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Chapter 1

Renee Delaney trudged along the sidewalk on her way to the bus depot, her leather soles scraping against a layer of city grit on concrete.

It was too bad she hadn’t put on her wannabe Sketchers when she’d left the house, but she’d been in a hurry and had slipped into the only other shoes she owned—a pair of worn-out brown sandals that had been resting near the cot in the back room where she’d slept. Now her toes were cold, and she had a sore spot just below the inside of her ankle, where the frayed strap had rubbed the skin raw.

The chill in the air caused her to shiver, and she drew her fists into the sleeves of her sweat shirt, which she’d chosen to wear because the extra-large garment hid the growing bump of her stomach. She’d never been fat in her life, but she wouldn’t stress about that now, or she might freak out at the thought of how big she was going to get.

Up ahead, a man wearing a tattered gray trench coat with a dirty, red-plaid lining pushed off the wall he’d been slumped against. As he approached, he grinned. “Hey there, little girl.”

Her stomach clenched, and her heart rate spiked. She knew better than to look away from him, so she eyed him warily and continued walking at the same pace.

As he approached, his smile broadened, revealing discolored teeth, the front one chipped. “Where you goin’, girl?”

Yeah, right. Like she really wanted him to know. She narrowed her eyes in a don’t-mess-with-me glare, which worked—sort of. He did walk past her, but his arm bumped her shoulder in the process.

He reeked of stale cigarette smoke and sweat on top of sweat. Cheap booze, too. And the horrible smell lingered, even after he passed her by.

She suspected he was homeless, just like she was.

Oh, God, she thought. Don’t let me end up smelling like that guy.

She blew out a sigh. She might not know where she’d end up tonight, but it would definitely have a bathroom and shower.

Speaking of a bathroom, she’d have to find one before she boarded the first bus leaving town.

She fingered the swell of her belly through the thick, cotton sweat shirt and caressed the bulge where her baby grew.

Just last week, she’d purchased a couple of blousy tops at the thrift shop, but that was before Mary Ellen, her mom’s second cousin, had dropped the bomb about moving out, and Renee had realized she was going to need every bit of cash she could get her hands on.

But who cared? She’d been homeless before—lots of times. Besides, this was only temporary. She’d get a job before the money ran out.

It would have been nice if Mary Ellen had let her stick around until the baby was born, though. But earlier today, the older woman had flipped out at the news.

“Pregnant?” Mary Ellen had slapped her hands on her pudgy hips. “How could you be so stupid? You’re no better than your mother.”

Renee had wanted to argue, but how could she defend a woman she’d never really known?

“You’ll just have to get rid of it,” Mary Ellen had said.

Justin Detweiler, the father of the baby, had been blown away by the news, too, and had suggested the same easy solution.

But Renee had given both Justin and later Mary Ellen the same answer. “I can’t.”

She hadn’t explained why. For one thing, she wasn’t exactly sure—she just couldn’t do it, that’s all.

“Well, I’m not going to marry you or anything,” Justin had said. “I’ve got plans for college.”

Renee had plans for college, too, since she figured an education was her only hope to make something of her life. Of course, the academic option had poofed the moment that pink dot had formed on the home pregnancy test.

When they first hooked up, Renee had thought Justin was going to be some kind of knight in shining armor, but his body language had quickly put the kibosh on that. So did the way he’d stepped back from her, letting her know that their budding relationship had just taken a dump, and that it was all her fault. The jerk.

“I’ve got some money in savings,” he’d said. “So I can pay for it.”

At that point, she’d realized she’d better take whatever he gave her, even if she wasn’t going to use it for what he’d intended.

She’d tried to tell herself that she didn’t care about not having a boyfriend anymore—and not having a place to stay tonight—but that wasn’t true. She never had liked being alone, especially when it was dark.

“I’m not running a flop house,” Mary Ellen had said, her pinched face growing red. “I agreed to let you stay with me after your last placement didn’t work out, but I’m not taking on a baby, too. Get rid of it or I’ll call the social worker and have her put you back in foster care.”

That had scared Renee more than anything. Not for herself, but for the baby.

What if they took the poor kid away from her and put them in separate foster homes?

She couldn’t risk letting that happen. For some reason, she felt an almost overwhelming sense of responsibility for the baby. Who else was going to love it and make sure it wasn’t sad or lonely?

So she’d packed up her things and headed out the door with all the courage and pride she could muster, her chin up, her shoulders straight. Well, at least for the first block or two.

Now, as the sun began to slip into the west and she neared the bus depot, she wasn’t so sure about anything anymore.

She shifted the shoulder strap of the gray backpack that held the most valuable of her possessions: the three hundred dollars Justin had given her—less the cost of a cheeseburger and fries—a fake ID, some baggy clothes, a plastic sports bottle filled with water, and a couple of granola bars she’d been hoarding in the closet-size bedroom that had, until earlier today, been hers.

Now she was on her own.

As a long line of parked buses came into view, a tall, shaggy-faced man turned the corner, heading in her direction.

He wore a baggy green shirt, faded blue jeans with a frayed hole in the knee, and a dusty pair of Birkenstocks that looked as though he’d had them since the ‘60s. She suspected he was homeless, too. Or maybe he was just a leftover, drugged-out hippie.

He smiled, and his eyes—the prettiest shade of blue she’d ever seen—zeroed in on her. She tried to give him the same back-off message she’d given the last guy who’d crossed her path, but for some reason, she wasn’t able to.

“How’s it going?” he asked.

Before she could turn up her nose or respond in a way that would tell him to go on his way, footsteps sounded at a pretty good clip. She glanced up to see another dude rounding the corner at a dead run, a black vinyl handbag tucked under his arm.

Renee tried to get out of his way, but instead of watching where he was running, he was looking over his shoulder.

Bam! He slammed into her like an out-of-bounds running back bowling over a cheerleader on the sidelines.

With her hands still tucked in her sleeves, she couldn’t break her fall and landed hard on the sidewalk. The purse snatcher stumbled, but caught himself and kept running.

