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			I still don’t remember, but I know what happened now. I had a baby, and that changes everything.

			Kellen Adams has fought battles, saved lives and earned the respect of her colleagues and the love of her friends. But now can she triumph against the greatest challenge of her life—her family?

			Families and Other Enemies is a new Kellen Adams short story by New York Times bestselling author Christina Dodd, filled with her trademark mystery and humor.
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			CHAPTER ONE

			You can pick your friends and you can pick your nose, but you can’t pick your family.

			THAT’S ONE OF those interesting universal truths that gets quoted a lot in the Army on overseas assignments. Because everyone misses their family. But it’s not their family who has their back, who will be with them under fire and volunteer to help them scout out the enemy. Friends, comrades-in-arms—in combat, they have greater impact than family. They become more to you than your blood kin.

			You get back home, and your family, the people who knew you growing up, are aliens to you because they never experienced what you experienced, likely never fired an automatic weapon, never lobbed a grenade, never took on enemy fire on a cold, dark road in the Afghan mountains. They don’t understand why you flinch when the campfire pops or stay awake all night to avoid confronting nightmares of screams and death and murdered friendships.

			Most of the time, they don’t want to know. They want to tell you about the harrowing time they were barreling down a ski slope and broke a ski, or someone backed into them in the Safeway parking lot and their insurance got stuck for it, or they dropped a boulder on Grandpa’s fledgling walnut tree and it lived, anyway. They think they’re sharing the kinds of ordeals a soldier faces in combat. Bless their hearts. They’re sure not listening.

			Take me. When I came back to the States after six years in the Army, here and abroad, I had one living relative I hadn’t seen for eight years, and I had no desire to go see Aunt Cora Rae. For one thing...

			I hate to start this so soon, but this is where it gets complicated.

			My real name is Cecilia Adams. When I was a kid, my parents were killed (you can already see why I’m twitchy about family, right?) and I went to live with my aunt and uncle and my cousin, Kellen. My uncle was a busy, important man, and he left the care of the children to his wife, Cora Rae. Aunt Cora was a good woman who did her Christian duty, but never in all the years I lived with her was I moved to run to her and hug her in joy or affection. To be fair, I never saw Kellen hug her like that, either, and Kellen was her very own daughter. So I had mixed feelings about Aunt Cora.

			I graduated from high school, got a car and drove all by myself across the United States to Maine where I met and married a man twice my age.

			Here’s the thing. I was young, and I was stupid. I made a mistake. But no matter how young a person is, no matter how many protestations a person makes about “I didn’t know” and “How was I to guess?” that same person still has to live with the consequences. Forever.

			My husband was an abuser. My cousin, Kellen, came to rescue me—and my husband would kill me and himself before he’d let that happen. And because my cousin and I resembled each other and he was a crazy bastard, he accidentally killed her instead of me. Thank God he was just as successful in killing himself and that mostly got me out of a bad marriage. Mostly.

			Naturally, I confessed all to the cops and the media...

			Kidding! No, I didn’t.

			See that part earlier about young, stupid and mistakes.

			I took Kellen’s identification and pretended to be her. Got away with it, too, all the way through living in her apartment, living in the street, living with a really good guy, getting shot in the head (don’t ask), dealing with a serious case of amnesia (bullet in the brain, duh, can’t remember a year of my life, have some quirks about how I remember stuff, how I catalog people, etc.) and enlisting in the military.

			For all intents and purposes, Cecilia died by her husband’s hand, and I am Kellen Adams. I am Kellen Adams, the soldier, the captain. I am Kellen Adams, the assistant resort manager. I am Kellen Adams, the woman who damn near got killed twice capturing a smuggler and paying for past sins.

			All that’s nothing compared to what’s happening now. I have a family I never suspected, a child I never knew, and—don’t tell anyone—I’m afraid.

			I am not fit for this duty.

			I am not prepared for this duty.

			So I’m going back to my roots.

			I’m going to go visit Aunt Cora.

			It’s time.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			KELLEN ADAMS DROVE from Yearning Sands Resort on Washington’s Pacific Coast down the length of California and across into Nevada. She thought the long drive would give her a chance to think about the new realities of her life.

			She was right. The trouble was—the long drive gave her lots of time to think about the new realities of her life.

			Her life, her growth, her time of becoming a fully capable human being, had started on the day she walked into an Army recruiting center, her cousin’s identification papers and degrees in hand, and enlisted in the military. There she had become disciplined, strong, brave, displayed a talent for organization. She had handled vehicles and people, and when, six years later, she was given a swift and decisive medical discharge, she went to work as the assistant manager of the sprawling and thriving Yearning Sands Resort. She believed she was equipped to manage any situation, any crisis.

			And she was: murder, smuggling, kidnapping, a missing shipment of tiny shampoo bottles—she managed everything, right up to the moment when a seven-year-old girl who bore a remarkable family resemblance hugged her and asked, “Did you know that you’re my mama?”

			Kellen hadn’t known what had happened during the year she’d been in a coma. She’d imagined a lot of scenarios, but not this. Never this.

			For twelve hundred miles, the scene played and replayed in Kellen’s mind, so when she parked at the Las Vegas memory care facility that housed Aunt Cora, she got out of that car in a hurry.

			The memory care facility looked like a nursing home: single story, four wings protruding out from the center, pretty gardens filled with white oleanders and carefully tended lawns. Oh, and locked doors. The staff locked themselves in with the patients.

			Kellen Adams walked up to the main entrance and rang the bell. She had called ahead and talked to administration, and prudently omitted the fact she had problems with her own memory. They told her to bring identification to prove she was a relation of Cora Rae Adams.

			She had agreed, and at the front desk, the nurse receptionist took her driver’s license. Kellen’s unique mind cataloged him.

			NURSE WARREN: 

			MALE, 30S, CAUCASIAN ANCESTRY, MEDIUM HEIGHT, FIT, THIN AND TANNED. LONG, DEXTEROUS FINGERS. UNICORN EARRINGS. COMFORTING SMILE.

			While she signed in with her name and the time, he examined it and announced, “Welcome! Looks like your ID is in order, so here’s your fancy visitor’s badge.” He chuckled at his own joke. The badge was a faded piece of paper the size of a driver’s license, laminated using the pull-apart sheets from the 1990s. It clipped to Kellen’s jeans using a bent paper clip. “You can keep that,” he said. “Just make sure you bring it on your next visit. Now I’ll take you to meet Mrs. Adams’s doctor.”

			“Can I see my... Can I see Cora first?”

			“That’s not wise. We were frankly relieved to hear from you since we need information about Mrs. Adams, any previous mental problems—”

			“None that I know of.”

			“—and her family history. You’ll like Dr. Hawkinson. I promise she’s very caring with the patients, and she won’t take much of your time.” He ushered Kellen into the doctor’s office.

			DR. HAWKINSON: 

			FEMALE, 5'10", AFRICAN-AMERICAN, MODEL-LIKE SLENDER, LONG LEGS, BLACK HAIR, BLACK EYES. WHITE COAT, OPEN AT THE FRONT, POCKET CLIPPED FULL OF PENS, SOME OF WHICH MIGHT BE, AND PROBABLY WERE, STUFF LIKE THERMOMETERS AND TINY FLASHLIGHTS. EFFICIENT. UNSMILING.

			Dr. Hawkinson sat back down after shaking her hand. “Miss Adams, how much do you know about your mother’s situation? Her condition?”

			“Kellen, please.” Kellen didn’t know why she felt it necessary to assure a memory doctor that she knew her own name and wasn’t lying about that. It was sort of like assuring a psychologist she wasn’t crazy. “I know as much about Alzheimer’s as the next person.”

			“Your mother has dementia as opposed to Alzheimer’s.” Kellen was sure the questioning look on her face led the doctor to continue. “It means that...”

			The next ten minutes were a flurry of medical facts that granted Kellen a breadth of knowledge she didn’t care to have. It was frightening to be reminded that a mind could so brutally betray its owner, even without the benefit of a bullet.

			“But let’s specifically speak to Mrs. Adams’s condition,” Dr. Hawkinson said calmly. “Does she have a family history of these types of issues?”

			Kellen was quick to answer. “Not that I know of, but she didn’t talk about her family much. I think there was bad blood—my cousin and I never met...my mother’s parents.”

			“I see.” Dr. Hawkinson made a note on Cora’s chart, then continued. “She is in the early throes of dementia. At this point, she can remember a good portion of her childhood, and she definitely has moments where she’s clear on things that happened a few years ago, namely her husband’s death. Other days, she has to be reminded he is no longer with us, and as you can imagine, that’s always devastating news.”

			Kellen nodded. “Yes, she loved him more than anyone.”

			Dr. Hawkinson said, “Hmm,” as if that revealed a lot about Aunt Cora. “She has become increasingly angry and hostile. I want you to be prepared. She can sometimes be pleasant and docile. However, she has the type of personality that does not brook disappointment.”

			Kellen couldn’t help herself. She muttered, “Don’t I know it.”

			“Yes, she has on occasion vigorously explained her disappointment in you. And why.”

			In the real Kellen Adams, she meant. In Aunt Cora’s daughter.

			Dr. Hawkinson continued. “It’s kind of you to come to her in her hour of need. So frequently, in occasions where the family bond is damaged or broken, the family members never visit. We here at the memory care center do understand. We do. At the same time, I think you’ll be happier, as her daughter, with contact and perhaps some closure.”

			“Yes. That’s something I thought, too.”

			Dr. Hawkinson smiled. “Her moods are a trial for the nurses at times, but they’re well trained, I assure you. They know to expect patients to have trouble processing old memories while being unable to remember what their shoes look like today or whether they’ve eaten breakfast.”

			“I can see how that would be difficult, even for the sweetest of dispositions.”

			“I don’t tell you this to scare you.” Dr. Hawkinson kept such excellent eye contact Kellen felt she could not look away. “This portion of the disease can last years, or it could end in a moment. But she is not likely to die for a long time. Her health otherwise is top-notch.”

			“She always was a stickler for good nutrition and walking everywhere, even in the summer heat.” Kellen’s own memories were rushing back at her, but she pushed them down in order to focus. “Doctor, I understand. This isn’t going to be an easy visit. I’m as ready as I’ll ever be.”

			“Let me show you to her room, then.” Dr. Hawkinson led the way into the room. In her brisk, professional voice, she spoke to the woman inside. “Mrs. Adams, I’ve brought you a visitor. Do you recognize her?”

			Cora sat in the winged easy chair, her feet encased in pink scuffs, looking small and lost.

			CORA RAE ADAMS: 

			FEMALE, 63 YO, 5'5", 135 LBS, CAUCASIAN ANCESTRY, AUNT BY MARRIAGE. SOFT-SPOKEN, GIVEN TO COOL REPROACH AND CONDUCTOR OF MASTERFUL GUILT TRIPS, A PILLAR OF CORRECTNESS AND STRICT PARENTING. ONCE PRETTY, NOW OLD BEFORE HER TIME: STOOPED SHOULDERS, WHITE HAIR, STRANGE GLASSY SHADE OF LIGHT BLUE EYES BEHIND BENT PLASTIC-FRAMED GLASSES.

			Aunt Cora studied the two women without recognition, then returned to plucking at the fringe of the afghan in her lap and watching her fingers as if the motion surprised and fascinated her.

			“Take the seat opposite her. Sometimes it takes a few minutes to get her attention.” Dr. Hawkinson leaned over and placed her hands over Aunt Cora’s, stilling the restless movements. “Mrs. Adams, you have a visitor.”

			Aunt Cora looked up again, and this time her eyes focused and narrowed on Kellen’s face.

			Kellen tensed, a girl trembling and guilty before a judgmental aunt.

			In a rigid, cold voice, Aunt Cora said, “You’ve finally come to visit your ailing mother?”

			Aunt Cora’s lack of recognition was a complication Kellen hadn’t expected. Of course she had presented herself to the facility as Kellen Adams, but all unthinking, she had expected her aunt to know her. The cousins looked alike. Of course they did. But Aunt Cora had seen them every day of their young lives. Surely she would know...but apparently she didn’t.

			Nurse Warren stuck his head in the door. “Dr. Hawkinson, we need you in Mr. Brenner’s room.”

			Dr. Hawkinson didn’t hesitate. “Excuse me a moment,” she said to Kellen, and disappeared from the room.

			Kellen didn’t blame her; she wanted to disappear, too. She slid into the chair opposite Aunt Cora. She glanced at the door to make sure Dr. Hawkinson was really gone, and said, “No, Aunt Cora. I’m not Kellen. It’s me, Ceecee.”

			“Don’t tell me who you are. You’re my daughter, Kellen.” Cora sat up straighter, her hands clenching the afghan as if she would tear it. “You’re a lesbian!”

			Uh-oh. Not only had Aunt Cora confused her daughter and her niece, she remembered the most inconvenient fact about Cousin Kellen. Cousin Kellen had indeed been a lesbian, a woman deeply in love with another woman.

			“You insist on continuing your ridiculous lifestyle choice regardless of my feelings. I gave you everything, and this is how you repay me! I want grandchildren to comfort me in my old age.” Aunt Cora leaned forward, her blue eyes now vivid with rage.

			Kellen should have explained she wasn’t Cora’s daughter, but rather her niece. She should have focused on breaking the news to Aunt Cora that her daughter was dead. She should have done a lot of things, but Aunt Cora had caught her by surprise, and she stammered, “L-lesbians can have children.”

			“I don’t want to hear it. You insisted on telling your father about your girlfriend. You announced that you loved her. You had a choice, and you made the wrong one. Immoral. Disgusting. I raised you better than that!”

			In some cool part of her mind, Kellen noted that this tirade was sparked by Aunt Cora’s wounded parental pride.

			“How the neighbors gossiped!”

			Kellen knew she was making a mistake, but the lack of logic drove her to say it. “How did the neighbors know if you didn’t tell them?”

			Aunt Cora’s face turned so red Kellen feared a heart attack. “You dare.”

			Get back on track. Tell her the truth. “Aunt Cora, I’m not Kellen. I’m your niece, Ceecee. I’m not a lesbian, but Kellen told me about her love for her girlfriend, and I was happy for her.”

			Aunt Cora leaned forward like a snake about to strike. “You broke your father’s heart. You killed him!”

			“Aunt Cora, he died of heart disease!” She was talking at cross-purposes, trying to reason with dementia and paranoia. Back on track. Back on track. “Aunt Cora, I have bad news about Kellen.”

			“Earle died because you couldn’t keep your mouth shut, that’s what! You kept telling him he needed to accept you and your ‘girlfriend.’” Cora flung her arms in the air in what Kellen took to be air quotes every time she said the word girlfriend. If Cora knew what Kellen knew—that her cousin had intended to marry her girlfriend—the gesture probably would have been considerably different.

			“I never thought I would hate someone as much as I hate you.” Aunt Cora’s soft voice contrasted with the venom of her words.

			“I’m Ceecee. Kellen was your daughter, and I have news about her. Aunt Cora, she’s—”

			Aunt Cora leaned her hands on the arms of the chair and pushed herself to her feet. She didn’t yell—Aunt Cora would never raise her voice—but her quiet hatred made Kellen lean away from her. “You are my daughter no longer. Last time I saw you I told you to get out and stay out. Now do it. I don’t need you.”

