blank.”

“He stopped in and introduced himself a few weeks ago.”

“I bet all of Mal’s deputies did,” said Garrett.

“I bet half the county did.” Chris slid his phone into the back pocket of his jeans. “Houston plays guitar. Garrett plays keyboard, and I played bass in high school. So we decided we’d like to jam together, but I don’t own a guitar. We’ve been watching for an ad in the area.”

Did they need a drummer? I hadn’t played in almost two years, but if I practiced a lot, I might be able to get back in shape.

Zipping his jacket, Garrett said, “I’d better get back on patrol.”

“You are on patrol,” said Chris. “The library is within the city limits.”

“The Chief likes us behind the wheel as much as possible.”

“You can’t build relationships with people behind a steering wheel.”

Garrett held up a hand. “Article one.”

“We’re not at my house. I said nothing against Simcox. Just his policy.”

“I call that a backdoor way to criticizing him.” He nodded at me. “Nice to meet you, Rae.” Garrett jogged out the front door.

Chris said, “I suppose you’re wondering about article one.”

“Well—uh—” should I be polite or honest? “—well, yeah. But it’s none of my business.” That covered both.

“Have I mentioned that Houston and Garrett live at my place?”

“No.” Actually, Chris didn’t talk a lot about himself, except for the first seven years of his life when he lived in Marlin County with his great-grandfather. We usually chatted about what he was reading, almost exclusively nonfiction. 

Chris pulled his gloves from his jacket pockets. “Houston and Garrett stay rent-free in exchange for helping me renovate my house. With Houston and me working for Mal, and Garrett working for Chief Simcox, we came up with a list of house rules, the most important being that we don’t discuss our bosses.”

“I’ve heard Chief Simcox was upset about Mal beating him by two votes in the election. But that was over a year ago.”

Chris smoothed his moustache with his index finger and thumb, as if he was considering something, but he was one of the hardest people I’d ever tried to read from his facial or body language. His expression rarely changed from one of quiet calm. 

“Simcox hasn’t made it a secret that he thinks the wrong man won.” A muscle flexed along his jaw. “He’s said loud and clear he thought his stint in the Marines and work as a homicide detective in Cleveland made him the better candidate.”

My fingers tightened around a pencil. “And because Mal’s a Malinowski?”

I’d only been in the county a few weeks when I came to understand the long-held prejudice against the Malinowskis. They were no good. Always had been, always would be. Only Gram’s kids and grandkids broke the family tradition of hard-fighting, fast-living, and law-breaking. Even then I got the impression some people weren’t entirely confident Gram had disciplined all the Malinowski wildness out of her descendants. Which was probably why Mal had won by two votes.

Chris said, “I haven’t heard Simcox mention that. But he’s not from Marlin County, so he probably doesn’t care if your dad is a Malinowski.”

Huffing and puffing, Mr. Olsen came up and dropped a pile of DVDs on the counter.

I gave Chris an apologetic smile. “Hope you get your bass.”

They probably didn’t need a drummer. I didn’t have any way to practice unless I went to the church and used the set there.

Gathering his books, Chris said, “I do too. The price can’t be beat.” He headed out the front door, allowing an icy blast to roar into the lobby and scatter the junior high kids.

At 5:00, I went to the employees’ kitchen. Barb Hanson was peering into the fridge. She glanced up and spun, startled. “Oh, hey, Rae.” She plastered on a smile.

“Hey.” I took my backpack out of the cupboard.

Adjusting her bright blue glasses, she returned her attention to the fridge. I put on my jean jacket and scarf. There was no reason for us to chat. She was busy. I was busy. But we would have found something to talk about before she knew who my parents were. 

Barb hadn’t turned mean like Jill. Which was good since Barb was the library director. But she acted almost afraid of me. Rick Carlisle must have told her what happened Christmas morning at the children’s home. Maybe their relationship had gotten that serious. And maybe she was scared Mal and I were going to blab the truth all over the county.

Holding a plastic container, Barb shut the door to the fridge and pursed her lips, as if weighing her next words. Then she wheeled to the microwave. “See you tomorrow.”