“Are you okay?” The hippie-guy reached out a hand to help her up, and she pushed a fist through the sleeve opening and took it, surprised at the warmth of his touch.

She nodded. “Yeah, I’m fine.”

“How about the baby?” he asked.

The baby? How did he know she was pregnant?

Renee wasn’t showing all that much yet, especially in the bulky sweat shirt. So she cocked her head to the side and furrowed her brow.

“The baby,” he repeated. “A tiny little girl, with curly black hair and green eyes.”

He was a hippie all right. And strung out on some kind of whacky weed or sugar cubes or something.

Renee managed the hint of a smile. “Yeah, she’s fine, too.”

“Good.” He nodded toward the bus depot. “You leaving town?”

Something told her to keep that info to herself, yet for some dumb reason she nodded.

“My name’s Jesse,” he said, as if wanting to be friends.

But she didn’t respond. He didn’t need to know who she was.

“Where are you headed?” he asked.

It wasn’t any of his business, so she should have shined him. But for some reason, she shrugged instead and said, “San Francisco maybe. I’m not sure yet.”

Actually, it might be nice to ride a bus all night long. That way, she’d end up in a new city and still have a whole lot of daylight left.

“Fairbrook is a better choice,” he said. “You know where that is?”

She nodded. It was another San Diego suburb, not far from here.

“The Community Church runs a soup kitchen,” he added, “so I’ll probably end up there.”

She didn’t need to hear his sob story. Not when she had one of her own.

Jesse offered her another smile that crinkled the skin around those pretty blue eyes. “You’ll find everything you need in Fairbrook.” Then, instead of heading toward the buses, he walked in the opposite direction.

Weird, she thought, as she continued on her trek out of town. Jesse, the hippie guy, was probably crazy, but he’d offered her the first bit of kindness and respect she’d received in a long time. Especially from a stranger.

If he was right, and Fairbrook had a place where she could eat some free meals, she’d be able to conserve the money she had. And that was a top priority right now. She’d had her fill of foster homes and shirttail relatives like Mary Ellen. And it was time to make it on her own.

Fairbrook was as good a place as any.

The engine of the ten-year-old Ford Taurus sputtered again, and Craig Houston bit his tongue, holding back a profanity that wasn’t considered appropriate for a pastor to say. But the blasted car had been skipping and chugging ever since he’d left his granddad’s home near Phoenix. And as he neared the California line, he was growing more frustrated by the minute.

If his life had been part of some master scheme, he suspected his day would have gone a whole lot smoother than it had. So it seemed only natural to question the validity of his “call” to the ministry—or at least his assignment as an associate pastor to what he’d been told was “a fairly small congregation in a lovely beachside community in southern California.”

The car skipped again, and Craig let his temper slip just long enough to slam his hand on the dashboard. At this rate, he was never going to reach the Fairbrook city limits.

As he’d done several times since leaving Scottsdale, he pulled into the closest service station and asked if they had a mechanic on duty.

“Hey, Pete!” one guy yelled to a burly man in his late forties who wore a pair of grungy coveralls.

Twenty minutes later, Craig got the same answer from Pete that he’d been getting all day. “I can’t find anything wrong under the hood.”

“Honest,” Craig said, “it’s running hard and skipping like crazy.”

Pete agreed to take the car out for a test drive, only to come back ten minutes later and say the same thing three other so-called experts had said earlier.

“It ran like a charm for me.” Pete handed the keys back to Craig.

That figured. Instead of some master game plan, this was beginning to feel like one divinely inspired practical joke.

“Do you have a pay phone?” Craig asked, wishing he knew where he’d left his cell. He’d had it when he’d started out this morning, but somewhere along the way, he’d misplaced it.

Pete pointed to the back wall of the shop with a beefy, grease-stained hand.

“Thank you.”

While striding toward the telephone, Craig reached into the front pocket of his dress slacks and pulled out all the change he had, as well as the stick-it note with the name and the number of the couple awaiting his arrival.

When the line connected, a female voice sounded. “Hello?”

“Mrs. Delacourt?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“This is Craig Houston. I’m really sorry about calling like this. I know you’ve prepared dinner for me, but I’ve been having car trouble and have no idea when I’ll arrive.”

“Where are you? Can I send someone to pick you up?”

“I’m still in Arizona, so there’s no point coming to get me. I just called to let you know I’d be late and to tell you that I’ll pick up something to eat along the way.”

“I’m sorry you’ve had so much trouble.”

So was Craig.

“Is there something my husband or I can do to help?”

“I’m afraid not.” He’d just had the fourth mechanic in a row insist there wasn’t anything wrong with the engine, but that definitely wasn’t the case. Unless, of course, Craig was losing it and imagining some reason to go home and revamp his future.

“You take care,” Mrs. Delacourt said. “And don’t worry about the time you arrive. My husband and I stay up late.”

“Thanks.” Craig hung up the phone, then sighed.

What a lousy way for the new associate minister to introduce himself to the couple who’d offered to take him in until his place was ready.

He could, he supposed, resort to prayer, asking for smooth sailing the rest of the way, but he and God weren’t exactly on speaking terms lately.

Of course, from all he’d been taught in seminary, he suspected that was his own fault.

But under the circumstances, taking all the blame didn’t seem entirely fair.

As the sun dropped low in the western sky, and the transit bus drove off, blasting Renee and two other disembarking passengers with a diesel-fueled roar, she surveyed her new surroundings.

A self-serve gas station that offered a mini-mart and a car wash sat on the corner of a street lined with trees covered in purple blossoms, which made the city seem prettier than the one she’d just left. At least you knew it was spring here. Maybe Fairbrook had been a good choice.

She didn’t take anyone’s advice very often. Not because she was stubborn or anything. It’s just that most people she came across—young or old—hadn’t done a whole lot with their own lives and didn’t seem to know what they were talking about.

And those who did?

Well, they just didn’t understand the reality Renee lived with.

She’d talked to the high school guidance counselor about it once and tried to explain.

Well, sort of.