			It was too much. Too much. Kellen had lived through fire and rain, through battle and terror. Now she felt like a child again, with Cora telling her how much of a disappointment she was to her aunt and uncle, and a disgrace to her parents’ memory.

			No wonder she had been reluctant to visit Aunt Cora.

			Kellen pushed the button to call the nurse.

			And ran away.

			Kellen knew she looked ridiculous speed-walking out of the memory care center, her arms pumping hard to speed up her cowardly feet. At the front desk, she avoided Nurse Warren’s sympathetic gaze, signed out and headed for the exit. The lock clicked to let her out, the door swung slowly open and desert heat struck her right in the face.

			That was real, not artificial like the air-conditioning, not crippled like Aunt Cora’s mind and heart.

			As Kellen strode purposely past one of the gardens, a nurse’s aide who was combing her patient’s hair looked at her with the purest sympathy. Kellen almost faltered under the woman’s understanding gaze. Kellen could hear the patient, a woman in her eighties with papery skin and feathery white hair, say to the nurse, “He was a beauty, all right. Do you think he’ll ask me to dance at the next sock hop?”

			The aide went back to her task, answering kindly, “I’m sure he will, when we have a sock hop.”

			Kellen’s eye filled with tears, although she didn’t know why.

			She reached her car, and after fumbling her keys out of the pocket of her jeans, she flung open the door. She didn’t even wait for the burning heat of the car interior to cool before she sat down, buckled up (the metal buckle burned) and started the car. She wanted to drive, right now, away from here, and tried to touch the parts of the steering wheel that had not been directly in the sunlight. She couldn’t quite, so while she waited, she noted that her breathing sounded as erratic as Aunt Cora’s, and she was in a cold sweat, trembling.

			If Aunt Cora could speak to someone she believed to be her daughter with such venom, Kellen didn’t want to imagine what Cora would say to her, the battered woman whose husband had murdered the real Kellen.

			Her breathing calmed as the air conditioner finally began pumping out cold air. Kellen pulled off her visitor’s pass, flung it in the center console and drove away from the memory care center. She didn’t know where she was headed, but anywhere was better than here, where she had no belief or hope that ties of blood could heal the old rift with her last remaining relative.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			WHEN SHE CROSSED the state line into California, Kellen began to feel less wild-eyed. Even putting an imaginary line between her and Aunt Cora was liberating. She drove straight west and didn’t stop until she reached Highway 1, the narrow road that snaked up the Pacific Coast from the Mexican border north to Canada. She stopped for gas, and a cold iced tea and a bag of corn nuts, and got back in the car and headed north. She drank and ate, rolled down her windows to let the salty odor of the ocean drive memories of her childhood to the back of her mind.

			She had nowhere to go, no duties to perform. For the first time in years, she was aimless, and she let herself be aimless. She’d never driven through Big Sur; it was as jaw-droppingly gorgeous as its reputation claimed. She stopped and stayed in Monterey, drove through San Francisco, then up the Northern California coast into wilder territories. Here and there a chunk of ancient rock had flung itself into the waves, and sea lions and gulls basked in the spray of the waves. She overnighted in foggy Eureka, then crossed the border into Oregon. Glorious scenery, but the farther she drove, the more she was aware that, with a quick turn inland, she’d be at the Oregon winery where Max and Rae lived.

			She should stop. She knew she should stop. Max had once been her lover. She didn’t remember all the details—that pesky amnesia—but she knew it had been a good relationship. How to explain to him she was having difficulties accepting Rae as her child?

			Not that she didn’t believe Rae was her child. Without a doubt, she knew that was the truth.

			RAE DI LUCA: 

			FEMALE, 7 YO, NATIVE AMERICAN/CAUCASIAN/ITALIAN ANCESTRY. BLONDE, CHEERFUL, IRREPRESSIBLE, MISSING FRONT TEETH, LOVING, LOUD, ENTHUSIASTIC. THE SPITTING IMAGE OF KELLEN’S COUSIN AT THAT AGE.

			Oh, Rae was so Kellen’s daughter.

			But to suddenly be called on to fulfill the twin ties of kinship and duty... Kellen didn’t know how. Kellen, who had always looked down on people who abandoned their duty, was running. Not away, she assured herself, but past.

			Which was okay. It had been Max’s idea that she take a little time to wrap her mind around the life-changing circumstances she now confronted. Although probably he never meant her to wander with no end plan.

			She hadn’t meant to wander with no end plan, either. What was she doing? Besides driving while steeped in self-loathing?

			Yet she still kept going.

			She crossed the border into Washington, still traveling that winding highway, and as she neared Yearning Sands Resort, she considered stopping. Her military friends were there. The folks she’d worked with at the resort. But everyone knew her secrets, her situation. They’d enjoy some much-appreciated gossip, but Kellen needed someone not tangled up in this whole mess to talk to, to confide in. Someone who understood duty and service, disappointment and pain. Someone who had been broken and put herself back together.

			She kept driving up Washington’s coast, and inevitably she spotted the sign for Virtue Falls.

			Welcome to Virtue Falls

			Founded 1902

			Your Vacation Destination on the Washington Coast

			Home of the World-Famous Virtue Falls Canyon

			Population 2,487

			Of course! Now she knew who she should find. She knew who would understand. She sped up, eager to get into town and—damn it! As she passed a turnout, a car pulled out behind her, and red and blue flashing lights blared in her rearview mirror.

			She pulled over onto the shoulder and killed the engine.

			Best. Week. Ever.

			She watched the long-legged female officer slowly lift herself out of the driver’s seat and Sheriff Kateri Kwinault moved toward Kellen’s car, walking stick in hand.

			SHERIFF KATERI KWINAULT: 

			FEMALE, EARLY 30S, 5'8", 140 LBS, HALF NATIVE AMERICAN ANCESTRY, HALF STUCK-UP WHITE-BREAD BORING PHILADELPHIA ARISTOCRAT ANCESTRY. FORMER COMMANDER OF THE LOCAL COAST GUARD UNIT. BEATEN, BATTERED—SHE WOULD SAY MURDERED—BY THE EARTHQUAKE AND TSUNAMI CAUSED (AHEM) BY THE FROG GOD WHO INHABITS THE OCEAN. RETURNED TO LIFE...BARELY. BECAME THE TOWN’S LIBRARIAN. MIRACULOUS RECOVERY. WAS NOW THE FIRST FEMALE SHERIFF OF VIRTUE FALLS. MIRACULOUS RECOVERY CONTINUED.

			Kateri Kwinault had been kicked around by life—and she was exactly the person Kellen wanted to see.

			Kellen rolled down the window and smiled feebly at Kateri.

			Kateri stared in surprise. “Kellen. Kellen Adams. I didn’t expect to see you behind the wheel. Do you know why I pulled you over?”

			“I have a pretty good idea. I assume you’ll be wanting my license and registration?”

			“Please.” As Kellen dug out the papers (why were they never easy to find when a cop stood outside your car door?), Kateri asked, “Where are you going in such a hurry?”

			“I’ve decided to stay in Virtue Falls tonight. To see you.”

			Kateri’s eyebrows went up in surprise. They were acquaintances, not friends.

			Kellen plowed on. “Want to meet for a drink?”

			“Sure. Where are you staying?” Kateri accepted the paperwork and began writing out the ticket.

			“I don’t know.” Kellen hadn’t thought about it. In fact, until ten minutes ago, she hadn’t known where she was headed at all. “I thought I’d grab a hotel room.”

			Kateri glanced up in reproof. “Honey, it’s Virtue Falls. Spring break. The official beginning of the tourist season. Visitors all over. If you don’t know where you’re staying, you’re not staying anywhere. You know, twenty-two over the speed limit is a hefty fine.”

			“You don’t know anywhere I can stay? Oh, no.” Kellen rubbed her neck. She’d been driving too far, been tense too long. She needed to stop, rest, eat, sleep, not necessarily in that order. “How hefty?”

			“I might be able to get you into the Good Knight Manor Bed and Breakfast. It recently changed hands. The, um, former owner is serving a stint in prison and the new owner is pretty disorganized. Let me check for you.” Kateri pulled out her phone and sent a text. “Eighty-eight dollars.”

			“Eighty-eight for the room?” Great price!

			“No, the ticket. The room’s going to be about three hundred.”

			“Oh. Okay.” Kellen blinked at her.

			“You look tired.” Kateri finished writing out the ticket and handed it over. “Pardon me for asking, but what did you want to talk about?”

			Kellen realized she didn’t want to talk about anything, most especially her emotional journey. “Nothing, really.”

			“Mmm-hmm.”

			“I went to visit my aunt. She’s at a memory care facility in Nevada. She thought I was her daughter, and, well, it went downhill from there.”

			“Family stuff.” Kateri shuddered. “Let’s see. You drove from Yearning Sands to Nevada?”

			“Right.”

			“Then you drove up here to see me?”

			“Sort of. I was actually driving aimlessly, but I remembered you and I thought you could...we could talk.” In desperation, Kellen told the truth. “I need clarity.”

			“You think I have clarity?” Kateri straightened. “Mostly I feel like I’m groping in the dark, so that’s a lovely compliment. Thank you.”

			“You know Max, and you know about Rae.”

			“Sure. I’ve known Max for years, and I’ve known Rae her whole life. I knew the story about her mother, but I didn’t realize you were her mother until, you know—”

			“The big reveal came and the gossip started swirling?” Kellen thumped her forehead on her steering wheel.

			“You have a secret love child that you didn’t know about. Does gossip get any juicier?”

			Kellen raised up. “From my point of view?”

			Kateri patted her shoulder. “As I understand it, you were just flummoxed.”

			“Took the feet right out from under me. I haven’t gotten my breath back yet. Like that matters. While I’m trying to get myself together, Rae is growing up and I... What am I supposed to do about it?”

			“You can’t do anything about it. Kids grow up whether you’re there or not, whether you’re a good parent or a lousy one.”

			A car went roaring past and honked defiantly.

			“Shouldn’t you go give him a ticket, too?” Kellen was feeling snappish.

			“We’ve got another patrol car around the next curve. He’s toast.” Kateri smiled, her eyes narrowed with pleasure. “Let me ask you a question. You drove 101 all the way up the coast?”

			“Yes.”

			“Then you passed through Oregon on your way back. Easy enough to cut east to the Di Luca Winery and see Max and Rae.”

			“I didn’t stop. I’m a coward.”

			“Why?”

			“Once I get there, I can’t leave. Rae’s a nice kid. She’s so excited that I’m her mother.” Kellen thrust her fingers through her short hair, lifting it off her aching forehead. “Look at me! I don’t know how to be a mother. I barely remember my own mother. I’ve got crazy Aunt Cora for a parenting example. What am I going to say to that little girl? Sorry I’m not a better mom? Sorry I’m not a mom to you at all? I’m going to disappoint Rae. Better not to be there at all.”

			“You’re a mess.” Kateri sounded surprised.

			It comforted Kellen to know she usually presented a self-assured facade, but she had to tell the truth. “I’m wandering the countryside. Yes, I’m a mess!”

			Kateri got a ping on her phone. She checked it and smiled. “Tell you what. Plug the Good Knight Manor Bed and Breakfast into your GPS. Check in, get a nap and we’ll meet at the Oceanview Café at eight. That’s when I get off. We’ll talk. I’ve got a plan.”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			KATERI’S PLAN WAS SIMPLE, and she explained it over the best blueberry pie Kellen had ever had in her life. “You’ll help at the food bank.”

			Kellen looked up from the perfectly golden crust and the sweet filling flowing like slow lava across the plate. “The food bank? How’s that going to help?”

			“There’s one attached to the Catholic church. They always need a hand.”

			“I meant—how is that going to help me? Not to be crass—”

			“And selfish?”

			“And selfish! But I’m the one with my tit in a wringer. Yay for helping the needy, but I’ve got a kid to worry about.”

			Kateri cackled. No other word for it, she cackled. “For you...well, it would be good to touch base with the homeless and mentally ill.”

			“Find out what real problems look like?” Kellen was feeling snappish. But the pie did help, as well as the cinnamon ice cream. Who would have thought Virtue Falls would have a gourmet diner?

			“Kind of. More of a reminder, really. Back in the day, I remember a story that you used to live on the streets.” Kateri sipped her coffee. “That’s how you rescued Max’s niece, right? And met Max. And got involved.” Kateri wasn’t kidding—she did know all the history.

			“Yes. That’s how it all started.” Kellen stared into the pie as if it were a Magic 8-Ball, designed to answer her questions about fate and the future. “The streets were a definite low point. Philadelphia is rough.”

			“I’ll bet. Anyway, if you can talk to the needy folks of Virtue Falls, maybe talking to Rae won’t seem as frightening.”

			That did make sense. But—”I can’t cook. I mean, C rations, but that’s about all.”

			“You can chop. Me, I go once a week. As sheriff, it’s a good way to keep in touch with the community and get to know the less fortunate in Virtue Falls.” Kateri sighed. “We’ve got more homeless living on the streets than you would think.”

			Kellen considered for a moment. She didn’t really think she would be helpful at a food bank, but right now, what was she good for? “When do I report to work?”

			“Tomorrow at nine. Bridget’s the director. I told her you’d be there.”

			“Never a doubt on your part?”

			“Not one.”

			 

			THE NEW OWNER of the bed-and-breakfast had put Kellen into the attic, a pretty spacious place, and after Kateri’s lecture about the limited number of rooms in town, Kellen didn’t understand how she scored—until the owner reluctantly admitted someone had been murdered in that attic. The guest who had been scheduled for the room checked in, discovered its history and checked out in a hurry, leaving the space free for Kellen.

			Kellen was fine with that. She didn’t believe in ghosts. It was the living who caused all her problems...

			Her hand hovered over her phone.

			She needed to call Max and Rae, update them, let them know where she was, what she was doing, when she would be...home.

			Not home. She had never lived at the winery. She’d never been to the winery. But seven years ago, after Kellen woke from her coma, a year of her life erased from her mind, she had walked out, joined the military and disappeared. Max had taken their baby and come to run the Di Luca family winery in Oregon’s Willamette Valley. It was a place he could start anew, without memories and heartbreak. With his mother’s help, he had raised Rae to be a delightful girl. And the way Kellen was acting, one would think Rae was a monster.

			Kellen picked up the phone and punched in the number. She really really really really hoped Max didn’t ans—

			“Kellen?” Max’s voice held all the notes: worry, fury, concern, indignation.

			He had been her lover, and those tones felt like a warm coat enveloping her. A coat with a tag sticking right at her neckline, and that was the guilt jabbing at her. “Yes, it’s Kellen. I’m fine. Wanted to check in. I’m in Virtue Falls.”

			“Virtue Falls?”

			Kellen could almost see him straighten up.

			MAX DI LUCA: 

			MALE, 30S, 6'5", 220 LBS, PREDOMINATELY ITALIAN ANCESTRY, FORMER FOOTBALL PLAYER. HANDSOME, TANNED, CURLY BLACK HAIR, BROWN EYES SURROUNDED BY LONG BLACK LASHES THAT WAVED A SULTRY INVITATION EVERY TIME SHE LOOKED HIS WAY...

			Erase. Erase. Erase. Erase.

			Try again.