That sentence wasn’t what she’d been thinking over. I exchanged my loafers for boots. Could Barb have left the note? Had Mom hurt her or someone in her family and that was why she acted nervous around me?

I said good night and stepped into the hall, giving my head a sharp shake. Just because her attitude toward me had changed didn’t mean my boss was out to get me.

In the lobby, I waved to Devon and walked out onto Main Street.

The sun hovered above the thickly wooded hills beyond the town limits, outlining them in red light, and the Arctic air tried to freeze the breath in my mouth. I bent my head into my scarf, turning west, and walked by Cervelli’s Deli, an antique shop, and a couple empty storefronts.

Cars and trucks ground by on the salt-covered street. More snow must have been predicted. 

As I passed the newspaper office, someone popped out of the front door. I swerved in time to avoid a collision.

I lifted my head from my scarf. “Sorry.”

“No. My ...” Rick Carlisle didn’t finish, his brown eyes widening as he recognized me.

We stood staring at each other for a few silent moments. Fat snowflakes drifted between us. 

“My fault.” He rushed off in the direction of the library.

That was the second time since Christmas morning I’d seen Rick, and both times he acted like I was a vampire, and he didn’t have even minced garlic with him.

Mal had said he’d talked to Jason Carlisle. Maybe Jason hadn’t told his brother that Mal and I were keeping to ourselves that Rick had tried to murder Mom when she was pregnant with me.
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Entering the small lobby to the sheriff’s department, I said hey to Janice and Liz as they turned off their computers in the off-white reception area with its mismatched chairs. The tilted stairs in the historic building took me to the second floor. There I found the door to Mal’s office standing open.

Holding his phone to his ear, Mal grinned and waved me in. I crossed to the worn burgundy couch that rested against a wall covered with framed photos and citations. Photos of Gram’s parents, Mal as a little kid with his dad, Mal’s engagement photo with his wife. Aside from the people photographed with Mal in a professional capacity, like when he received an award as a deputy, no one in the pictures was living except Mal. That had to be deliberate. Was it to protect the family, like Mal’s and Gram’s total lack of presence on social media? When I took pictures on Christmas Day, Mal told me kindly but firmly I was not allowed to post any photos of my half-brothers on my pages.

Sinking onto the couch, I took out my phone. Last chance to catch up on posts and messages before we drove into one of the dead zones in the county. I scrolled through comments, checking for any nasty remarks from the note-writer. 

Nothing. Just normal, friendly comments from a few online friends and photographers I followed.

When Mal hung up, he unclipped the tie from his collar. “How was your day?”

Getting to my feet, I shrugged. “Nothing special. I bumped into—and I mean literally—into Rick Carlisle when I walked over.” I explained how he reacted to me. “You told Jason we weren’t telling anyone about Rick’s crime, right?”

“I told Jason and Rick. His behavior shouldn’t puzzle you, Rae. Although he was ready to confess, I’m sure Rick still feels ashamed for what he did. You remind him of what he tried to get away with.”

Frowning, I nodded. He didn’t need to feel ashamed. I’d explained that at the children’s home Christmas morning. Christmas morning ...

The crystal cold air and the moonlight gilding the abandoned children’s home replayed in my mind. I’d sent anonymous notes to the three men Mom had blackmailed when she was pregnant with me to set up three meetings, so I could figure out who was my father and deliver the notes Mom had written before she died She had apologized or the blackmail and forgave whoever had hit her from behind and tried to burn her up in the children’s home.

After telling me his blood type, Terry O’Neil had burnt up his note without reading it and left. Then Jason and Rick arrived, Rick saying he was going to confess to murdering Bella Rydell and her baby. I told him it was only attempted murder and my mom forgave him. To prove it, I’d planned the meetings after the statute of limitations had run out on his crime. Mal, Jason, and I compared blood types, discovering Mal was the only one who could be my father. 

Lifting his jacket from a coatrack, Mal muttered, “Took him long enough. Twenty years, and Rick finally couldn’t live with trying to murder an unarmed woman and her unborn baby.”