Mrs. Brinkley had seemed to think that all Renee had to do was keep out of trouble, buckle down, and study. Then, somehow, like magic, a scholarship and financial aid would make everything okay.

Some of what she’d said was true, but buckling down wasn’t so easy to do when there were people in and out of the apartment at all times of the day and night. Or when the lights went out while Renee was reading A Tale of Two Cities for English class because Mary Ellen hadn’t paid the electric bill. Or when the goofy guy who shared a wall with Renee kept his radio turned up high all night, listening to whacky AM talk shows where callers reported alien abductions and discussed a government conspiracy to keep them quiet.

Or when her stomach growled so bad it was hard to focus on 2+2=4, let alone 3x-5y=z, and the only thing in the fridge was a six-pack of beer, a jar of salsa, and a hunk of dried-out cheese.

So while it seemed a bit wild to follow the advice of a homeless hippie-guy, the need to conserve her cash and the promise of a soup kitchen had been key to Renee’s decision to go to Fairbrook.

Now all she had to do was find a place to stay for the night.

A gray-haired lady dressed in teal-blue slacks and a cream-colored sweater began a slow shuffle along the sidewalk. A worn black tote bag hung from the crook in her arm.

“Excuse me,” Renee said, easily catching up with her. “Can you tell me where I can find the community church?”

The woman cocked her silvery head to the side and squinted, as though she was new in town, too. Then she lifted her free arm and pointed a gnarled finger in the same direction she was heading. “This is Main Street. Follow it down about eight or ten blocks. You’ll come to Applewood. Turn left. That’ll lead you to Mulberry Park. The church is on the same side as the playground, although the entrance is actually on First Avenue.”

Renee wasn’t all that good with directions, but she figured a park and a church would be tough to miss. “Thanks.”

She continued to tag along until the older woman turned down one of the side streets, and Renee trudged straight ahead. The sore on the side of her foot burned and stung something awful, and she found herself limping.

She counted blocks as she went, and while it seemed as though it took forever to reach Applewood, it had probably only been a few torturous minutes. Fortunately, the little old lady knew what she was talking about. The park lay straight ahead.

Renee glanced beyond the playground and easily spotted the church, one of those white, old-fashioned types that had stained glass windows, a bright red double door in front, and a bell tower with a steeple on top. Trouble was, the parking lot was practically deserted, and Renee felt like kicking herself for being so dumb and listening to a bushy-faced hippie.

An old guy wearing a pair of denim overalls and a blue plaid shirt was sweeping the grounds with a push broom. When she asked about the soup kitchen, he told her it was already closed for the day.

“Come back between eleven and two tomorrow,” he added, while he continued to sweep.

She wasn’t all that hungry yet, but she would need to eat something by tonight. She still got a little pukey sometimes, and it helped to have food in her stomach.

But after buying the cheeseburger and the bus ticket, her three hundred dollars was dwindling fast.

She ran a hand through her hair, her finger snagging on a snarl. She wished she’d taken time to comb it better this morning and to pull it back or something. But she wouldn’t stress about that now. Not when she needed to find a place to sleep. A place that wouldn’t cost very much.

As the old man continued to stroke the sidewalk with his broom, she called out to him again. “Excuse me. Sir?”

The swish-swish of his movements paused, and he turned around to face her. “Yes?”

“I’m looking for a motel, and I was wondering if you could tell me where I can find one.”

“The Happy Hearth is on Fourth Avenue, just past the post office. And the Welcome Inn is on Bedford Parkway.”

“Thanks.” She bent over, something that wasn’t quite as easy to do as it used to be, and ran her finger along the frayed edge of the sandal strap, where the skin on the inside of her ankle had started to bleed. If she thought the old man might have a first aid kit on him, she’d have asked him for a Band-Aid. But she doubted he did. So instead, she asked, “Which of the motels is closest?”

He stroked his chin with the hand not holding the broom handle. “The one on Bedford, I suppose.”

She bit down on her bottom lip.

“You new in town?” he asked.

For a moment, she was afraid to admit it. But if he got too inquisitive or mentioned her age, she always had the fake ID to back up her story, and it was a pretty good one. So she nodded. “Yeah. Just arrived today. I’m looking for a job, too.”

He studied her for a moment, as if really looking at her—inside and out—which was something most people never did.

So she stood tall, tried to conjure an aura of self-confidence and maturity, and smiled. “I’m a hard worker. And I can do just about anything. So if you know of anyone who’s hiring …?”

“Not off the top of my head.” He rubbed a hand over his thinning hair as if trying to joggle his memory. “But if you’re in a hurry, you can cut through the park. The jogging path that runs past the ball field is a shortcut to Bedford. Just head east. When you reach the street, hang a right.”

“Thanks.” She took a step, then froze. “I don’t suppose you know what the rates are?”

“I had to put my brother-in-law up there a couple of years ago, and it cost sixty bucks a night. But I suspect it must be more now.”

Renee nodded, forcing her expression to remain positive and upbeat while her spirits were sputtering by the minute. Her money wasn’t going to last a week. But what else could she do?

More scared and desperate than she dared admit, she limped across the street and made her way to the park. Before crossing the newly mowed lawn, she removed her sandals and carried them.

The soft, cool blades of grass massaged her aching feet, as she continued on her way. She scanned the tree-dotted grounds, the empty playground, the baseball field, where a preteen boy pitched to a man squatting behind home plate.

It was a nice park, she decided.

If she knew where she’d be sleeping, she might have hung out for a while. But night was closing in on her, and an imaginary time bomb was tick-tocking in her head.

Could her life get any worse than this?

Yeah, it could.

If she ran out of money before she got a job, she’d really be in a fix, especially with a baby to think about.

Up ahead, a great big tree grew in the center of the park. Underneath the shade of its branches, a concrete bench rested, offering a seat to a weary traveler.

It seemed like she’d been walking since early this morning. Her legs ached, and she needed a rest.

What would it hurt if she sat down to rest for just a minute or two?

Instead of hurrying to find the motel, she padded to the bench, removed her backpack, and plopped down.