			MAX DI LUCA: 

			MALE, HAS HAIR, BODY, FACE, EYES, LASHES. ONCE HIGH UP IN THE DI LUCA FAMILY CORPORATION, STEPPED DOWN TO RAISE HIS DAUGHTER, NOW DIRECTOR OF THE FAMILY’S OREGON WINERY OPERATIONS. KIND, GENEROUS, RESPONSIBLE, LOVING, YET A MASTER OF SEIZING EVERY OPPORTUNITY, STICKLER FOR DUTY.

			More of a stickler than Kellen, it appeared.

			Their daughter was a Di Luca descendant.

			Max did not appreciate their daughter being dismissed for whatever reason. “What happened to Nevada?”

			“I went to Nevada. My aunt didn’t know me so I drove north and—”

			“Didn’t stop here.”

			“I should have, but I... Max, I didn’t know what to say. I don’t know what Rae needs from me.”

			In a crisp tone she had never before heard from Max, he said, “Maybe you should ask Rae what she wants.”

			Uh-oh. “No! Listen!”

			His hand over the phone, he bellowed, “Rae! Your mama wants to talk to you.”

			In the background, she heard a little girl’s seven-year-old voice shrieking, “Yayyyyy!” The phone was dropped, picked up, then there she was, Rae Di Luca, the person Kellen most feared in the whole world. “Mommy! Where are you? I can’t wait for you to come home.”

			“Well, I—”

			“I’m going to show you my princess dolls and my dollhouse and my slimeball and my secret tree house—”

			Max’s voice sounded in the background. “You have a tree house?”

			“No.” A pause, then Rae continued in a more subdued voice. “Grandma made cookies and burned the bottoms. Do you make burned cookies? I’ve got three weeks of school and then it’s summer vacation. Can you come in time for my class party? My friends could see you and that would be awesome! Roxy Birtle says I don’t really have a mommy. You could be my show-and-tell!”

			Kellen realized Rae had stopped talking. Kellen took a breath, trying to think of the right answer. “I hope I can come to your class party. Right now, I’m in Virtue Falls, and I have responsibilities and duties I’ve committed to perform.” Oh, no. She sounded so stultified, using big words no seven-year-old would understand.

			But Rae asked, “Are these solemn responsibilities and duties?”

			Kellen thought of her promise to appear at the food pantry. “I’m going to prepare soup at the Catholic shelter so the homeless will not starve. Yes, my responsibilities and duties are solemn.”

			“Okay!” Rae’s cheerful note was back. “When you come home, we’ll have a good time.” She lowered her voice. “Don’t tell Daddy about the tree house.”

			“I won’t.”

			“I love you, Mommy.”

			Kellen found herself caught on a hook through her throat. Rae meant it; she put all her youthful enthusiasm into those words. Yet how could Rae love Kellen? They had barely met.

			But Max had kept Kellen alive in Rae’s mind as the mommy she had never known—kind, generous, loving... “I am so happy to know you’re my daughter.” Kellen didn’t say I love you; she had trouble saying that. For her, love had never turned out well. But she was happy Rae was her daughter. Kellen might not remember giving birth, might not remember Rae as a baby, as a toddler, as a little girl, but if she had gone through her whole life without knowing about Rae, that would be a tragedy, and right now, she truly understood its weight. “Rae, I will see you soon.”

			“Okay! Yay! Bye!”

			Abruptly, Rae was gone and no one picked up the phone, so Kellen held on, feeling like a fool, until it was clear no one was going to officially end the call, and she hung up.

			 

			IN THE KITCHEN at the Oregon winery, Verona Di Luca turned away from the food processor. “Ceecee, or Kellen, whatever her name is—she doesn’t care enough about our little girl to visit?”

			“She’s happy that I’m her daughter.” Rae picked an oatmeal butterscotch cookie up off the cooling rack and frowned at the blackened bottom.

			“Then why doesn’t she come home?” Verona demanded.

			“Mom.” Max loved his mother, but he would do anything to keep Rae innocent of the tensions that marred these tentative relationships.

			Yet Rae had heard the critical note in her grandmother’s voice, and put the cookie firmly on the plate. “Grandma. My mommy has solemn responsibilities and duties.”

			“Oh, really?” Verona slapped basil, garlic and olive oil into the feeding tube.

			In a matter-of-fact tone, Rae said, “She’s making soup for the homeless people at the Catholic church. That’s solemn, isn’t it?”

			Max struggled not to grin as he watched his very Catholic mother deal with Kellen’s new mission.

			Verona gathered herself enough to say, “That’s very solemn. Your mommy is doing a good thing.”

			“I know!” Rae picked up another cookie, sighed heavily and put it down. “I hope she cooks good. Homeless people deserve good food, too, don’t they?”

			Verona turned on her smirking son and snarled, “From now on you can make the cookies!”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			“COULD YOU CHOP them finer, Kellen? We serve the soup in cups, without spoons, so we try to keep everything bite-size.” Sandra’s eyes behind her aqua metal-frame glasses were firm, but sympathetic.

			SANDRA YOUNG: 

			FEMALE, 50S, CAUCASIAN/LATIN ANCESTRY, KITCHEN COORDINATOR, EFFICIENT, GIVING. WORKS EVERY DAY.

			Kellen wiped the tears from her own eyes, and started cutting the onions into a smaller chop. “Mince, not chop. Got it. On the upside you won’t have to put salt in the soup what with all my tears.” Kellen glanced up, saw Sandra’s horror and added, “Kidding! I’m not crying directly on the onions. I promise.”

			Sandra sighed in relief, then sighed again as she went to answer a summons from an adjoining room that held the walk-in fridge and apparently a small leak. “It’s always something...” she said to no one in particular as she disappeared into the hallway.

			The prep kitchen was all sinks and white Formica countertops above, storage shelves below filled with whatever the grocery store or local farmers had donated that day. In the prep kitchen, eggs, tuna and chicken were fixed into sandwiches, and chips and pretzels and dried fruit were tossed together for snack mix. Next door, in the actual kitchen, prepared ingredients like winter squash, yesterday’s rotisserie chicken and Kellen’s onions were tossed into a giant pot and made into a soup, recipe to be decided by the cook’s ingenuity and that day’s ingredients.

			In the few hours she’d been here, Kellen was impressed by the operation, and the volunteers who made it work. Someone manned the kitchens five days a week.

			Dorothy handed Kellen a wet paper towel. “Here you go. If you put it over your eyes for a moment, it helps.”

			DOROTHY TANAKA: 

			FEMALE, ELDERLY, JAPANESE ANCESTRY, THIN, ECCENTRIC. (PURPLE HAIR, RED GLASSES, TWINKLING DARK EYES.) WICKED SENSE OF HUMOR. MOTHER, GRANDMOTHER AND GREAT-GRANDMOTHER. DEVOUT CATHOLIC.

			Kellen put her knife down, wiped her hands on her faded cotton apron with Merry Christmas written across it in large letters and put the towel to her eyes. “Wow! This really does work,” Kellen said with genuine relief. “Thank you.”

			Nodding sagely, the older woman said, “The summer onions are terrible to chop. If you survive until winter, they’re milder.” She winked as she walked back to her station, hoisted herself onto the wooden bar stool and returned to what seemed to Kellen to be the most difficult job in the food bank—peeling hard-boiled eggs with gloves on.

			“Having me chop onions on my first day is part of some kind of food bank hazing ritual, isn’t it?” Kellen spoke to the kitchen in general. She heard a couple of muffled coughs in response.

			Ralph, who hadn’t yet looked at her directly, gave her a half-humorous glance over his shoulder.

			RALPH BELLINGAR: 

			MALE, 60, 5'10", 140 LBS, CAUCASIAN ANCESTRY (LAST NAME NORMAN/FRENCH). BALD WITH A FRINGE OF BLACK HAIR, DARK EYES. WATCHFUL/OBSERVANT. TACITURN. SEEMS A PREP KITCHEN FIXTURE. MILITARY VETERAN (UNCONFIRMED). DESERT STORM/KUWAIT?

			“What about a food processor?” Kellen asked. “Isn’t there one here?”

			“Of course! We have the one that Mrs. Estabrook donated. All the attachments are cracked and when we used it plastic shards blended into the soup and we had to throw out the whole pot. But sure, we have a food processor!” Dorothy was savagely sarcastic.

			Kellen assumed Mrs. Estabrook was nobody’s favorite parishioner.

			Sandra rushed in from the hallway.

			“Ralph!” He turned from the produce sink where he was washing grapes. “A new girl just went through the soup line. She’s maybe sixteen.” With emphasis, Sandra said, “She doesn’t look good.”

			Ralph methodically removed his denim apron, hung it on a hook by the door, took a threadbare blue baseball cap and pulled it on his head, then left the prep kitchen with Sandra in his wake.

			Kellen was fascinated by how unruffled everyone appeared. Lena, the other woman in the kitchen—

			LENA HANSEN: 

			FEMALE, LATE 20S, 5'10", CAUCASIAN ANCESTRY (ASSUMED SCANDINAVIAN), BLONDE, BLUE EYES. PRETTY. SOFT-SPOKEN. FRIENDLY. WARY.

			—moved from bagging snack mix to washing the grapes, and Dorothy kept peeling eggs as if nothing had happened.

			Kellen couldn’t contain her interest. “Dorothy, what’s the story with Ralph? Why does he get called if there’s a new girl in line?”

			Dorothy pushed her glasses up with her wrist and narrowly avoided getting eggshells on her face. “Ralph’s a jack-of-all-trades. He works here, he cooks. He makes the best soups. He can find any usable produce in a box that’s been smashed during the delivery run. Best of all, he is, well, how would you describe it, Lena?”

			Lena looked thoughtful and said quietly, “You know how horse whisperers can calm down horses that are crazy or have been hurt badly?”

			Kellen nodded.

			Lena concluded, “That’s what Ralph is for people who live on the street.”

			Dorothy smiled slowly. “Very apt! Yes, Ralph is a people whisperer.” She wiggled to get more comfortable on the no-doubt-donated bar stool. “He is, well, I suppose I’d say he’s one of the good guys. Sandra lets him know whenever someone new comes in. Often it’s kids, living on the street because they ran away from a horrible situation. Ralph can find out what’s troubling them, and he is amazing at taking what he knows from a few short conversations and translating it into a job.”

			Kellen was shocked. She was impressed enough by all the volunteers she had met and the donors she had seen bring food and toiletries and socks to the food bank. After last winter at Yearning Sands Resort, and her encounter with Aunt Cora, Kellen had begun to doubt the kindness of humanity. Now she was glad she’d been coerced into volunteering at the food bank. “Does Ralph work here?”

			“If you’re asking if he gets paid—no, he doesn’t,” Dorothy said. “Though I bet he’d tell you he gets paid in a million tiny ways. We all do.”

			Kellen insisted, “If he’s here every day and he doesn’t get paid, how does he live?”

			“On the street. I didn’t say he had no problems to speak of.” Dorothy counted off on her fingers. “He doesn’t talk much, he scavenges in garbage cans, he keeps clean because we insist. Sometimes I see him on the street corner with a sign asking for money. He helps everyone else, but he refuses to help himself.”

			Kellen thought about that; he worked at an assistance shelter, but preferred to live on the street in lieu of asking for and getting aid. PTSD had awful ways of taking its toll. “What does he do about kids with drug problems or mental illness issues?”

			Lena’s broad face lit up. “I can answer that! The first time I came to the food bank, Ralph sat me down and listened to my problems. I told him about my baby’s recurrent sicknesses and my struggle to find work because I couldn’t get a babysitter on the cheap, especially when I was asking them to take care of a croupy baby. Ralph drilled down to the fact that I was suffering from depression, helped me to find day care through the church next door and got me into a trial for a new antidepressant.”

			“That’s amazing,” Kellen said.

			Dorothy cracked another dozen eggs. “He even trains new volunteers who come in with no culinary skills. You’d be surprised what some kids don’t know in the kitchen.”

			“Like what?” Kellen could imagine.

			Lena started ticking off her fingers one by one. “How to slice a tomato, how to properly wash dishes, how to use a can opener.”

			Dorothy started chuckling. “Some of them aren’t kids, either. I had a woman with two grandchildren act like I was an encyclopedia of produce. She would go through the produce boxes, and bring in fruits and vegetables for me to identify. She always asked for a good recipe using that piece of produce, too. But you would have thought I had given birth to a cow based on the look she gave me that time I explained that what she was holding was turmeric root.”

			Lena giggled. “But Ralph—he has built up a lot of goodwill around here. In all the time I’ve known him, I’ve never heard him get angry with anyone for relapsing into addiction or getting in fights, which happens a lot. People without a home can get very territorial when they find a tiny space where they can relax for a moment.”

			Dorothy agreed. “He also protects the new kids from predators, which has the unfortunate effect of making him a prime target. But he takes it all in stride.”

			Kellen nodded. “He’s a veteran,” she said, voicing her earlier hunch.

			“I think he’s been here a long time,” Lena agreed.

			“No,” Kellen said, “I meant a veteran of the armed forces. Which conflict? Do you know?”

			“No conflict. He says he’s not a veteran,” Lena said.

			Kellen didn’t believe it. “Come on. What you were talking about, his behavior, that’s PTSD.”

			“You can get PTSD from other situations besides war,” Dorothy said.

			“Yes,” Kellen said, “but I was in the military, and he has that way of carrying himself...”

			“Once you’ve worked around homeless folks for a while, you don’t believe when they say they’re a veteran.” Dorothy smiled at Kellen’s expression. “In the end, it’s often a ploy to beg more money off the tourists. Boy, does it work!”

			“The sad thing is that a number of the people who come through the soup line are veterans. It’s an injustice that we can’t believe everyone who says so. But either way, Ralph tells us he worked in transportation prior to...this.” Lena waved a hand around at the kitchen.

			“Hmm.” Kellen turned back to her onion chopping. When she had entered the food bank, Ralph had looked her over and called her “Captain.” He didn’t know she had been a captain, of course—and she had—but he had recognized her as a veteran and an officer. Only other veterans seemed to have that ability, that gift for taking in a person’s posture and demeanor and determining that they were of the same ilk.

			Out of the corner of her watery eye, Kellen saw Ralph reenter the prep kitchen and head toward her.

			Lena and Dorothy turned to listen to the exchange, a small bit of drama to brighten the dreary, rainy morning.

			“Captain, could you come with me?” Ralph spoke so quietly Kellen had to strain to hear. “I can’t get Sophia—she’s the new girl—to trust me. She’s frightened of everyone, but won’t tell me why.”

			Sure, I’ll come out. Sure, I’m so confident of myself I can talk to some kid who has problems so horrible she lives on the streets. Don’t you know I’m the loser who’s afraid of her seven-year-old daughter? “Why me?”

			“Someone has hurt her physically. She needs someone who can relate and has moved beyond.”

			How did he know that Kellen had once been abused?

			He must have seen the shock on her face, for he lowered his gaze and bowed his head. “Excuse me. I made intrusive assumptions. You keep everyone at a distance until you know them very well, and on the street that’s a sign of—”

			“Abuse. Yes, you’re right. Once someone has lived on the street, one can always tell. Of course I’ll come.” Kellen laid her knife down, took her gloves off, washed her hands at the sink and followed Ralph into the street.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER SIX

			IMMEDIATELY, KELLEN PICKED  out who she was expected to help.