After a two-minute drive to my apartment, Mal parked his patrol SUV behind my truck, and we got out. The air was so cold it almost felt solid, pressing against my cheeks. I scooted under the hood. All my effort to make the two gears mesh only resulted in numb fingers. Mal, with a grim look like he expected to find a convicted murderer hiding under the Rust Bucket, crawled underneath the front. Somehow, he positioned his thick fingers to force the gears to interlock, and I shoved the gear shift out of first.

With Mal driving behind me, I headed west out of Wellesville. The dark closed in, the last rays of sunlight fading from the tops of the trees on the heights of the towering hills.

Who could have written the note? Jill? Mrs. O’Neil? Someone from the church who was suddenly cold and distant toward Mal?

Houses grew fewer and more widely spaced as the road plunged and soared between fields and forest. The Rust Bucket followed the asphalt like a ship over the crests and troughs of waves.

If the person was so afraid of me they had to resort to anonymous threats, then he or she was probably hiding their dislike of me.

I tightened my grip on the cracked steering wheel. It could be anybody. The people who were nasty to my face were bad enough, but someone who faked being nice was way worse.

As I drove closer to the state park, tall, bare trees crowded the narrow road, almost forming a tunnel. The black, stripped branches twisted together to make a spider web ceiling. Asphalt petered out, and dirt and gravel took over. 

When my headlights revealed trees straight ahead of me, I turned right and smiled. I couldn’t help myself. The trees gave way to a little, shallow valley. A barn sat to the left, and the drive dipped down and passed fenced pastures. Then it climbed again to the small farmhouse that sat at the top of the far end of the valley. All the windows lit warmly, the house seemed to say “welcome home” every time I approached it in the dark. A half-moon rose behind it, providing its own bright hello.

I braked. After Mom died, I wasn’t sure I’d ever feel like any place was home. I had to get a picture. I unwrapped my camera, turned on the cab light, and adjusted my settings. Then I grabbed my tripod.

In front of my truck, I set up the tripod and clicked a few photos.

The images weren’t sharp enough. I’d had trouble shooting at night. I changed the shutter speed.

“Rae?” Behind me, Mal stood in the open door of his SUV. “Can you take pictures later? Supper’s probably ready.”

“Oh, sure.” The night would only get darker, so waiting might actually improve the composition. If I could figure out how to work with the dark.

We parked in front of the garage. I carried my backpack, tripod, and the roll of paper, walking through the breezeway to the little screened porch on the side of the house. We took off our boots and went in.

The warmth of the yellow kitchen and the mouth-watering aroma of chili wrapped around me like my favorite sweater. And something else. I sniffed. Something Christmassy was cooking, but I couldn’t name the scent.

Gram looked up from the bread she was slicing on the counter. “Hey, you two. The chili will be done in ten minutes. How was your day?” Her relaxed smile and calm, deep blue eyes eased a lot of the day’s tension from my muscles.

Mal said, “Not bad.” 

Aaron shot into the kitchen and greeted his dad—our dad—like he always did, in a flurry of punches.

Chuckling, Mal scooped him up and hugged him. Arms and legs flailing, Aaron yelled, “My spine! My spine!”

Gram said, “How about you, Rae?”

I shrugged out of my jacket. “Normal day at the library.”

“How was school today, bud?” Mal lowered Aaron to the floor.

“Okay. I got all my homework done.” Aaron hopped from foot to foot. “I gotta show you something upstairs, Rae.” His light blue eyes, a shade before white, glowed with their usual excitement. 

“Give the girl a chance to hang up her coat.” Gram’s words meant to scold, but her tone didn’t. In the seven months I’d known her, the only time I’d heard her raise her voice was on Christmas morning. After meeting me at the children’s home, Mal had called to tell Gram he was still alive. Gram hadn’t appreciated his sense of humor.

Keeping an eye out for Micah, I left the kitchen. In the big living-dining room, I stepped around plastic bricks, toy cars, books, and pillows. Mal followed, taking off his black jacket. As we passed an easy chair, Micah jumped out of it, latching on to Mal’s leg. He gave a yelp that wouldn’t convince anyone but a first-grader he was surprised.