She’d known that her decision to have the baby meant that she was on her own, but she hadn’t realized how scary that might be, especially since it would be dark soon.

If she was a religious person, she might pray at a time like this. But she didn’t know what to say.

She’d gone to Sunday school with one of the foster families she’d lived with, but she couldn’t remember too much about it. Just that they sang songs, listened to stories, ate oatmeal cookies, and drank a lemonade-based punch that was yummy.

Still, she was running out of options at this point, so she clasped her hands, letting them rest in her lap, and bowed her head.

She didn’t close her eyes, though. She just stared at her toes and the red, angry wound on her foot, felt the tears sting her eyes and clog her throat.

“If you’re there, God—” She looked up through the dancing leaves in the tree, spotting a dappled glimpse of the sky. Oh, God, please be there. She glanced back at her feet and sighed, hoping her words didn’t fall on deaf ears. “I don’t know where to go or who to trust. And now I’ve got a baby to look out for.”

No answer.

A story she’d heard at Sunday school came to mind, and she wished that she could remember all the details now. But it was about a bunch of people who’d been in the wilderness for forty or fifty years. And God had sent a cloud to show them the way to go. He’d given them some kind of heavenly food to eat, too.

What she wouldn’t do for her own personal cloud and a decent meal right now.

So she took it a step further. “Can you please help me? I need to find a cheap place to live and a job.”

She waited for a while, as if some big booming voice would shout out from the heavens and tell her exactly where to go and what to do.

Still no answer. But then again, she supposed she really hadn’t expected one. Over the years, Santa Claus, the Easter Bunny, and the Tooth Fairy hadn’t meant the same to her as they had to other kids, and she’d learned to deal with it.

Of course, God was supposed to be real—at least, to a lot of people.

So, in spite of a niggling doubt, she cleared her throat and gave it a parting shot. “If you won’t do it for me, then would you do it for the baby?”

A light breeze kicked up, and tree leaves rustled overhead. It wasn’t the James Earl Jones impersonation that she’d been expecting, but it sure beat the silence that had mocked her before.

Aw, come on, Renee, she chided herself. Shake it off. You’re wasting what little daylight you have left.

So she stood and slipped her arms through the straps of the backpack, adjusting her load for comfort, then made her way to the gray block building that she hoped was the public restrooms.

When she spotted a door that said WOMEN, she muttered, “Oh, thank God,” but not to anyone in particular. Then she grabbed the handle, pulled it open, and stepped inside.

There were two stalls to choose from and a table for changing babies. But her gaze immediately dropped to something pink on the floor—a hooded jacket that had been discarded. She picked it up, felt the white fur-like lining that was almost new.

She checked the tag, looking for a girl’s name in it. Some mothers did that. Put a label or marked in their kids’ coats and stuff.

While growing up, Renee sometimes had articles of clothing that still bore the name of the kid who’d gotten them firsthand.

Gretchen, whoever she was, had once owned a hand-knit sweater with a tag that said it had been lovingly made by her grandmother. Renee didn’t know if Gretchen’s mom had given it to the Salvation Army because it had been outgrown or if it was because of the ink stain on the sleeve. Either way, it was cool to think someone’s grandma had made something that ended up in Renee’s drawer.

But the jacket she’d just found didn’t have anyone’s name on it.

It was a little too small, and while she probably could still use it herself, she carefully folded it and placed it on top of the paper towel dispenser. Then she chose a stall and did what she came to do.

After flushing, she went to the sink, where she washed her hands then dried them on a paper towel. While standing near the trash can, she noticed a bluish-green plastic Wal-Mart bag leaning up against the wall. Out of curiosity, she reached for it and peered inside, spotting a couple of empty Tupperware containers, a plastic fork, a child-size box of apple juice with the little straw still attached, an orange, and a package of unopened graham crackers.

She placed the sack on the sink and rustled through it a bit more, then gasped at what she found.

Wow. Too weird.

She pulled out one of three Band-Aids, the designer kind with cartoon characters on them.

If she didn’t know better …

But she did know better. Someone had left the remnants of a picnic lunch in the bathroom. And either that same person or another girl had left behind a jacket when packing up to go home. No need to think of it as a miracle or anything. It had just been a losers-weepers kind of day.

But it still seemed like someone had placed these things here—just for her.

“Thank you,” Renee muttered to the cold gray walls or to Whoever might be listening.

Again, silence followed, which was just as well. She’d probably freak if some booming voice said, “You’re welcome.”

She grabbed a couple of towels from the dispenser, then used them to wash the wound on the inside of her foot and to dab it dry. When she was satisfied that it was clean, she applied a Nemo Band-Aid.

On the way out, she paused at the door. Normally, she didn’t take things that didn’t belong to her. But it was beginning to look like the jacket might be part of a heavenly gift package, so she went back for it, thinking it could come in handy if it got any colder before she reached the motel.

She took time for a quick drink from the water fountain and refilled her sports bottle. Then she slipped on her sandals and started her trek once again, crossing the park and following the jogging trail on her way to Bedford and the motel, just like the old man at the church had told her. But she hadn’t taken more then five or six steps when a flash of light caught her eye.

Squinting and using her hand as a shield, she tried to determine where it was coming from.

Somewhere in the canyon that lay beyond the park, she guessed.

The reflected light continued to shine and flicker as if someone was sending a message in Morse code. She tried to ignore it, but couldn’t. Maybe God didn’t always use clouds to show people the way.

Okay, this was probably just a fluke and way too weird to contemplate, yet in spite of her better judgment, she cut through the brush, drawn to the light like a moth.

About twenty yards in, she found a path that seemed to lead right to the source, a big tree with a wooden structure built in its branches. A bicycle rim hung over the small doorway—some kind of ornament or decoration, she guessed. Apparently, the chrome had picked up a sunray and shot it at her.

Her curiosity now appeased, she turned to go, then froze in her tracks. She’d asked for a cheap place to spend the night, and an abandoned tree house wouldn’t cost her a dime.

She glanced up at the sky. “I don’t suppose you meant for me to stay here tonight.”