			SOPHIA: 

			FEMALE, 16? YO, CAUCASIAN-HISPANIC.

			Sophia sat on the curb off to one side of the larger group—mostly men—carefully sipping her soup. She was beautiful, with long brown hair pulled into a hasty bun and wide green eyes, one of which was marred by a black bruise. She was also sporting a split lip and bruises on her arms, some older than others. Kellen would bet those were defensive marks.

			As Ralph and Kellen approached Sophia, the girl began to crumple in on herself, clutching her soup with white knuckles, clearly in the middle of a fight or flight situation.

			Ralph said softly, “Sophia, this is Kellen. Is it okay if she talks to you for a bit?”

			Sophia nodded.

			Kellen sat down next to Sophia, taking care not to make sudden moves.

			Ralph left them alone, wandering over to the other group and asking if anyone needed any toiletries or warm socks for the night ahead.

			Kellen decided to start with a neutral topic. “What’s the soup today?”

			Sophia glanced over at Kellen, and whispered, “Chicken chili.”

			“Is it any good?”

			“Yeah.”

			Kellen kept her voice very calm, almost nonchalant. “When I lived on the street in Philadelphia, the food bank tried to make good soups, but they kept getting donations of canned chicken. It didn’t make the best tasting chicken chowder.”

			“There’s canned chicken?” Sophia screwed up her nose like she smelled something terrible.

			“Apparently the occasional chicken wanders into a cannery.”

			Sophia laughed off-key, as though she had forgotten how.

			Kellen asked, “What’s your plan for tonight?”

			Sophia sobered quickly and shrugged. “Dunno. I’ll figure something out.”

			“I can help you with a slightly better plan. Will you let me?”

			Sophia shrugged again. “I guess.” She looked over at Ralph. “Will he be there?”

			“He knows this area better than I do. But you can trust him. I promise.” Kellen stood and put her hand down to help Sophia up.

			Sophia took it, yet hesitated. “You’ll come along, right?”

			Kellen squeezed her hand. “Yes. I’ll come, too.”

			 

			RALPH LED THE two women into an alley on the other side of the church. Kellen noted the alarming number of cardboard boxes laid out like beds, some with threadbare blankets and old sleeping bags draped over them. “This is where I sleep.” Ralph indicated the second to last cardboard shack. “I can keep you safe, Sophia.” He moved one shack past his own and pointed at a long, flattened mattress box with a clean, fleecy blanket folded at the end.

			No wonder Ralph was so adept at understanding the homeless and downtrodden folks who came by the food bank every day.

			Sophia looked dubious. “What’s the matter?” Kellen asked.

			“Nothing. Really. The bed looks amazing! I slept next to a fountain in the park last night. It was the only place I could find that was well lit, but then I, um, I got attacked.” Sophia indicated the black eye and the bruises on her arms, turned to Ralph and spoke to him directly for the first time. “I don’t know if I can trust you to protect me.”

			“I won’t hurt you.” Ralph’s voice was so soft and gentle; yep, he was a people whisperer.

			“Maybe not. But you’re old.” Sophia wasn’t being mean; she was sixteen, and she was making a flat statement of fact. “If that guy from the fountain comes back and brings friends, like he said he would, what are you going to do about it?”

			Ralph laughed, a brief, amused sound that trailed off into a wince. Reaching inside his shack, he pulled a baseball bat out from under his blankets. “Does this make you feel safer?”

			Sophia shook her head. That wasn’t good enough, yet she had no alternative.

			Kellen thought briefly of her attic with the king-size bed and the electric blanket, of the soaking tub and the heated towel rack lined with fluffy white towels and of tomorrow’s scrumptious breakfast she had been promised. She straightened up, looked at Sophia and—

			Ralph shook his head once, firmly.

			Of course not. Kellen couldn’t ask every person at the shelter to come home with her, and the sad truth was, if she tried, Sophia’s mother could try to sue her, and probably succeed.

			Kellen sighed. Modern life was complicated, indecipherable and sometimes ugly. “Sophia, would you feel better if I stayed here with you, as well?”

			Sophia looked so grateful that Kellen smiled. “Okay.”

			Kellen bid a sad farewell to a great night’s sleep. Oh, well. From deep inside, she heard the echo of Rae’s voice. Kellen had responsibilities and duties. Solemn ones.

			“Come with me, Sophia,” Ralph said, nodding at Kellen in way of thanks. “We need to find you some useful employment for the daytime.” Ralph and Sophia walked back toward the food bank.

			Kellen followed in their wake.

			When the small group reentered the food bank, a petite woman stood in the doorway of the office.

			“Mrs. Soderquist.” Ralph nodded in greeting. “This is Sophia. We’re going to the prep kitchen to wash dishes and learn other useful kitchen skills.”

			Mrs. Soderquist gestured them forward, then offered her hand to Kellen. “I’m Bridget, director of the food bank.”

			BRIDGET SODERQUIST: 

			FEMALE, MIDTHIRTIES, 5'3", CAUCASIAN ANCESTRY, THIN, TONED, WELL DRESSED. BROWN SKIN, BLACK HAIR, GREEN EYES. SELF-ASSURED, PROUD OF HER POSITION, CLEARLY COMPETENT AND A LEADER. COOL SMILE; KELLEN FELT JUDGED.

			Kellen shook hands. “Kellen Adams. Good to meet you. Sheriff Kateri Kwinault sent me here to work while I handled some family problems. I hope that’s okay.”

			“Of course. We always need volunteers for the food bank. I am surprised Ralph came for you to help with Sophia. He doesn’t usually trust so quickly.” Her words were a critique.

			“I was in the military. He knows that. And an officer. That’s kind of a bonding thing between us.” Kellen waited to see if Bridget would respond with the information that Ralph wasn’t a veteran.

			Instead, Bridget looked Kellen over from head to toe, a cynical twist to her mouth.

			My God. Bridget didn’t believe her. In a fury, Kellen snapped out, “Captain Kellen Adams of the US Army. Served in Afghanistan, Germany, Kuwait.”

			“Oh!” Bridget straightened her shoulders. “Of course. You really are a veteran. Sometimes I forget that there are... Sorry. Thank you for your service.” Words that were nothing but a platitude, but were an acknowledgment of Kellen’s background.

			“Ralph asked me to go talk to Sophia because of my experiences in the military, I think.” Kellen knew better, but she wasn’t about to confess any of her troubled past to Bridget. “Either way, she’s going to need plenty of help.”

			“They usually do.” Bridget gestured Kellen toward the back. “Let’s get back to work. I have boxes of onions that need to be sorted.”

			More onions. Kellen suppressed a heavy sigh.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER SEVEN

			AN HOUR LATER, the prep kitchen was empty except for Ralph and Sophia, and Kellen, who used a scrub brush under her fingernails, trying to get the smell of onions off. “How did the odor permeate the gloves?” she asked aloud.

			“I know.” Sophia wrinkled her nose. “I like soup, but I don’t know if I want minestrone for a while.” She added hastily, “Not that I’m complaining!”

			Ralph nodded. From all that Kellen had seen, he was a serious man, not given to smiles or words, but he did lift a brown paper bag and say, “Bridget gave us dinner, so we won’t starve. Not tonight, anyway.”

			That was a somber reminder of the hardships Sophia faced.

			Ralph and Sophia stood waiting for Kellen, so she put down the brush, dried her hands and walked with them toward the street.

			“Good night, Mrs. Soderquist,” Ralph called as they passed her office.

			“Good night, Ralph, Sophia, Kellen,” Bridget called. “Take care out there.”

			“Always,” Ralph answered.

			As they stepped out into the late-summer afternoon, cool gray clouds rolled in off the ocean, and the light had a pale misty tint.

			Sophia’s shoulders slumped and she looked down at her feet. The kid was scared.

			As she should be. Kellen remembered the fear that homelessness had brought. It had accompanied her every step, made her view every person as a potential threat. A pair of scissors became her best friend. A handout was something to be guarded. She had choices now, but even so, the old habits kept her wary and watchful.

			They made their way into the alley. Ralph returned greetings from the other homeless, and they continued back to Ralph’s cardboard box. He crawled inside, dragged out a grubby old bathroom rug and a torn sleeping bag. He placed them like welcome mats, opened the paper sack and put out the roll of crackers, three small cans of tuna, two overripe pears, a carton of wildly colored cherry tomatoes and a wrapped set of plastic utensils. He then gestured to Sophia and Kellen to sit.

			One of the men, skinny and dirty, shambled past and asked, “Man, can you...?”

			Without hesitation, Ralph gave him a can of tuna and a pear. He watched as the guy walked on, around the corner and down the street.

			Sophia, who had been viewing the cans of tuna eagerly, said, “But—”

			Ralph said, “He should be on meds. Goes weeks without eating because he thinks someone is trying to poison him. This has been a good week—he’s come by for food every day. Don’t worry.” He pushed the cans of tuna toward her and Kellen. “You can have them.”

			Sophia popped the top on one can; the smell of tuna rose to scent the air. “In my family, it’s all for one and one for all.” She handed him the tin and a plastic fork. “We’ll share.”

			Kellen and Ralph looked at each other. Damn, she was a good kid, and she deserved better than this.

			As they ate, a woman who looked too old for her years came by, and soon they were down to one can of tuna, a few crackers, a pear and some tomatoes. They finished dinner—it didn’t take long—and Sophia asked, “Now what do we do?”

			“Usually we try to get some sleep while it’s still light,” Ralph said. “It’s safer than sleeping at night.”

			Sophia’s bright eyes widened. “But I’m not sleepy!”

			“Of course you’re not.” Kellen was pooped after working all day in the prep kitchen, but she wasn’t sixteen years old with limitless energy.

			“I wish I’d brought my book.” Sophia lifted her knee and leaned her elbow on it. “I left home too fast. My mom is probably going to find it and flush it. She always does that when she sees me reading. The librarian is good about helping me get really old books that don’t need to be returned, but she gets mad about the flushing. She wanted to talk to my mom, but I told her no. My mom would beat her up.” She lightly touched a yellowing bruise on her jaw.

			At that moment, Kellen resolved to stop whining about her relationship with Aunt Cora. Things could be so much worse.

			“What is it about some people? Why do they have kids? It’s not like the olden days when women had no choice. Take my mom. She didn’t have to marry my dad. She didn’t have to have us. She could have slept around with no responsibility. Why didn’t she?”

			Kellen looked at Ralph. Did he have an answer? Because she sure didn’t. It was something she’d wondered herself about some parents.

			Then she thought about Rae, about her own daughter. “I guess sometimes mothers are selfish.”

			“Be selfish before you have kids!” For Sophia, it was so simple. “My mom got us kids, one right after another, three of us. My dad, he was there. He helped. Maybe they made a mistake the first time, with me. But why didn’t they know after one that they didn’t want the other two? They’ve got a family. That was their choice.”

			Ralph made a grumbling noise, as if he had indigestion.

			Sophia paid him no heed. Perhaps she wasn’t really talking to them, or perhaps she knew they didn’t have an answer. “What is it with some people that they take something that should be good and easy, and all they want to do is break it?”

			As her questions made his heart hurt, Ralph groaned and rubbed his chest, then with the air of a man making an announcement, he said, “I’m going to tell you a story.”

			To distract Sophia from her frustration, Kellen supposed, and fondled the car keys in her pocket. She needed to get her bedroll, anyway, and maybe it was cheating, but she could pick up something to eat while she was gone.

			“When I was a kid, eighteen years old, I joined the Marines, because I couldn’t get a job. Besides, I was the toughest, the strongest, the best fighter in my neighborhood. I thought I would be the best Marine ever. I was such an awesome tough shit. I got into battle—Kuwait, Desert Storm—and I was still a tough shit. Dodging bullets, throwing grenades, eating sand for breakfast and liking it.” Ralph looked up, saw Kellen, held her gaze. “Then my buddy, as tough a guy as me, got hit. Head blown off into my arms.”

			Car keys forgotten, Kellen took her hand out of her pocket.

			“It was my fault,” Ralph said. “I didn’t see the enemy until it was too late.”

			No one spoke. No one breathed.

			“I wanted to storm their position, make them pay for his death. But I couldn’t. His eyes...they stared at me. I dropped to my knees. He stared at me. I threw his head away, into the sand. His head rolled, and he stared at me. I crawled away.” Ralph returned his attention to Sophia, frozen in horror. His voice gentled. “I wasn’t as tough as I thought. I wasn’t tough at all. Everything I thought I was, was a lie, and I went crazy. Literally crazy. The Marines wanted a fighting man, not someone who cried and begged to go home. I came back to the States, I wandered the country, I did every drug, I drank every bottle, I begged, I stole.”

			“That’s bad.” Sophia’s lower lip trembled for him.

			“Worse than you know,” Ralph said. “I was married. I had a kid.”

			Kellen should have been surprised. But this explained the way Ralph watched over Sophia without expecting anything in return—very parental.

			“Oh.” The tenor of Sophia’s voice changed, grew strong with contempt. “That’s so much worse.”

			“Yes. After I was discharged, I went home...for a little while. Couldn’t handle having a wife and a daughter and all that responsibility. So I abandoned them. Sometimes I forgot about them. Mostly I was ashamed for them to know I was alive. I told myself they were better off without me.”

			Sophia snorted rudely.

			Ralph kept talking. “Then one day, there was this little girl, about the age I thought my little girl would be. She was alone, crying on the curb, and I... I didn’t do much. Gave her some of my sandwich. Made sure she didn’t freeze. Sat with her until the cops came and got her. I think that was in Chicago. Really, I didn’t do much, but it made me feel better, you know? Like I wasn’t such a coward, such a loser. After that, I started helping if I could. People helped me, too. I went into drug rehab. Got clean. Got a job, thought about finding my wife and daughter, facing them, apologizing, being a man. But as soon as I thought about that, I got scared. I was back on the street, back on the liquor and the drugs.” He looked up, locked eyes with Sophia. “Don’t ever try cocaine, not even once. From the very first moment I tried it, I was a slave. I wasted my life and snorted fifty thousand dollars up my nose.”

			“You think I would? Do that? After seeing my mom—I don’t even know her anymore! After listening to you? After seeing that?” Sophia gestured toward the corner where one of the homeless was holding a conversation with the trunk of a street tree. “No. I’m stronger than you.”

			Ralph could have taken offense. He didn’t. “Good.”

			“What happened?” Sophia asked.

			“I went to prison for theft. Worked in some pretty lousy prison jobs. You don’t want to be incarcerated in Texas. They like to send you out to hoe the fence lines. Ninety-five degrees, a hundred percent humidity, fire ants, meanest mosquitos in the world.”

			Something tickled Kellen’s neck, and she slapped at it. Probably it wasn’t really a bug, but all he had to do was mention mosquitos and she felt things crawling on her.

			“I served in the kitchen when there weren’t any fences to hoe, so when I got out a couple of years later, I was clean, no drugs, and I knew how to cook. I started working in food banks. I wandered around the country, lived on the streets.” He gestured around at the alley. “It’s rough, but it’s home. And I helped people when I could. That’s the important thing. That’s what keeps me going, makes me not hate myself—offering a hand when I can.”