“Got you again.” Micah giggled.

“Yeah, you did, buddy.” Mal picked him up in bear hug.

Micah hugged him back, leaped to the ground, and fell in step beside me as I walked into Gram’s bedroom. “Can I read to you?”

The left side of my face scrunched into a grimace that I tried to turn into a smile. “For sure.” I could stand five minutes of his one-syllable stories before Gram called us to the table.

“You don’t have to,” Mal said from behind us.

“I don’t mind.” I placed my jean jacket and vest on the bed.

Micah’s smile bloomed, and his strawberry blond hair glowed peach in the light from the ceiling fixture. How could I turn down a request from someone who was as cute as a Christmas elf? 

“Rae.” Aaron appeared at my elbow as I laid my backpack on Gram’s cluttered desk. “Can I show you what I built in the playroom?” He touched the roll of paper. “What’s this for?”

“I’ve been working on family trees so I can learn who all my relatives are.”

“She can look at your invention after supper,” Mal said. “She’s helping Micah with his homework.”

“Okay.” Aaron frowned. “I guess.” 

I’d never been so popular in my life. Changing schools so often hadn’t given me a chance to make real friends, and, after a while, I gave up trying. Now Aaron, Micah, and their cousin Amber—our cousin Amber—were my devoted followers. And all I’d done to earn their devotion was to be a relative.

Micah and I settled onto the couch. He wiggled in so close I had to put my arm around him. Personal space seemed to be a foreign idea to him and Aaron. I had been used to that, having lived with the assistant pastor’s family after Mom died. His twin daughters were either always in my space or attempting to get there. But they had been three, going on four. Micah and Aaron were seven and nine, and only a tiny bit better about giving me breathing room. 

A fire welcomed me, each flame waving a greeting, and I stretched my feet toward it. Micah opened a thin, paperback book and read a story about a dog that sat, ate, and ran. Not exciting enough for me to forget the note.

YOU DON’T FOOL ME, RAE. YOU’RE JUST LIKE YOUR MOTHER.

How could someone believe that? I hadn’t been on a single date since I moved here in June. Did this person see me like Mrs. O’Neil did? Someone who tricked Mal into believing he was my dad?

Rusty wandered into the living room. “When did you and Dad get here, Rae?”

“A few minutes ago.” 

He had that super-skinny build a lot of boys get when they hit a growth spurt in junior high. And the most beautiful shade of natural dark red hair I’d ever seen.

Micah was sounding his way through the last page when Gram told us dinner was ready. We sat at the long plank table next to a row of windows overlooking the backyard and frozen fields. Mal came from his bedroom in the basement wearing jeans and a plaid shirt.

“How’s the book coming, Rusty?” Mal sat back in his chair.

“I’m kind of stuck.” He ladled chili into his bowl. “I want to do a fight scene, but I can’t think of a good setting for it.” A blush crept up his cheeks, almost darkening them enough to match his hair.

That was the most I’d heard Rusty say about the fantasy novel he was writing. Aaron and Micah told me he sometimes read excerpts to them and their cousin Coral, but never to anyone older than he was. But I got the secrecy. It’d taken me years to work up the courage to show Mom my attempts at art with a camera.

Setting down my spoon, I said, “Would you like to look at some of my photos? Maybe they’d give you inspiration.”

Rusty’s blush faded against a slow smile. “You used to live near the ocean, didn’t you? I’ve never written a fight scene on a beach.”

“I’ve got tons of beach photos on my phone. I’ll show them to you once you get your homework done.”

“I’m done already.”

Beaming, Mal slapped Rusty on the shoulder. “Sounds like you got a solution.”

The rim of my glass covered my smile as I sipped water. Rusty had been the hardest of my half-brothers to connect with. Not that he was mean or cold. He was uncertain, more than anything else, and I caught him studying me all the time. I probably would have done the same thing if a new sibling had just fallen into the family. If he needed time to like me, fine. I wasn’t going to force myself on him.
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