No answer.

Slowly turning around, she made her way to the tree, surveying the sturdy structure and pondering the possibilities. Seven or eight wooden steps had been nailed to the trunk to allow entrance to the little house.

Just think of the money she’d save.

And six feet above the ground, she’d be safe from snakes.

She placed a foot on the bottom rung and began to climb until she reached the opening. Inside, two fringed throw rugs—one blue, the other green—covered the floor. Both were frayed and had seen better days. They were dirty, too. But she could shake them out.

There were a couple of comic books in the corner, as well as a ball of string and an old red coffee can.

On a wooden ledge about eighteen inches from the ceiling, three red candles, each used to various degrees, sat upright, held in place by globs of melted wax.

Well, the place definitely had possibilities.

And it wasn’t far from the park, so she had access to a bathroom and running water …

Renee pulled herself through the opening, then removed her backpack and, with the bag of stuff she found, began to settle in for the night.

What was it Jesse, the hippie guy, had said?

You’ll find everything you’ll need in Fairbrook.

Maybe he’d been right.

But two hours later, as darkness huddled over the canyon and a pack of coyotes yipped and howled just steps away from the tree, Renee wasn’t so sure.


Chapter 2

Just as Craig neared Fairbrook’s city limits, the Ford Taurus rumbled one more time, then groaned and shuddered to a complete stop.

Giving in to temptation, he finally let loose and swore under his breath, a reaction he’d been holding back for the past two hundred miles.

Ain’t nothing wrong under the hood, nearly a legion of mechanics had told him time and again.

Which meant what? That the problem was behind the wheel?

Craig glanced at the clock on the dash. 10:36.

Unable to help himself, he looked heavenward, rolled his eyes, and slowly shook his head.

Deciding he’d better push the car to the shoulder of the road and walk the rest of the way to town, he threw the transmission into neutral and climbed out of the driver’s seat.

With the door still open, he placed one hand on the steering wheel and began to push with the other.

“Need some help?”

Craig nearly jumped out of his skin at the sound of an unexpected male voice. He turned to see who was there. Darkness separated them, yet footsteps crunched on the gravel at the side of the road at his approach.

Moments later, the man stepped into the light of the head lamps. His hair was long and shaggy, and he wore a bushy, silver-streaked beard.

If Craig were a gambler, he’d wager that the guy was homeless based upon his appearance and his clothing—a baggy dark shirt and jacket, frayed jeans with a gaping hole in the knee, and a pair of bulky leather sandals.

Continuing to maneuver the rattletrap hunk of metal and tires out of the road, Craig thanked the stranger for the offer. “It’s all right. I’ve just about got it now.”

The guy nodded toward the city lights. “I’m heading to Fairbrook, too. Would you mind giving me a lift?”

Was he blind? Strung out on something? This car wasn’t going anywhere unless it was attached to a tow truck.

The pent-up frustration that had been building over the past few hours called for a retort, yet everything Craig had been taught at the seminary tamped down a snide comment. “I wish I could drive you into town, but I’m afraid we’ll have to walk.”

“Mind if I take a look?” The man nodded toward the hood of the car.

Who was this guy? A down-on-his-luck mechanic?

“Sure. Go ahead.” Craig crossed his arms over his chest, shifted his weight to one hip, and watched the man release the latch, then lift the hood and peer inside.

He didn’t do much, just wiggled a wire or two. Then he lowered the hood with a bang and brushed his hands together. “Why don’t you give it another try now?”

Craig blew out a sigh. With all the trouble he’d been having with this vehicle, he was ready to throw up his hands. Or to stomp his feet and shake his fist. The hold on his temper was stretched to the limit.

Since none of the service station mechanics who’d taken a look could find anything wrong, it seemed futile to think that this shabby stranger would have any more luck with a lot less effort.

But whatever.

Craig slid behind the wheel, turned the ignition, and pumped the gas pedal. The engine started right up.

The stranger came to the passenger side, opened the door, and peered across the seat at Craig. “How about that ride now?”

Speechless, Craig nodded and waited for him to get in. Then he put the transmission in gear and pulled back onto the pavement, the engine purring as though the car had just rolled out of a dealer showroom.

“My name’s Jesse,” he said.

Craig introduced himself and added, “I’m the new associate minister at Parkside Community Church.”

“You don’t say. That’s a noble profession.”

Craig, who didn’t feel very noble right now, supposed that in some cases it was. “My granddad was a missionary for about thirty years. Now he pastors a large congregation in Phoenix, so it seemed like a natural decision.” And one that had certainly pleased his family.

Jesse nodded, as though taking it all in. Then he pointed to the radio on the dash. “Do you mind if I turn that on for a minute or so? I’d like to get the baseball scores.”

“Go ahead.”

Jesse pushed in the button, turning on the power, then tuned into an AM station and sat back in his seat. “Do you follow any of the teams?”

“No, I’m afraid not. I don’t have time for sports anymore.”

“That’s too bad.”

Yeah, it was. Craig did his best not to stew about it, though. At one time, baseball had been his whole life, and giving it up had nearly killed him.

He glanced across the seat at his passenger, a guy who didn’t appear to do much work—or play—then continued to watch the road ahead.

As the radio announcer rattled off the scores of tonight’s games, including a win for the Padres after a grand slam in the bottom of the ninth, Craig stole another look at Jesse, who was smiling, a glimmer in his eye. If Craig didn’t know better, he’d think Jesse had hit the winning homer himself.

“Did you have money on the game?” Craig asked.

“Nope. I’m not a gambler.” Jesse crossed his arms. “But just before the game, Dave Ellings stopped by Children’s Hospital and promised a kid named Joey that he was going to hit one out of the park for him.”

“Oh yeah?”

“The kid’s going to have surgery tomorrow morning. The odds are against him waking up, but he’ll pull through.”