			“But your daughter?” Sophia asked. “Did you talk to your daughter?”

			“No.” Ralph moved his shoulders uncomfortably. “No. I can’t do that. She’s an adult. She’s got a job. She’s got a life. She doesn’t want to meet me. She doesn’t want to... No.”

			“So you saw her?” Sophia insisted.

			“What?” Ralph realized he’d fallen into a trap.

			“You know she has a job and a life,” Sophia said, “so you tracked her down.”

			“It’s not hard to do these days,” he said. “A few minutes at a computer, and I found her. She looks like her mother. She’s beautiful. She’s happy. I don’t want to change that.”

			Sophia stared into his eyes. “You’re wrong. You need to talk to her. Every day, she’s got a hole in her gut because her father abandoned her, and he didn’t even care enough to check on her to see if she’s alive.”

			“I don’t think that’s true.” Ralph was trying to dismiss Sophia.

			Sophia was having none of it. “My father did that. When my mother went bad, he ran away. Packed up and left us kids with her. I loved him. He was my daddy.” Sophia’s voice rose. “And he abandoned us as if we didn’t matter at all.”

			“Aren’t you angry?” Ralph asked.

			“I’m furious! But I still want to know where he is. I still want to know he’s alive.” Sophia stuck her finger in Ralph’s face. “You’re a coward!”

			Kellen interjected. “Um, Sophia, he’s helping you out here.”

			Sophia turned on Kellen. “Well, he is a coward!” She sat back on her bottom.

			“I know,” Ralph admitted. “I am. But I’m trying to help my daughter by helping the world she lives in. Don’t that count for anything?”

			“Yes, it does,” Kellen said firmly.

			Stubbornly, Sophia crossed her arms over her chest. “She needs to know you’re alive.”

			“She’ll reject me.”

			“Maybe so. That’s her right. But in the end...she won’t be so angry. She won’t be so hurt. You hurt her. You owe her.” Sophia took a breath, went on more calmly. “I know what I’m talking about. My dad skipped town. My mom’s a walking hulk. But my brothers and sister—they’re my family. I’ve kept them together, and I’m going to bring them through, somehow. Maybe they’ll screw up, like Mom, but they’re going to have the chance to be...to be like you. To help people because they understand what it’s like to be down.”

			“Yes,” Ralph said. “Pass it on.”

			Wow. Kellen hadn’t seen this coming. Ralph talking about his life, baring his soul, showing all the ugly stuff to help Sophia. She really hadn’t expected to see that little downtrodden girl come to life, state her opinions, be so strong and sure. That kid was going places.

			Kellen knew there was a message in there for her, too. Right now, she didn’t want to contemplate it. She stood. “I’ve got to get my bedroll. It’s at the bed-and-breakfast. Shouldn’t take me too long.” She looked hard at Sophia. “You’ll be all right?”

			“Yeah. Could you...?” Sophia hesitated.

			Kellen already knew what she wanted. Kellen wanted it, too. “I’ll get takeout for all of us. Okay?”

			Sophia’s eyes lit, and she nodded.

			“Burgers?” Ralph sounded as excited as Sophia looked.

			“Yes, burgers. But no onions,” Kellen said firmly. “I’m not transporting anything with onions.”

			She left the two sitting there in front of their cardboard shacks, discussing how Sophia could get an education, then a job to support her siblings. Ralph was quoting the briefer schooling and higher employment rates for technical jobs, and Sophia was eagerly asking what degrees were available.

			As Kellen drove to the Good Knight Manor Bed and Breakfast, she felt an irresistible optimism rise in her. As she went through the drive-up window and got the burgers and shakes, she thought the whole Sophia thing was going to work. She’d get a job, an education, save her siblings from a rotten home life.

			Ralph would listen to Sophia’s advice, find his daughter and talk to her, she’d forgive him, they’d reconcile and Ralph would get off the street and into a home.

			Yeah, and Aunt Cora would recognize her niece and embrace her, Rae would somehow tell Kellen how to be a good mother and Max...well, she didn’t know what to hope for with Max. Maybe good sex. Maybe understanding. Maybe a whole big happy relationship bound up in a gold ribbon.

			And maybe she was delusional.

			The mere thought made her want to fall off her unicorn.

			 

			IN LESS THAN an hour, Kellen returned to the food pantry, her grease-stained bag of hamburgers and fries in hand. They smelled like heaven and she started out the door toward the cardboard shack-lined alley when Bridget ran into the prep kitchen, gasping and holding the stitch in her side. “Kellen, come quickly. Outside. At his shack. Three men jumped Ralph and they’re beating him to death!”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHT

			KELLEN DROPPED HER bedroll and the bag of burgers. “Call the cops!”

			“I did!” Bridget snapped.

			Kellen sprinted out of the food bank, onto the streets and in the direction of the cardboard shacks.

			Before Kellen got to the alley, she could hear the fight.

			Men. Shouting. The thud of fists on flesh. Cursing. Laughter.

			Mean laughter.

			A thump that sounded like a skull against brick. A scream that sounded like someone broke a bone.

			She passed half a dozen people—and Sophia—fleeing the other direction. Sophia saw Kellen and skidded to a stop.

			“Keep running!” she told Sophia.

			As soon as she rounded the corner, she saw it—three men, young men, beating the hell out of Ralph.

			Ralph was swinging a baseball bat, but he’d gone down on one knee and he was bleeding from everywhere, a lot. With these odds, he didn’t have a chance.

			Without a second thought, Kellen waded in. She punched the nearest assailant in the throat, relishing the whoosh of breath leaving his body for a moment.

			He slammed against the wall, stunned.

			“A girl? You gotta be kidding me.” Assailant number one, the guy with the broken nose that proved that, the night before, he’d tried to assault Sophia, lunged at Kellen, knife extended.

			She whirled in a turning kick that blew through his knee from the side and knocked him flat on the pavement.

			He screamed, lost his breath, screamed again.

			The knife clattered into a slimy pile of...well. Maybe an old brown banana peel.

			She hadn’t realized how much she needed to beat the snot out of someone.

			The third guy got away from Ralph’s bat and rammed himself into Kellen’s unprotected back.

			She stumbled forward, folded in on herself, performed a flip and came up facing him.

			He charged.

			She crouched into fighting stance and smiled.

			He faltered.

			Softly she said, “You dumb son of a bitch, don’t pick a fight with me. I really am a veteran, and I didn’t survive Afghanistan by being nice to assholes like you.”

			He must have heard her and believed her, for he performed the most amazing one-hundred-and-eighty-degree cartoon-character turn in midair, and landed at the front of the alley. “Let’s get out of here!”

			Assailant number one, the guy with the broken nose and now broken knee, dragged himself to his feet and limped after his friend.

			Mr. I-Got-Punched-in-the-Throat tried to come at Kellen again, but stopped at the sound of sirens and headed toward the other end of the alley.

			“May I?” Gently, Kellen took Ralph’s bat out of his wavering hand, aimed and threw it end over end to knock Mr. Throat right in the back of the head.

			He dropped.

			Sirens, and the police cars carrying them, arrived from all directions. Brakes screeched. Shouts of “Stop where you are!” and “Hands on your head!” echoed through the alley.

			Kellen relaxed her guard. The Virtue Falls Police Force would take it from here.

			She put her arm around Ralph and felt him crumple into her embrace.

			He was down. He was bad. This wasn’t fun anymore. She pulled out her phone and dialed 9-1-1. “We need an ambulance behind the Catholic church. We’ve got a man who’s in bad shape. Beaten. Kicked.”

			Ralph held his belly as if he were holding it together. “Stabbed,” he whispered.

			“Stabbed,” she repeated into the phone. “Get here STAT.”

			The sirens got louder.

			Grabbing the clean blanket from Sophia’s cardboard bed, Kellen pressed it to his wound.

			Ralph hissed in pain, his brown eyes wide with suffering. “Sophia, is she—”

			“She ran back to the food bank. Bridget and whoever is there will help her, and I’ll check on her after we get you taken care of.”

			“Captain, what about those men?” he asked.

			Police arrived, the cars blocking off the area, lights flashing blue and red. Uniforms swarmed the area, assessing the scene, unerringly picking up the assailants.

			“They’re lucky the police got here to save them.” She locked eyes with assailant number one as they hauled him away on a stretcher. “Before we really gave them something to cry about.”

			Ralph released a laugh that became a gasp of pain.

			Suddenly, the EMTs were there, their first aid kits in hand, preparing Ralph to be transferred to the hospital.

			Kellen stepped back, gave them room to work. “Will he be okay?”

			The first policeman on the scene started to utter some platitudes.

			Kateri came from the back of the crowd of police cars. “Those careless bastards never think to sterilize their knives.”

			“Chest wound.” Kellen knew what that meant. “He’s in trouble.”

			“It’s not good.” Kateri waved a hand at the scene. “You involved in this?”

			Kellen met her eyes straight on. “So involved.”

			“Good. Thank you. One of these guys is local, two in from out of town. Violence is up since they got together. We’ve been wanting to get them off the streets, but couldn’t ever catch them in the act.”

			“Glad to help.” Aches and bruises began to come alive in Kellen’s body. That flip—what was she thinking? She hadn’t done anything like that since she was a cheerleader in high school. She put her hand to her wrenched back, watched the EMTs load Ralph into the ambulance and asked, “Do you need to talk to me now? Because I should find that kid. Sophia.”

			“We’ll want your account of the proceedings.” Kateri waved her off. “You’ll be in the food bank?”

			“I hope so. I hope that’s where Sophia went.” Kellen limped back toward the church. She arrived in the food bank’s brightly lit and dingy hallway to see Bridget and Sophia sitting on a bench. Kellen breathed a sigh of relief. Thank God she hadn’t run away completely.

			Bridget held the girl as Sophia cried and gasped, “He told me to run, so I did.”

			Bridget exchanged a glanced with Kellen. “Sophia, you did the right thing.”

			“But they were beating him,” Sophia wailed. “I never meant for anyone to get hurt. For me. Not him. He was good to me.”

			“He’s a tough old bird. He’ll be okay.” Bridget met Kellen’s eyes questioningly.

			Kellen shook her head and grimaced.

			Bridget sighed and closed her eyes as if in prayer.

			Kellen came and knelt beside Sophia. “Can you tell me what happened?”

			Sophia froze and stared. And remembered. “They...showed up at the end of the alley. Everybody started running. Ralph said no, no running, they’d like that. He got the baseball bat. Kept it hidden. Said when he started swinging then I should run. Those men—they came in kicking at the cardboard shacks, laughing, stomping. They looked at me and said...they said they were going to rape me. All of them. They said...they said...”

			Bridget hugged Sophia even tighter. “Kellen, would you make some herbal tea and bring it to my office, please?”

			“Right.” Kellen went into the kitchen, found the kettle and put it on the burner with a shaking hand. Within ten minutes, she came back carrying three steaming cups of “calming” tea on an old, painted wooden tray. She handed out the mugs, placed the tray by the door and sat on the plastic chair Bridget offered her.

			Sophia was still trembling, but the hysterical edge had left her voice, and she was clearly in the middle of telling Bridget about what brought her to her current situation.

			“My mother, um, she used to just drink, but now there are pills and...and cocaine. Smack. I used to go to school and have some time when I didn’t have to deal with her, but last autumn she told me that I needed to ‘contribute.’” Sophia stopped to take a drink, the cup clattering against her teeth.

			“Contribute?” Kellen asked gently.

			“I had to stay home from school and take care of the younger kids. If any of them acted up, Mom would beat me. She said it was my fault they weren’t better behaved.” Sophia wiped her eyes, careful not to press against her black eye. “They’re good kids, honest, but she hits them, too. I think she broke Evie’s nose. I was desperate. I thought if I left for a while—found a job, earned some cash—I could come back and save them. Sounds stupid, right?”

			Bridget shook her head sadly. “It doesn’t sound stupid at all. It sounds very courageous.”

			Sophia fought off a sob. “But now look what I’ve done. Ralph is in the hospital, and it’s all my fault. Everybody gets hurt because of me.”

			Kellen and Bridget exchanged pointed looks.

			“It’s not your fault,” Kellen said firmly. “You didn’t ask to be attacked.”

			“It was Ralph’s decision to defend you, and we’re both glad he did.” Bridget squeezed Sophia’s hand. “No matter what happens, Ralph is glad, too. That’s the kind of guy he is.”

			“He’s in the hospital. That’s expensive. How will he pay the hospital?” Sophia was clearly someone who had her shares of financial worries at a young age.

			Bridget sipped her tea and smiled. “It just so happens I am an amazing organizer, if I do say so myself. I will make sure Ralph gets whatever help he needs. I’ll start tonight. It’ll give me something to do instead of worrying about... Ralph.”

			“You like him?” Sophia asked.

			“He’s a nice old guy,” Bridget said. “He does the right thing. That’s pretty rare in this world.”

			Kellen thought Bridget spoke from her soul, her heart, her gut. She knew Bridget had seen too many bad situations and tough times, and that made her appreciate Ralph all the more.

			Kellen thought about Aunt Cora, about Kellen’s flight away from her. She thought about Max and Rae, and passing them by.

			I’m one of the people doing the wrong thing. Something had to change.

			Sophia turned to Kellen. “Would you help me get into the Army? It will give me income for the kids, and I want to learn to defend myself as easily as you do. I don’t want to be scared anymore.”

			“I’m sorry, but the Army won’t take you. You’re too young, and you need a high school diploma.” Kellen waved down Sophia’s bubbling objections. “But how about this? I’ll help you get a job, get your GED, and in the meantime, I’ll teach you to fight. When I’m done with you, no one will pick on you ever again.”

			“But what about my brothers and sister? That doesn’t help them now.”

			“Your mother is in a lot of trouble.” Bridget knew what she was talking about, and she didn’t hesitate to say it. “It’s illegal for a parent to keep a child out of school, to beat a child, to be an addict. You and your brothers and sisters will be going to foster homes.”

			“No!” Sophia lunged at Bridget, grabbed the hem of her shirt. “We’ve got to stay together. Please. We’re family. That’s all we’ve got!”

			Bridget put down her cup. “Honey, I know. But your mom’s going to get worse and someone’s going to get killed. Things have got to be different.”

			“No, please.” Sophia began to cry. “Foster homes—they’re bad.”

			“Who told you that?” Kellen asked.

			“My mother!”

			Kellen didn’t spare the words. “Your mother’s a liar who’s manipulating you for her own good.”

			“I’m not stupid.” Sophia was enraged. “I’ve heard about foster homes. Remember a couple of years ago here in Virtue Falls when that couple had a kid in high school football and a foster child they kept in a cage?”

			Bridget nodded at the unknowing Kellen. “Yes, it’s true.” Bridget handed Sophia tissues. “But I’ve been a foster parent.”

			Uh-oh, Kellen thought.

			Sophia sat forward with a gasp. “Would you take us? All of us? I’d keep them in line, even the little ones.”

			“No, dear. I’m sorry.” Bridget was very gentle, but very firm. “I don’t do it often. I’m single. I don’t have any kids of my own, and there’s a reason for that. This job takes all my attention. I’m here in the day and the evenings—” she gestured at the clock that showed 8:10 p.m. “—and I think foster kids, especially, need extra care.”

			“We wouldn’t be any trouble!” Sophia’s face glowed with hope.