Craig didn’t pay the homeless man any mind until the radio announcer said, “Before we cut to the next commercial, I’d like to share a bit of news that was just leaked to our producer. Dave Ellings’s homer went way beyond the left field fence tonight. It seems that just this afternoon, Ellings learned that Joey Grabowski, a ten-year-old baseball fan who’s in Children’s Hospital with a brain tumor, is facing surgery tomorrow morning—a surgery that’s both delicate and dangerous. And while the other team members gathered at Petco Park, Ellings risked a fine by making a surprise visit to Joey and promising to hit one out of the park—just for him. What a heartwarming bit of news. My hat’s off to you, Dave.”

Craig looked across the console at Jesse. “How’d you know about that?”

The man shrugged. “I guess you could say that I’ve got a … gift.”

Craig believed people sometimes had gifts, but he wasn’t so sure about this particular guy. If Jesse had been blessed with something special, it hadn’t appeared to have taken him very far.

“There’s an all-night diner on Bedford Parkway,” Jesse said. “Would you mind dropping me off there?”

As much as Craig wanted to drive right to the Delacourts’ house, he figured he owed Jesse the ride he’d requested. He’d probably still be walking if the man hadn’t tinkered with the engine. “I’ll need directions.”

“No problem. Just turn left on Applewood. It’s a couple of blocks beyond Mulberry Park.”

Craig followed his instructions. As they drove past Parkside Community Church, he gave the old-style clapboard structure a once-over, since that’s where he’d be working. It was also where he’d be meeting the senior pastor and the board of elders tomorrow morning.

But it was the park across the street that drew his attention, especially the empty ball field, with the lights still illuminating it. The green and black scoreboard indicated that the home team had won five to two.

A couple of young men in matching red T-shirts walked away from the dugout toward a white pickup. One carried a black canvas duffle bag—filled with baseball gear, no doubt.

Seconds later, the lights faded to black, and Craig returned his attention to the road.

“There it is.” Jesse pointed to a small restaurant on the right side of the street.

Craig stopped in front, double-parking, and glanced at the restaurant window that was trimmed with white café-style curtains. Bold cursive paint on the glass read:Debbie’s Diner.

“Thanks a lot,” Jesse said, as he climbed out of the car and shut the door.

Craig was just about to pull away when he saw Jesse reach into his pocket and begin counting coins. It was clear to see that the man was down on his luck and probably had been for awhile.

Using the control panel on the side of the door, Craig lowered the passenger window. “Hey, wait a minute.” Then he reached for his wallet and pulled out one of the few twenties he had to last him until he received his first paycheck, and handed it to Jesse. “Let me buy you dinner tonight.”

“Thank you. I appreciate that.” Jesse took the cash. “Before you go, do you mind if I give you a piece of advice?”

“What’s that?”

“Things aren’t always what they seem around here, Pastor. You’ll need to look beyond the obvious and dig deep within yourself if you want to make a difference in this town.”

At one time, when a pro ball career was no longer possible and Craig had resigned himself to the ministry, he had hoped to make a difference in the world, but here he was—stuck in Fairbrook.

Still, for a moment, he clung to what the homeless man had said. Then he let the words fade into the night air.

A guy like Jesse couldn’t possibly have made all the right choices himself. If he had, he wouldn’t be lacking a car, a job, and enough money to buy his next meal.

“Take a left at the intersection,” Jesse added. “And if you follow that road down a mile, you’ll be back on track.”

Craig did as the man instructed and, just before eleven o’clock and nearly six hours late, he arrived at Tuscany Hills, the gated community in which the Delacourts lived.

After providing an ID to the guard, Craig was allowed inside and followed the winding road to 2316, a newer two-story house with a well-manicured yard. He parked at the curb, then grabbed his canvas carry-on and a vinyl garment bag from the backseat and headed to the front door, where he rang the bell.

He waited until a man in his late forties to early fifties answered.

“Mr. Delacourt?” he asked.

“Yes, but call me Daniel.” His host reached out his hand in greeting. “Please come in, Pastor Houston.”

“I apologize for being so late.”

“Those things happen.” Daniel led him through a travertine-tiled foyer. “How’s the car working?”

“Actually, it seems to be running better now. I’m not sure what was wrong with it, but I’ll get it serviced first thing in the morning.” As he followed the man inside, he glanced at the interior of the house, which had been tastefully decorated in shades of beige, brown, and blue. He was too tired to note much more than shutters on the windows.

An attractive blonde, tall and slender, greeted him at the entrance to the living room, her hair neatly styled, her makeup still fresh. “Pastor Houston, I’m Cassandra. Welcome to our home. Can I get you a cup of coffee? Perhaps a piece of cake?”

“Thank you, but I’m going to have to pass.” Craig just wanted to get settled in his room and let the couple turn in for the night.

“We’d planned to put you in our guest house,” she said, “where you’d have more privacy. But I’m afraid it’s being remodeled and isn’t quite ready yet. So I made up the Murphy bed in the office. It has a private bath, so you should be comfortable there.”

“No problem.” Craig wasn’t fussy, but in a house like this one, with everything in its place, he suspected the office would be just fine.

“You’ll be surrounded by Daniel’s collection of baseball memorabilia,” Cassandra added.

Great. Just what he needed—a reminder of what his life might have been like.

Nevertheless, Craig managed a smile and a nod.

“I’ll show you the way,” Daniel said.

As Craig began to follow his host through the living room, he noticed a large portrait of a teenage girl hung over the fireplace. She was dressed in pearls and a white dress, her hair swept up in some kind of a twist. She resembled Cassandra, only more petite, more delicate. And a few decades younger.

His steps must have slowed to a snail’s pace because he found the young woman in the picture … remarkable. And not just because she was attractive.

Daniel, who’d noticed him lagging behind, turned and smiled. “That’s Shana, our daughter.”

“Pretty girl,” Craig said.

“Yes, she is.” Cassandra looked at the portrait as though it were a work of art. “She’s a real sweetheart. We’ve really been blessed.”

“Twice blessed,” Daniel added. “We nearly lost her to leukemia when she was twelve. But thank God she pulled through.”

“Shana is finishing up her last semester of college in Australia,” Cassandra added. “In May she’ll graduate with a master’s degree in biology.”