			“I was just trying to explain,” Bridget said, “all foster parents aren’t bad.”

			Sophia sat back with a thump.

			Bridget continued. “When you get in foster care, you’ll get a job. You’ll go to school. Your brothers and sister will go to school. It will be better. I promise.”

			“We won’t be together. No one will take four kids. My mom told me that, too. She might be a liar, but she’s right about that, isn’t she?”

			Bridget hesitated.

			Abruptly, Sophia stood up. “I gotta go to the bathroom.” She left the room almost at a run.

			Kellen and Bridget exchanged glances.

			“She’s going to bolt,” Bridget said.

			Exactly what Kellen thought. “I’d better go check on her.”

			From the hallway, she heard a squeak, a thud and a growling sound like a mad dog chewing at a bone. She rushed out, Bridget on her heels.

			A tall woman—thin, angular, large boned—straddled a struggling Sophia. She had her hands around the girl’s neck, squeezing hard enough to crush Sophia’s esophagus. The growling rose from deep inside her, from some dark, venomous place.

			Kellen sprang at her, kicked her in the ribs.

			As if she didn’t feel any pain, the woman turned her head and stared at Kellen. Her face was bright red. Her eyes were all white iris and black pupil with only a tiny rim of blue around the edges. Her lips curled back from her teeth. Kellen knew who she must be.

			Sophia’s mother. She looked like a rabid dog.

			Kellen kicked her again.

			The woman shrieked and sprang at Kellen, a violent charge so overbalanced Kellen was able to spin her and knock her flat on her face. Kellen jumped on her back, slammed her face into the floor, caught one arm and twisted it behind her back.

			The drugs had made the woman oblivious to pain, given her power and stamina. She bucked, still shrieking, and the free arm flailed wildly.

			Kellen barely hung on, trying to grab the arm, oblivious to the scene around her.

			Suddenly, a second body, and a third, landed on Sophia’s mother, subduing her with weight and brute strength. The flailing arm was grabbed, a pair of handcuffs appeared and attached and two officers picked up the swearing, ferocious, kicking woman by the armpits and dragged her out.

			In the sudden quiet, Kellen could hear Sophia breathing, one deep breath, then another. She glanced over; Bridget sat beside the girl, cradling her in her arms.

			Thank God the kid was alive.

			Gasping, Kellen sat on the floor with a thump.

			Kateri knelt beside her. “We’ve got EMTs coming for Sophia. Are you hurt? Do you need help?”

			Kellen shook her head.

			“Two fights in one night. That’s impressive.”

			Kellen nodded yes. “Is Sophia...?”

			“I’m okay.” Sophia was sitting up, leaning against the wall. A collar of bruises ringed her neck. But her eyes were bright and angry. “I guess that’s it. We’re going to have to go to a foster home, aren’t we?”

			“I promise it will be okay.” Bridget held an ice bag to her bruised throat. “I’ll make sure of it.”

			“Yeah, right.” Sophia closed her eyes, and slow, hot tears slipped down her cheeks. Still hoarse, she asked, “Sheriff, how’s Ralph?”

			Kateri wore her “cop with bad news” expression. “Not good. He’s headed into surgery for a punctured lung.”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER NINE

			ON THE DAY of Ralph’s release from the county hospital, Bridget had arranged everything for his celebration. Everyone had a role to play, and Kellen’s role was to pick him up and bring him back to the soup kitchen.

			She walked down the corridor to his hospital room, then, at the sound of weeping, paused outside the open door.

			Inside, she could hear two nurses helping him into his wheelchair. One of them was the one crying; he was patting her hand and murmuring to her softly. “It’s okay,” he was saying. “Hanima, it’s okay.”

			“But you did so much for me.” She choked on every word.

			The other nurse was less emotional, but she watched Hanima with a worried frown.

			“Do you know it was a privilege to be able to help you?” Ralph continued to pat Hanima’s hand.

			“A privilege,” she scoffed. “I was a wreck when you found me, a drug-addicted teenager who—”

			“Who had never done one stupid thing I didn’t do first. You’re here now. You’re an LPN, and you’re working toward your RN. You’re someone I’m proud of. You’re someone you can be proud of.”

			“Because of you.”

			“Because of you. I try to help lots of people. Most of them insist on screwing up more. I sure did. But at the first offer of assistance, you set your foot on a new path and you’ve never deviated.”

			“I don’t want to see you go,” Hanima said.

			Man. In the last few days, Kellen had spoken with and met a lot of Ralph’s rescues, but none of them had been as emotional as Hanima. Because she’d been caring for him?

			“We all go eventually. But if you really want to do something for me, pass it on.” He was still bruised and battered, but more than that, he looked bad, with a yellowish tinge to his skin and sunken eyes.

			Kellen didn’t like the sound of the whole conversation. Something was going on she didn’t understand. She stepped into the room. “Ralph, your ride is here. Are you ready to go home?”

			“Home?” Hanima scoffed. “To his cardboard shack?”

			“Until he fully recovers, the church is going to allow him to sleep in the old bell-ringer’s room. He’ll be safe there,” Kellen assured her. “No one will hurt him.”

			“It’s too late for that,” Hanima snapped.

			“That’s enough,” Ralph told her sternly.

			Kellen looked between the two of them.

			Hanima thanked the other nurse for the help and sent her on her way, and went back to work preparing him for departure. “Ralph, I wish I could be there today when—”

			Kellen cleared her throat ominously. If Hanima spilled the beans about Ralph’s reception, the wrath of Bridget would descend upon them all.

			Hanima blinked and sucked back her words. She took the handles of the wheelchair, and the three of them started for the front door of the small hospital. Ralph was weak; it took the efforts of all three of them to get him into the car.

			While Hanima checked his oxygen tank, Kellen went around and got into the driver’s seat.

			His breathing was harsh and uneven, worse than Kellen could have imagined.

			“Today, Ralph, you...you...you’re going to get what you deserve. I do wish I could be there—” Hanima gave Kellen a defiant glare “—but I have to work.”

			“Work is more important than this old carcass.” He smiled at the still-emotional young woman. “Goodbye, dear. I know you can do whatever you decide, and I have faith you’ll make all the right decisions.”

			Hanima stepped away from the car.

			Kellen pulled away from the hospital. When she looked in the rearview mirror, Hanima was crying again, and still waving. Something was wrong. Very wrong. Kellen said, “May I ask? What was that all about?”

			Ralph relaxed against the seat, eyes closed, limp and tired. “When they took me in for surgery, they found lung cancer. Lesson learned. Don’t smoke, don’t snort stuff up your nose, don’t go into combat with poison gas.”

			Kellen had suspected something like this. The way Hanima had acted... Bridget had raised money, but not enough for cancer treatment. “What do the doctors want to do?”

			“I don’t care. The disease is too far gone. There’s no hope, no cure, so I’m refusing treatment. I’m not suffering through chemo and radiation to prolong my life for a few months.”

			Kellen understood. She really did. “How much time...?”

			“Between the cancer and the punctured lung, things are progressing rapidly. Not long. A few weeks. A month. I’m glad. I’ve already admitted I’m not a brave man, Captain. I don’t want to suffer for long.”

			“Right.” Kellen thought of the celebration prepared for him. That might have been a bad idea; it would wear him out even more than the transport from the hospital. But those people waiting at the food bank, they wanted to thank him, and there was no other time. Still, she thought he should be a little prepared, so she said, “We’ve got a little welcome home party waiting for you.”

			His eyes lit up. “Dorothy, Lena, Sandra and you and...and Bridget?”

			“Definitely the four of us, and a few more.” What an understatement!

			“I can hold up for another half hour.” He closed his eyes and leaned back against the seat.

			In less than an hour, Kellen pulled up in front of the food bank and parked, and one of the people who had come for his celebration was waiting at the curb.

			Ralph recognized him immediately. “My God, it’s Dr. Nouvelle.”

			DR. NOUVELLE: 

			MALE, 40S, WEALTHY AMERICAN, TALL, OVERWEIGHT, BLOND, BLUE-EYED. INTENSE, WELL DRESSED, WITH SCARS ACROSS ONE CHEEK AND EAR.

			“What’s he doing here?” Ralph asked her.

			She didn’t even try to answer.

			Dr. Nouvelle opened the passenger side door and leaned in. “Ralph, I hear you need a little medical assistance.”

			Ralph grasped his hand and they shook like long-lost brothers. “Where did you come from?”

			“San Francisco.”

			“To help me out of the car?”

			Dr. Nouvelle grinned. “That’s right.”

			Kellen got the rented wheelchair out of the trunk and brought it around.

			Ralph told her, “I haven’t seen this man in ten years. He’s a top-ranked pediatric neurologist, one of the best in the country.”

			“In the world.” Dr. Nouvelle handled Ralph, his oxygen tank and his incredible weakness with admirable efficiency. “Let’s give you a moment to catch your breath before we go in there.”

			Ralph nodded. “Please.”

			His breathing was harsh enough that Dr. Nouvelle shot a questioning look at Kellen.

			Kellen spread her hands. What Ralph had told her was in confidence, but this medical professional recognized that something was wrong. Soon everyone would know, but for now, she could only hope Ralph would be able to enjoy the celebration of his life.

			Dr. Nouvelle took charge of the wheelchair, pushing Ralph up the ramp and into the food bank.

			They met Sandra first, positioned just inside the door, smiling a smile that trembled. “Ralph, I’m so glad you’re back. We don’t know what to do in a crisis without you.”

			Ralph beamed. “It’s good to hear I’ve been missed.”

			She took his hand. “I want to say... I need to say thank you for everything you’ve done for me. You gave me my life back.”

			“All I did was say a few words and give you a push in the right direction.” He pressed her fingers between his. “You took your life back.”

			She tried to speak again, but tears welled in her eyes.

			Dr. Nouvelle walked on.

			Dorothy sat on her stool in the door of the prep kitchen. In her cranky old-lady voice, she said, “It’s about time you got back.”

			“I was just lolling around,” Ralph told her.

			“So I thought.” Carefully she climbed off the stool and put one hand on the handle of the wheelchair, over the top of Dr. Nouvelle’s. “The soup makers are busy, and they wanted to see you, too, so we’re headed in there.”

			As they passed Bridget’s office, Ralph gestured. “Is Mrs. Soderquist in there? I’d like to say hello.”

			“She’s back this direction,” Dr. Nouvelle said.

			They moved slower now—with her bad hip, Dorothy couldn’t move quickly—and Kellen and Sandra brought up the rear. Ralph didn’t know it, but behind him, people were coming in from every open door, following Ralph as if he were a magnetic field. Dr. Nouvelle pushed him into the soup kitchen to meet Bridget and one other person, a young teenager with Down syndrome.

			Bridget gave the child a little nudge.

			She wasn’t shy. She marched up to Ralph and asked, “Do you know who I am?”

			“I don’t.” Confused, he looked around at Dr. Nouvelle, at Sandra and Kellen, at Bridget, then back at the child. “Who are you?”

			“I’m Ellie Pettijohn. My mom is Melissa Pettijohn.”

			“Oh!” Ralph offered his hand with a smile. “I do know who you are.”

			Ellie took his hand. “My mother says you saved my life. After I was born, my father got mad because I have Down syndrome. He ran away and took all our savings. She couldn’t work because I was sick and I cried all the time, and no one would take care of me. We lost our house and we were starving. She wanted to kill us both, drown us in the ocean. So she came to Virtue Falls, and you recognized her because once you had been in despair and wanted to kill yourself, too.”

			“That’s all true.” Ralph nodded encouragingly.

			The child continued. “You gave us all your money and you found us someplace to live, and someone to help us.”

			“That someone was Dr. Nouvelle.” Ralph indicated the man who held the handles of his wheelchair. “Did you know that?”

			“I did know that. He did it because you helped him out of trouble and to become a doctor. He wanted to pass on what you had done.” Ellie smiled at him, an unaffected smile that lit up her face. “I want to thank you for saving my life and helping my mother be happy and healthy.”

			A woman walked out from behind Kellen and took her place in front of Ralph. She kissed him on the cheek and gave him a yellow carnation. In a choked voice, she said, “Thank you, Ralph, for helping me and giving my little girl life—and for showing me how to pass it on.”

			Dr. Nouvelle turned the wheelchair toward the door, toward the crowd of fifty people who now filled the room. They crowded in, more and more of them—teachers, parents, the homeless, a state senator, a college president—all smiling and crying, offering carnations and roses and lilies, and murmuring thank-yous.

			At first, Ralph stared incomprehensively, then as he recognized the faces of the people he had helped, and shook hands and accepted the flowers, tears began to leak from his eyes and trickle down his pallid cheeks.

			Bridget leaned close to his ear. “We’ve raised seventy-five thousand for your medical expenses, and more is coming in every hour.”

			Ralph looked at her in amazement and choked out his gratitude.

			“No, we’re grateful for you,” she replied, “for all the things you do to help people, and for your soup, too!”

			His lips moved, as if he wanted to say something to her, but Sophia came through the line, hugged him and said, “I’m sorry you got hurt helping me, but I’m going to do good like you. Me, and my brothers and sister.” Her siblings—fourteen, thirteen and eight—were lined up behind her, and they nodded as fiercely as their sister.

			“I don’t deserve this,” he said.

			“Of course you do,” she scoffed. “Mister, don’t nobody do something like this for someone who doesn’t deserve it.”

			“I don’t deserve it. Remember what I told you?” Ralph asked. “About me and my...my family?”

			“About your daughter? Yes. And remember what I told you? That you should find her and explain? If she was here, she’d see what you’re really like. She’d forgive you for sure.”

			“It’s never easy like that.” His tears flowed slower and hotter. “Not when it’s so important.”

			With the confidence of youth, she said, “You’ll never know if you don’t try.”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TEN

			THE RECEPTION WAS OVER. Many tears had been cried, many thanks had been given, donations had been offered and taken, television news had arrived and departed. Now Dr. Nouvelle pushed Ralph in his wheelchair toward the small room at the back of the church altar where he would recover.

			Kellen and Bridget walked beside them.

			Ralph drooped, exhausted by events and emotions.

			“You’ll sleep well tonight!” Bridget said.

			“No,” he blurted. “I can’t sleep until I... I make a confession.”

			“This is the place for it.” Obviously not a religious man, Dr. Nouvelle was lightly sarcastic.

			“I mean—to her.” Ralph indicated Bridget.

			Kellen stopped walking. Oh, God. Oh, no.

			Bridget?

			Bridget asked, “What is it, Ralph?” She sounded kind, as if expecting some platitudes about the reception and how much he appreciated her work. The woman didn’t have a clue.

			Kellen did not want to be here for this.

			Ralph set the brake. The wheelchair skidded to a halt. He turned, looked up at Bridget and, without preamble, said, “You’re my daughter.”

			Dr. Nouvelle muttered a curse and backed up, moving out of range.

			Bridget laughed, still at ease, completely disbelieving. “Don’t be ridiculous. You can’t be my father.”

			For Kellen, the pieces clicked into place. This made sense. Ralph had traveled the country, homeless and broken, and when he had remade himself at last, he had found his daughter and stayed near her, supporting her efforts to help the hungry.

			And her—no wonder she had taken on the thankless job of finding, organizing and dispensing food for the soup kitchen. She’d been helping the faceless father she had never met.