As Daniel led the way to the den, Craig stole one last glance at the girl.

The artist had captured something in her eyes—a memory? A dream? A Mona Lisa secret of some kind?

Craig wasn’t an expert, but he suspected a painting like that could make an artist famous.

Of course, fame wasn’t something he cared to think about, especially at bedtime. It made falling asleep next to impossible.

Kristy Smith had no idea how many times the telephone had rung before the sound ripped through the night and drew her into a conscious state. Once? Twice?

She fumbled for the receiver that rested on the nightstand by her bed, hoping she could answer before the sound woke her six-year-old son or her disabled grandmother.

“Hello?”

“Hey, it’s me. Shana.”

Kristy rose up on an elbow and squinted at the lighted dial on the alarm clock that sat on the bureau. 3:15. Then she cleared her throat, hoping to dislodge the sleep from her voice. “What’s up?”

“Did I wake you?”

She blinked a couple of times, then scanned her darkened bedroom. Shana obviously hadn’t considered the time difference when she’d called. It must be important. “Yeah, I was asleep, but that’s okay. Is something wrong?”

“No, something’s right. I’ve got good news. I’m getting married.”

As pretty as Shana was, she didn’t date very much. So her announcement came as a surprise.

Kristy threw back the covers and sat up. “Wow. What did you do? Let an Australian hunk sweep you off your feet?”

“Actually, he’s a Southern California guy. Guess who it is.”

Kristy didn’t have a clue. And at three in the morning, she wasn’t up for games.

Fortunately, her best friend took pity on her sleep-deprived state and answered, “Brad Rensfield.”

Bits and pieces of the past flickered like a short circuit in Kristy’s sleep-deprived mind—the Rensfield estate, tiki lights, alcohol-laced punch. An unchaperoned party. A fair-haired Romeo who’d completely swept her off her staggering feet.

He’d told her his name was Matthew, but that was about all she knew of him. Even Brad, who’d introduced them, had somehow forgotten any identifying details afterward.

She squeezed her eyes shut, trying her best to blink back her shame while wrapping her mind around the unexpected news.

“I don’t get it,” she said. “I thought Brad was attending law school here in California.”

“He was. He is.”

“Then how did you two …?”

“We’ve kept in touch through e-mail, but about two weeks ago, I noticed a change in … Well, in his tone. And as soon as I’d answer one, I’d get another.”

So their relationship blossomed over the Internet?

“Then this weekend, Brad took a break in his studies and flew out to visit.” Shana laughed, the familiar lilt in her voice just as sweet as ever. “We spent a wonderful evening together, and you’ll never guess what happened.”

Kristy could certainly connect the dots, but she wasn’t sure she wanted to.

“We stayed up all night talking,” Shana said. “And then we watched the sunrise together. And that’s when he proposed. It was so sweet, so romantic, that I couldn’t help but accept. We’ve set the date for August twenty-fourth.”

Kristy found it difficult to focus, let alone speak. But what was there to say? I think you should slow down?

She couldn’t do that. Shana and Brad were totally suited for each other. They were both golden children destined for a fairy-tale life. Yet a wave of uneasiness turned her thoughts on edge.

Maybe it was because Brad hadn’t been very helpful seven years ago when she’d told him she needed to find the mysterious Matthew, that she needed to talk to him. “I hardly know the guy,” he’d said. “He was a friend of a friend.”

She’d asked all the other guys who’d been at the party, trying to find out who’d brought him. But none of them gave Matthew up. She’d even asked the few girls who’d been there, but since she and Matthew had immediately hit it off and left the group, the girls hardly remembered even seeing him. So she’d gone back to Brad and swallowed her pride.

“I’m pregnant,” she’d admitted. “It happened that night at the party.”

“That’s too bad. Having a kid will really mess up your life.”

At sixteen? And with a disabled grandmother to take care of? He’d had that right.

Since he hadn’t been able to provide her with any contact information, he’d offered to spring for an abortion.

At the time, she’d seriously considered the offer. She’d been pedaling as fast as she could to keep up with her school-work and to take care of Gram. But something about his gesture had rubbed her the wrong way. Maybe because it was too much like him hiring a cleanup crew to come onto the Rensfield estate after the last drunk teenager had gone home so he could hide the evidence of the party before his parents arrived.

But this wasn’t about Kristy.

It was about Shana.

“Brad loves me,” Shana added. “Can you believe it?”

Yes. Brad was bright, relatively good-looking, although not what you’d call handsome. And he was the heir to the Rensfield department-store chains. All in all, he was every woman’s dream, every parent’s sigh of relief.

Yet Kristy couldn’t shake her skepticism. Something just didn’t feel right, but at three in the morning, she couldn’t quite put her finger on what it might be.

It certainly wasn’t jealousy. She neither liked nor disliked Brad. Nor had she ever dated him, even though he’d come on to her a few times.

Kristy had been searching for a prince among teens back then, and Brad, who’d been making notches on his bedposts, clearly hadn’t been what she’d been looking for.

But there was more to it than that.

His attitude toward problem solving, she supposed.

But that didn’t seem like a good enough reason to dash Shana’s hopes and dreams.

Maybe the engagement was a good thing. Maybe Brad had grown up and realized that, besides being born rich and raised with the proverbial silver spoon in his mouth, Shana was the best thing that had ever happened to him.

“That’s great news,” Kristy finally managed to say.

“Off and on since eighth grade, I’ve had a crush on him—you know that. And it seems he’d had one on me, too.”

Maybe so, but Kristy had never noticed Brad giving Shana the time of day while they were in high school. He’d actively pursued the girls more likely to put out.

And that was another thing. Talking all night long didn’t seem to be part of Brad’s MO. What had triggered his romantic and noble turnaround?

“This still seems like a big surprise to me,” Kristy said.

Shana’s breath caught, as if she was going to say something else, then she slowly let it go. “Well, let’s just say Brad and I have a history.”

In all their late-night, lay-your-heart-on-the-line chats, Brad’s name had never really come up. Sure, there was the junior high crush, but they’d never really discussed him after that.