			Kellen wanted to join Dr. Nouvelle in his flight, but a terrible fascination held her in place.

			“I am your father. I abandoned you and your mother, and I don’t even know why I’m telling you this—” Ralph met Kellen’s gaze, helpless and floundering.

			Because Sophia told you your daughter would be happier knowing the truth.

			“But it’s the truth,” he concluded.

			Bridget’s pleasant smile was fading. “My father’s name isn’t Ralph.”

			“My name is Ragnar Axel Hokanson.” He tried to smile, to make it a joke. “Ralph is easier.”

			“You have to be joking. Why should I believe you?” Bridget’s smile had disappeared, and her fingers flexed like claws. “This is a joke.”

			“If you want it to be—” He took a strengthening breath. “No! No, it’s no joke. I can’t take the easy way out. Not this time. I’m your father. You’re my daughter. I wouldn’t have come here, worked here, stayed here, if not for you.”

			Bridget enunciated carefully, as if her lips were stiff. “You don’t look anything like my father. Like the picture my mother showed me.”

			“Life has been tough. I’ve been in a few fights, on the streets and in prison.”

			“I suppose that would be true...of my father. Of the man who abandoned my mother and me.” Bridget had begun to believe him, for her voice grew guttural, angry, hellish.

			Kellen eased back a step, then stopped herself. She needed to stay, to make sure Bridget didn’t slam Ralph and his wheelchair into the wall.

			“I’d like to tell you why I... Explain. Beg forgiveness.” Ralph’s head trembled as if it weighed too much for him. “If you’ll let me.”

			“This should be good.” She folded her arms. Her eyes glinted and narrowed. “Go ahead. Father.”

			“You were born when I was out of the country.”

			“Serving in the military. Thank you for your service.” Sarcasm dripped from every word.

			“Your mom sent me photos. Your first smile. It lit up the world.” He sighed softly, sank back into his wheelchair and closed his eyes. “You don’t smile much anymore.”

			“No. There’s not much to smile about—” she waved an arm toward the kitchens “—here.”

			He opened his eyes again, focused on her as if no one else existed. “I came back when you were five months old. I was a mess. The VA doctors prescribed pills. I took them. I talked to a shrink. I even meditated.” He laughed a little, and coughed a painful cough.

			Kellen wanted to tell Bridget, Be kind. He’s dying. But no, it was better if Bridget could forgive him without knowing. Better for him. So much better for her. And if she didn’t...well, who could blame her? Because knowing the good he had done didn’t erase the neglect and the damage he had done to her. Worse, he’d been here for how long? A few years? If he’d told her the truth right away, maybe it wouldn’t be so bad now, but he’d never said a word. He’d made a fool of her.

			Ralph continued. “Your mother tried to help me. She took me to meeting groups for veterans, but their stories about lost friends and explosions and...well, they upset me more. Camilla...she was a good woman, and I loved her.”

			“Yeah. Sure you did. And how well you showed it.” Bridget’s words were broken by deep breaths, as if she needed oxygen to stay on her feet.

			For the first time, he straightened in his chair. “She wasn’t perfect. She got impatient. She said between me and you, it was like raising two infants.”

			Bridget clenched her fists; she wouldn’t brook criticism of her mother. “She was probably sleep deprived.”

			“She was!”

			Bridget looked taken aback by his vehemence.

			“I had nightmares. I would scream and wake her up, and you up, and you would scream, too. Everybody told me you were so sweet, so friendly. And you were—to them. But you were afraid of me. I was your father, and that made me mad. I couldn’t sleep, so everything made me mad. I couldn’t work, I couldn’t support my family, and that rubbed me raw.”

			“Mom worked. I never remember when she didn’t work. Two jobs, sometimes. It was never enough. After you left, after you abandoned us, we were poor.” Bridget—even-tempered, kind Bridget—had long hidden a fount of bitterness inside. Now it welled up. “But you...you were out there somewhere, still alive, so we couldn’t even collect your social security.”

			“Bridget, I left because I got so exhausted, and you were so afraid of me... Your smiles were all gone—I hated that—and it got to the point I was afraid I was going to hurt you.”

			“Easy excuse.” But something shifted in Bridget’s face.

			“When your mother died, you had no one.” Ralph seemed smaller, more shrunken than he had when he’d started talking, as if his confession had left him depleted. “I’m sorry for everything, for leaving you without a loving father, without an income, without even a word, but most of all, I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you then.”

			Bridget made a scoffing noise. “You’re the reason I’ve never been able to make a relationship work. You know that? Even when I was married, I always expected him to dump me and move on. I never trusted. He got tired of dealing with your ghost.”

			“Easy excuse,” Ralph said.

			Kellen stared at him in horror. Holy crap, what a thing to say. Not that it wasn’t true, but...what a gamble. Her gaze shifted to Bridget.

			Bridget didn’t turn and run, she didn’t scream and cry, she didn’t tell him to go to hell. But from her chest to the top of her forehead, she was ruddy. She was silent and almost frighteningly still; she truly looked as if she was fighting the urge to ram Ralph’s wheelchair into the wall.

			“I don’t expect you to forgive me. I don’t. But you are still the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen, and I wish I could see you smile like you did when you were a baby.” Ralph coughed and sipped air with irregular efforts. He shook his head as if trying to keep himself conscious, and his breathing smoothed out a little. “Your smile is still in there somewhere, and it could light up the world.”

			One tear welled, then another. Then a multitude of tears, irrepressible, unstoppable, began to drip down Bridget’s cheeks.

			Dr. Nouvelle appeared at Kellen’s side and pressed a handful of napkins into her hand, then retreated again. The coward.

			Kellen wanted to be a coward, too, but she’d been fainthearted enough these last few weeks, so she walked to Bridget and stuffed the napkins into her hand.

			Bridget pressed the napkins to her mouth to stifle her sobs. She bent from the waist and cried with the agony of seedling dreams that never took root. She cried for a lost childhood. She cried for her mother’s weary days and lonely nights.

			Ralph reached out a hand toward her head and almost patted her.

			So close.

			Then as if they’d been burned, he pulled his trembling fingers back and tucked them close to his chest.

			Bridget must have felt a trace of something—his sorrow, his truths, his almost-touch, his love—for she straightened. She wiped her face and stepped in front of him. She knelt so they were face-to-face. “Before she died, Mom forgave you. But I couldn’t. I was so angry on her behalf, so angry about all the years she worked and suffered and worried about you.”

			“Sorry.” His whisper was barely more than a thought.

			Bridget’s voice grew stronger. “Now I’m thinking about this evening’s event, and what people said about you, and remembering the years of labor in the kitchen and all the kindness I’ve seen you show... I can’t judge you. You’re a good man who faced a bad situation and did the best you could. It wasn’t good, but in the end, we’re all just doing the best we can.”

			“I am trying to do good...now.” Ralph broke down and wept. He wept for the wasted years and the love he could have had. He wept for his family. He wept for the man he wished he could have been.

			But when he looked up, Bridget was smiling at him.

			Her smile lit up the world.

			 

			KELLEN SAT IN Bridget’s office, reading the newest Dr. Brown sci-fi mystery on her app, when Bridget returned looking tired to death, blotchy with tears and happier than she had looked in all the weeks Kellen had known her. “Okay?” Kellen asked.

			“I didn’t see that coming.” Bridget looked sharply at Kellen. “Did you?”

			“Didn’t have a clue until this afternoon when I picked him up,” Kellen assured her.

			As if she couldn’t remain upright for another minute, Bridget sank down on her knees, then flat on the floor, arms out, staring at the stained tile ceiling. “My mother said...she said I had to give up the bitterness and the fear of trusting any man, or I would never have a family. I want a family. I’ve always wanted a family.”

			Kellen thought about her friends in the military. They had been her family. Then she thought about Max and Rae, and that familiar panic lifted her off the earth and the elevation stopped her heart.

			Bridget continued. “I can give up the bitterness, but when I think about trusting a man...it’s not going to happen. That wound is never going to heal. So you know what this means?”

			“No?”

			“I’m going to have to adopt those kids.”

			“What kids?” Kellen was honestly bewildered. Then—”Wait! Sophia and her brothers and sister?”

			“I always wanted a family,” Bridget repeated. “A baby.”

			“They’re not babies! And there’s four of them!” Kellen was dazzled and horrified by the mere idea of...of four children. “You’re really going to adopt them?”

			Bridget turned her head and looked at Kellen. “Do you not get it? This thing with Ralph—with my father—it’s a sign. An omen. A directional marker on the bumpy road of life.”

			Much struck, Kellen said, “I get it. You’re right. Sign. Omen. Directional marker.”

			“For us both?” Bridget asked as if she already suspected the answer.

			“How did you know?”

			“No one shows up in town and goes to work at a soup kitchen because their life is perfect.”

			Bridget had made the hard decision.

			Now it was Kellen’s turn: to face Aunt Cora, to do her duty to her daughter and maybe open herself to something so big, so earth-shattering, it would change her life. “I’m sorry, but I won’t be in to work tomorrow.”

			Bridget performed a crooked thumbs-up. “I’ll find someone to cover for you.”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER ELEVEN

			THE NEXT MORNING, as Kellen drove south down the highway, she called hands-free to the Di Luca Winery.

			Max picked up the phone. “Kellen?”

			“Right. May I speak with Rae, please?”

			A pause. Maybe some disappointment. She sort of hoped. Then, “Rae, your mama wants to speak with you.”

			Just like before, Kellen heard, “Yayyyyy!” Then Rae’s breathless voice came on the phone. “Mommy! Guess what I’m doing?”

			“Eating breakfast?”

			“Yes! Grandma made biscuits and she burned the bottoms.”

			Kellen heard Grandma Verona muttering in the background.

			“I had scrambled eggs with spinach and cheese. I love spinach! My friend Chloe hates spinach. I like it with balsamic vinegar. Daddy said I have expensive taste. My zio in Italy makes balsamic vinegar and—”

			Kellen didn’t know how to get a word in edgewise, so she interrupted. “Rae, I have something to tell you.”

			In a serious voice, Rae asked, “Is it momentous?”

			The kid was seven. Where did she get this vocabulary? “Yes. I have one more solemn responsibility and duty, and when I’m done, I’m coming to live with you.”

			“Yayyyy!” For a little person, Rae had good lungs. “Daddy, Mommy’s come home. Grandma, Mommy’s coming home!”

			“Home? Whoa. I still don’t know whether we should exactly call it—” There was a loud thump, and Kellen’s ear rang like a gong.

			Max’s voice came on. “Sorry. She was so excited she dropped the phone. Now she’s dancing... You’re coming to stay here?”

			“You can get the whole story from Rae. I have one more solemn responsibility and duty—”

			Max started laughing. It didn’t sound like mean laughter, more like genuine amusement.

			“Then I’ll travel to the winery to be with Rae.”

			Max abruptly stopped laughing. “And be with me?”

			Complications! “Max...”

			“Sorry. One step at a time. I don’t mean to scare you off before you even get here.”

			When Kellen got to the winery, she would be in his power. She wasn’t defenseless anymore, and Max was nothing like her abusive dead husband, but still, the idea of being on his property raised the hair on the back of her neck. “You’re not helping.”

			He knew the right thing to say, the right tone to take. “I’m not going to trap you here. You’ll be free to leave anytime.”

			But she wouldn’t. She had a solemn responsibility and duty to Rae, too. “I don’t know how long my journey will take, hopefully, at tops, a couple of weeks.” She stopped, wrestled with her innate privacy and finally managed to add, “I’m going to visit my aunt in Nevada. She’s in a memory care facility—she has dementia. I want to touch base with her in a meaningful way. The medical establishment tells me she has her good days and her bad days, so the length of time I’m away isn’t up to me.”

			“I understand.” Max sounded warm and comforting, like a down throw tossed around her shoulders. “Thank you for trusting me with your family situation.”

			Trust? Him? Yes, of course. Apparently Bridget wasn’t the only one with trust issues. “I’ll keep you up to date,” Kellen said. “Talk to you soon.”

			“I look forward to that.” That pleased tone of voice...

			Kellen shivered even though the summer sun was shining in her window...and not from fear.

			 

			THIS TIME, AS Kellen pulled into the memory care facility, she chose her parking spot carefully, making sure her steering wheel and seat belt were shaded by one of the spindly trees in the parking lot. She gathered up the visitor’s ID tag from its place between the seats and clipped it to her jeans. She stepped out into a desert heat so stifling it hurt to breathe, walked across the sweltering parking lot, pressed the button at the front door of the facility and was buzzed in.

			There behind the front desk was the amiable Nurse Warren. He smiled. “Welcome back, Ms. Adams!”

			“I shouldn’t have left so...abruptly last time.” She scuffled her feet like a guilty kid.

			“It happens here a lot. The important thing is that you came back.” His tanned face showed compassion, comprehension.

			“Thank you. Really.” He made her feel better. “How is Cora?”

			“I believe you’ve come on a good day. She’s been very present this morning, and she even thanked one of the nurses for her lunch, which is a rarity.” He led Kellen down the brightly lit hallway toward Aunt Cora’s door.

			“Really?” Kellen couldn’t hide her surprise. “She’s a very proper person. She always says ‘please’ and ‘thank you.’”

			“Ah, but she hates cottage cheese, so usually no thank-yous.”

			Kellen couldn’t help herself. She grinned.

			“That’s the spirit! Best of luck to you.” He ushered Kellen into Aunt Cora’s room and, as he left, he shut the door behind him.

			Despite the warmth of the day outside, Aunt Cora Rae was covered in three blankets, including an old crocheted afghan Kellen recognized from her childhood. She had always loved the ‘70s vibe of its mustard yellow and red orange stripes. Aunt Cora looked more like herself, too. Bright-eyed and aware. She stared at her visitor for a suspense-filled moment, then drew a breath. “Cecilia?” She sounded pleased. “You’ve come to visit me?”

			Whew. Relief. Aunt Cora was here today. “Yes. I’m Cecilia.” Kellen came to the bed and sat carefully on the edge. “And yes, I’ve come to visit you.”

			Aunt Cora craned her neck to look around at the door. “Did you bring Kellen with you, Cecilia? Did you bring my little girl?”

			Taking Aunt Cora’s hand gently, Kellen said, “No, ma’am. I’m here alone.” Kellen wasn’t quite sure how to approach this subject, so she went with directness. “Do you want to know what happened to Kellen?”

			Kellen watched Aunt Cora’s memory try to come up with the answer. When it didn’t, she looked at her niece’s sorrowful face and began to cry. “She’s dead, isn’t she?”

			“Yes. I’m so sorry.” Kellen began to weep, too. She doubted she would ever recover from her beautiful cousin’s fiery death and her own part in it.

			Aunt Cora leaned forward with her arms outstretched, and Kellen did something she had rarely done as a child. She hugged her aunt.

			They pulled apart when the tears had soaked each other’s shoulders.

			Aunt Cora said softly, “You look so much like her.”

			Yes. It was because of their similarities that Cecilia could take Kellen’s identity and become Kellen. It was through Cecilia that Kellen could live again. But there was more. “Aunt, there’s someone else who looks so much like her. I hope you’ll get to meet her soon. She’s my daughter, Rae.”

			“You have a daughter?” Cora wiped her eyes. “You named her after me?”

			“Her father named her. Rae is a good name. I hope she’ll be a credit to you.”

			Kindly, Aunt Cora said, “Her mother is a credit to me, so I have no doubt in my mind.”

			This time Kellen leaned in to hug her aunt as fiercely as the woman’s old bones would allow. “Thank you. Actually, I have a picture of Rae here.” Kellen pulled her phone out of her back pocket and flipped to the school photo of her daughter. Handing it to Aunt Cora, she said, “She’s a carbon copy of Kellen.”

			Cora stared, lost in memories of her only child, looking at a picture that seemed so familiar. “This is Kellen?” she asked.

			Already her mind was slipping. “No, dear, that’s my daughter, Rae.”

			“That’s right. I remember. You named her after me.” Aunt Cora looked up, her eyes in soft focus as she fought to remain cognizant. She tapped the screen. “What is this little girl like?”

			Kellen thought back to her conversations with Rae. “She’s a happy child. She likes everyone and just...loves life. She gets excited about breakfast, about sunrise, about going to school, about staying home with her grandmother. She’s the most positive person I’ve met since Kellen passed away.”

			Cora handed back the phone and caught Kellen’s hand.

			For now, for this moment, the old lady was savoring the human touch. To be truthful, Kellen enjoyed it, as well.

			“Cecilia,” Aunt Cora said, “would you plump up these pillows and tell an old woman a story?”

			“About what?” Kellen asked cautiously.

			“Tell me what you and my daughter were doing that night I caught you in the garden. Remember? When you were fifteen, maybe sixteen?”

			“I remember. Man, were you mad!”

			“Man, were you guilty!”

			“Yes. Yes, we were.” As she told the story, Aunt Cora Rae laughed until she was wiping tears from her eyes.

			Outside the door, Nurse Warren nodded, smiled and slipped away.

			 

			Don’t miss the next Kellen Adams novel, What Doesn’t Kill Her by New York Times bestselling author Christina Dodd, coming soon from HQN books! Read on for a sneak peek...

		
	
		
			What Doesn’t Kill Her

			by Christina Dodd

			



			Willamette Valley in Oregon
Di Luca Winery

			Bark mulch pressed splinters into her bare knees and the palms of her hands. Evergreen azaleas scratched at her face and caught at her hair, and the white blossoms smelled musky as they dropped petals on the ground around her. Spiderwebs brushed her skin and stuck. She could feel the scurry of tiny segmented feet down her back.

			Or could she? The feet might be an interesting figment of her imagination, but whether they were or not, she still crawled close to the back wall of the Tuscan-style winery building, under the hedge, and constantly scanned the sunlit lawn beyond.

			Retired Army Captain Kellen Adams did not intend to be caught. Not now. Not when she was so close to her goal—that small locked side door that led down the stairs and into the cool quiet wine cellar.

			A sudden notion brought her to a halt. Had she brought the key? She groped at her button-up shirt pocket. Yes! The key was there. She breathed a sigh of relief—and her phone whistled, alerting her she had a text.

			It was Birdie.

			BIRDIE HAYNES:

			FEMALE, 5'10", 130 LBS. AMERICAN OF COLOR: HISPANIC, AFRICAN AND FAR EASTERN. MILITARY VETERAN. RECENT WIDOW. LEAD MECHANIC. BIG RAW HANDS, LONG FINGERS. BEAUTIFUL SMILE IN A NOT-BEAUTIFUL FACE. BEST FRIEND.

			She had sent a photo of her and the film star, Carson Lennex, leaning against a beautiful old car. Birdie had thoughtfully labeled it 1931 Bugatti Royale Berline de Voyager.

			Beautiful! Kellen texted back. Like she cared about the car. It was the smile on Birdie’s face that warmed her, and Carson Lennex had put it there. God bless the man. After the death of Birdie’s husband, Kellen had feared she would never smile again.

			Putting her phone back in her pocket, she started forward again. One meter remaining until she broke into the open. She knew from previous missions this was the tricky part; moving from the relative cover provided by the shrubs and into the open. She made a last reconnaissance, started forward—and a scattering of dirt, moss and debris landed on the last shrub in the line, then tumbled to the ground directly in front of her. In a split second, her brain registered the source.

			From three stories straight up, something was falling off the roof of the Italian-style villa.

			Kellen flung herself backward, away from the onslaught of baked terra-cotta roof tile that slammed to the ground and shattered like shrapnel. A jagged shard bounced and hit her, pierced her jeans and her hip.

			Son of a bitch.

			She grabbed the jagged shard and pressed, holding it in place—if she pulled it out, blood would gush—and rolled in agony.

			Three stories above, someone screamed.

			More debris followed, and more screams.

			Still holding the shard, she scrambled out from the shrubbery, backed away from the building and looked up.

			A stout man dangled off the roof, feet kicking, screaming wildly. She’d seen him two days ago, and earlier today, in the tasting room. Thank God for the Rolodex in her brain; she remembered all she had observed about him.

			RODERICK BLAKE:

			MALE, WHITE, 30–40 YO, BLOND HAIR, OVERWEIGHT, TOURIST GARB WORN BADLY. BRITISH ACCENT. GRIPED ABOUT PAYING THE TASTING FEE. PAID AND OVER-TASTED, PRIMARILY PINOT NOIR. LEERED AT HER AND THE FEMALE TOURIST, WHO HASTILY DEPARTED. LEFT IN A LEXUS, LOUDLY PROCLAIMING HIS INTENTION TO GO TO A GOOD WINERY.

			Now he was hanging off the roof.

			Guess he didn’t find a good winery.

			She dialed the winery’s emergency number. As soon as Rita Grapplee picked up, Kellen said, “I’ve got a man dangling off the winery roof, back side of the building close to the cellar door.” The cellar door which I almost reached and thank God I stopped to check for the key or I would have been in the wrong place at the wrong time. A broken piece of terra-cotta tile piercing her hip was better than a six-pound roof tile slamming down on her cranium. She had enough trouble with her head... “I’m going to try to bring him down safely, but get the EMTs here ASAP.”

			Rita gave a squawk that sounded like, “Whatnotrooffall?”

			Kellen guessed they didn’t get emergencies like this very often. “Send help!” She hung up.

			From above, she heard Roderick yell again. How much had he imbibed that he’d climbed onto the roof of a three-story building and almost fallen to his death?

			The original estate on this site had been orchards surrounding an early twentieth-century farmhouse. A few towering cherry trees surrounded the now remodeled farmhouse and provided gracious shade for the well-tended yard. The trees still bore fruit, and workers now picked the fruit and loaded it into buckets strapped to their belts.

			She ran into the trees, each step more and more crooked as the pain in her hip blossomed into agony. A twenty-foot spike ladder leaned against a tree; the picker was all the way up in the top branches. She grabbed the ladder and lifted it. Every muscle in her poor abused hip told her that was a mistake.

			In the tree, the picker cursed at her.

			“Thank you!” she yelled and headed back to the winery, dragging the long heavy wooden ladder behind her.

			The winery building was three stories of classic Tuscan architecture, a jewel that glowed like ancient amber in the setting of Oregon’s long lush Willamette Valley. The front of the building faced west toward I-5 and welcomed wine tasters with a long winding drive bordered by tall thin evergreens, rows of grapes growing in purple clumps and a walled garden. On the first floor, in addition to the tasting room, was a special events center, a kitchen tended by an impatient chef and wine storage.

			Guests fought to stay in the exorbitantly priced second-and third-story suites, lounge on the balconies, enjoy the cuisine and if they wished, take part in bicycling tours and unique-to-them wine tastings.

			Things like a guy falling off the roof did not happen here—or at least, never had before.

			Kellen took a second look at the splinter of tile protruding about an inch from her hip. It hurt like a dirty bitch and blood oozed around it, staining the shredded thread of her jeans. The sharp tip had hit bone and backed out a little, so it wasn’t scraping her with every movement. Folks, that’s all the good news for tonight.

			Taking a fortifying breath, she lifted the end of the ladder and slammed it against the building close to one of the third-story balconies. The spike sank into the golden-colored stucco, knocking flakes and chunks down on her.

			Max was not going to be happy about that.

			He wasn’t going to be happy about any of this.

			She hit the rungs hard, climbing fast.

			She had to, right? She didn’t have forever to save this guy. She had a chunk of roof tile protruding from her hip, wiggling with every movement. Sooner or later, she was going to faint, and she didn’t fancy falling off the ladder eighteen feet up. She made it to the balcony and over the wide Italianate railing.

			That was when the situation got hairy. The dumbass on the roof was five feet too far to the left to drop onto the balcony. He hung over nothing but thirty feet of air and if he let go, he faced a backbreaking splat landing onto Mother Earth.

			Inside the exclusive guest bedroom behind the balcony and through the open screen door, she heard a woman shriek and a man shout. They’d seen her, and she knew whatever else happened, two unhappy guests would be making their complaints known.

			Yeah. Bummer. She spoke through the screen. “Throw your pillows and comforter out on the balcony. We’re going to save a life here.” Looking up, she shouted, “Hey! Roderick! Move to your right!”

			A moan of terror answered her.

			“One hand at a time. You can do it.” Actually, she didn’t know if he could. He had a lot of body mass and didn’t look as if he had much upper strength. “Hand over hand,” she instructed in a calm, encouraging voice.

			The idiot wailed and kicked his feet.

			She put her hand to her hip and moaned—and climbed up on the top of the concrete railing. It was a foot wide; wide enough for her to stand with no problem—as long as she avoided looking down the three stories to the ground. That got her close enough to grab at him. She didn’t, though. She didn’t want to startle him. “Roderick, can you look at me? See how close I am to you? Come on, Roderick, a quick glance.”

			Roderick glanced, his face a combination of blistering red effort and green-white terror.

			“Hand over hand,” she said. “It’s Oregon. We have a lot of rain. That gutter will hold you. All you have to do is move a little bit.”

			He looked up at the sky and hung, gasping. Then he shuffled his hands to the right in three quick movements.

			“That’s great,” she said. He’d hardly moved at all. “When you get closer, I can guide you down to the balcony.”

			“I’ll break my legs,” he yelled.

			“The people inside the room are bringing out pillows and blankets. Aren’t you?” She blared the question toward the screen door in her Captain-Adams-in-command voice.

			The screen door snapped open and a man in a white terry bathrobe stood there, looking annoyed. “Look,” he said.

			“You look!” She pointed up.

			Had he thought she was kidding? Apparently so, because as soon as he saw Roderick dangling there, he ran inside and came back hauling pillows, sheets, the comforter.

			She switched her attention back to Roderick. “Rod, listen.”

			“Roderick,” he snapped.

			For a guy hanging by his fingertips, he was pain-in-the-ass arrogant.

			“Roderick, we’ve got you a soft place to land. Come on, shuffle over a little more.” Because hand over hand was apparently too much to ask.

			He shuffled.

			She made approving sounds.

			The bathrobe-clad woman in the room stepped out, looked up and shrieked, “He’s going to plunge to his death!”

			Little Mary Sunshine, that one.

			From below, Kellen became aware of a growing mutter, like the rumble of thunder from a faraway storm. “You’ve got an audience, Roderick,” she said. “You’ve got something to prove. You can do it.” She measured with her gaze. “You’ve got about three feet before you can drop onto the balcony.”

			He shuffled a little more. “I’ll break my legs.”

			“Maybe.” She figured this was the time to be blunt. “But it beats dying of a broken neck. That’s a three-story drop below you. Come on! Move it!” She’d moved from Captain Adams to Army drill sergeant, balancing on the top of the broad balcony railing, braying out orders at an unseasoned recruit.

			Roderick moved on her command. He shuffled, hung, shuffled, hung. Sweat stained his armpits.

			She moved back to allow his flailing legs to get past her.

			He got about a foot past her, and his hand slipped.

			“He’s coming down, get out of the way,” she shouted at the people on the balcony.

			They leaped back against the building.

			He swung his legs.

			His foot hit her outstretched hand.

			Already overbalanced, she fell sideways onto the balcony. She landed on the comforter; agony slashed at her hip, and she blacked out. Somewhere in the depths of her mind, she had heard a sickening crunch.

			He’d made it to the balcony—barely.

			Seconds later, she woke to Roderick’s screams. He had missed the pillows and the padding. When she looked, she saw blood and shattered white bone sticking out of one leg.

			The man on the balcony, the one in the robe, leaned over the edge and heaved.

			EMTs burst through the screen door and knelt beside Roderick.

			Another man came out behind them.

			MAXIMILIAN DI LUCA:

			TALL, DARK, HANDSOME, ITALIAN-AMERICAN, BROAD-SHOULDERED FORMER FOOTBALL PLAYER WITH A SCOWL, WINERY OWNER. FORMER (PERHAPS FUTURE?) LOVER. SCOWLING, CLEARLY FURIOUS.

			Max knelt beside her, grasped her hand, looked into her eyes. “Tell me the truth—how badly are you hurt?”

			“I’m not dying,” she hastily assured him.

			He closed his eyes, cradled her fingers against his chest, then opened his eyes and roared, “You couldn’t have called me directly? You called Rita instead? You couldn’t have waited for me to assist?”

			Wow. For a moment, he looked as if he cared. “He was going to fall!”

			“You’re bloody and you’ve got something sticking out of your hip. What the hell have you done?” Apparently it was a rhetorical question, because he yelled over the railing, “I need more EMTs up here!”

			“I’m okay,” she said.

			“So’s he, except for the compound fractures of his tibia!” Max put his hand toward the shard of roof tile sticking out of her side.

			She flinched away. “Don’t! If you pull it out—”

			“You’ll bleed to death. Yeah, I understand.”

			Roderick must have gotten enough morphine in his system, because his screams quieted to the whining of the world’s largest mosquito.

			Max gestured at the EMTs attending Roderick, and one rose, ready to attend Kellen.

			Then, from the top of the spike ladder, at the outside edge of the balcony, a chirpy sunny childish voice said, “Mommy, that was awesome. You’re like Warrior Woman. That makes me Warrior Girl. I’m going to be Warrior Girl for Halloween. What are you going to be?”

			RAE DI LUCA:

			FEMALE, 7 YO, MIXED ITALIAN/NATIVE AMERICAN/ANGLO ANCESTRY. BLONDE, BROWN-EYED, TALL FOR HER AGE, FRONT TEETH TOO BIG FOR HER FACE, INTELLIGENT, RELENTLESSLY CHEERFUL, TALKS LOUDLY AND CONSTANTLY. PREFERRED APPAREL: PINK TUTUS, PINK TIGHTS, PINK T-SHIRTS WITH GLITTERY EMBOSSED WIDE-EYED OWLS, ANKLE-HIGH PINK FUZZY BOOTS. PREFERRED MENU: PEANUT BUTTER, CHEESE STICKS, YOGURT, ANYTHING COVERED IN BALSAMIC VINEGAR. HATES GOLDFISH CRACKERS.

			Max stood and swiftly, efficiently grabbed their daughter off the top of the ladder. In his fierce father voice, he asked, “What have I told you about climbing trees and tall ladders? Haven’t I told you no?”

			“Mommy did it!” Rae said.

			Kellen intercepted a livid glare from Max and judged it a good time to pass out cold.

			So she did.
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