Apparently, the two best friends hadn’t been entirely open with each other.

Still, Kristy wouldn’t rain on Shana’s parade. “Congratulations. I hope you’ll both be very happy.”

“Thanks. But my biggest reason for calling you was to ask if you’d be my maid of honor.”

She had to be kidding. How was that for luck? Just when the whispers had finally died down.

Kristy’s first inclination was to say, “No way,” but friends like Shana Delacourt came along only once in a lifetime. And a true friend would be more supportive.

Yet they also looked out for each other.

Kristy’s fingers tightened around the receiver as though she could mentally send her reservations about taking such an active—and prominent—role in the ceremony over the telephone line. “Are you sure you want me to be that involved?”

“Of course, I’m sure. I love you. You’re my best friend. So how about it? Will you be my maid of honor?”

The Delacourt/Rensfield nuptials were bound to be Fair-brook’s equivalent of a royal wedding and surely the social event of the season. If Kristy agreed to stand up with her …

But how could she not?

“So what do you say?” Shana asked. “I can’t imagine having anyone else.”

Kristy opened her mouth, yet it took a beat for the words to finally come out. “Okay, but promise me something. If you ever, for any reason, have a change of heart and want someone else to slip into my place, you’ll let me know.”

“Why would I want to do that?”

“Because …” Gosh, Shana could be so naïve. Kristy let out a wobbly sigh and tried to figure out how to explain to someone who probably wouldn’t get it. Someone who hadn’t had to face public humiliation and whispers that weren’t always the quiet, behind-her-back kind.

“Get over that party, Kristy. It’s been almost seven years, for goodness sake. You met a guy and things went too far. Mistakes happen. No one’s going to hold that over you.”

She made it sound so simple.

“Okay, I’ll be your maid of honor, but just be honest with me. If things get … awkward, I’ll hand over my bouquet to someone else—no questions asked.”

“I promise. If that happens, I’ll speak up. But I need you to do something else for me.”

“What’s that?”

“Since I’m stuck over here until mid-May, you’ll need to do some of the footwork. We’d like a small, intimate wedding, and I don’t want my mom to get carried away.”

Uh-oh. Another potential crisis. There was no way Mrs. Delacourt would take a backseat on planning her only child’s big day. “I’m not sure I can help out there. Your mom is going to insist upon calling all the shots.”

“I know. And that’s what you’re going to help me prevent.”

Shana never had been able to stand up to her mother, and Cassandra Delacourt could be pretty intimidating when she put her mind to it. In fact, Kristy wasn’t looking forward to bumping heads with her, but she would—for Shana—if push came to shove.

So she relented. “All right, I’ll help. And I’ll keep you posted.”

“Good. Then I’ll let you get back to sleep. I’ll talk to you in a couple of days, okay? And thanks a million, Kristy. I really appreciate this.”

“No problem.” But as she hung up the telephone, a bevy of goose bumps shimmied over her, and she ran her hands along her arms to chase them away.

What had she gotten herself into?

Renee sat in the center of the old green throw rug she’d slept upon and yawned. She’d stayed awake for hours last night, until exhaustion chased away her fear of the dark.

Now she had a crick in her neck, and her back hurt.

As the rays of the morning sun peered through the cracks of the wooden walls, dust motes danced and glistened in the beams like fairy dust.

Weird, huh? And it was even weirder to think of a tree house as her home, but for a girl who’d never really had a bedroom to call her own, it was actually kind of cool. A memory she’d have to tell her baby about some day.

She wondered what time it was. Seven o’clock? Eight? Too bad she didn’t have a watch. She knew it was Wednesday, though.

Reaching into her backpack, she dug around until she found the last granola bar. She hoped it would be enough to take the edge off the hunger pangs she’d woken up with, but even if it wasn’t, she planned to be first in line when the church opened the soup kitchen at eleven. Then she would eat her fill, making it her big meal of the day.

After nibbling on the bar and making it last as long as she could, she grabbed a toothbrush, a nearly empty tube of paste, and a comb from her backpack. Then she shoved them into her pockets so she could use both hands while climbing to the ground.

She planned to freshen up in the park restroom, then hit the city streets, looking for a job. There were a couple of cutesy-looking shops and eateries on Applewood, across from the park. Maybe one of them was hiring.

As she began to climb out of the tree house, holding on to the doorway and carefully placing her feet on the wooden steps, a young voice sounded behind her. “Hey! What are you doing?”

She glanced over her shoulder, where two kids stood. The bigger one, a dark-haired boy about nine or ten, had his arms crossed. He nodded to a faded, hand-painted sign on the side of the tree house. “Can’t you read?”

Before finishing her descent, Renee glanced at the scrawled words she’d disregarded yesterday: No Grils Allowed.

Great. Now she was getting evicted. If she had a quarter for every time that had happened to her, she wouldn’t be living in a stupid tree.

Once on the ground, she turned to face them. “Is this your fort?”

“Yeah.” The smaller boy, a younger kid with light brown hair, used his finger to push his glasses along the bridge of his freckled nose before looking her up and down. “Who are you?”

“My name’s Renee.” She offered him a smile. No need to make any enemies. In her old neighborhood, some of the kids could be really mean. “I was just checking this place out. It’s pretty cool—for a tree house.”

“Yeah, it is,” the smaller boy said. “That’s what we thought when we found it.”

“So you didn’t build it?”

“Nope. But it’s ours. And it’s got our stuff in it.”

Well, it had her stuff in it, too.

“You know,” she said, “I’ve been wanting to find a fort like this for a long time. Would you guys mind if I used it for a few days?”

“Heck, yeah, we’d mind.” The older boy, his thick dark hair in need of a trim, chuffed. “What good is a secret fort if people know where it is and can use it whenever they want to?”

“Besides,” the smaller boy added, “you’re a girl.”

There was that. She supposed she could figure out something else to do, find somewhere else to spend the nights until she got a job, but there was still the money issue. “What if I paid you to let me use it for a few days?”

“You mean you want to rent it from us?” the younger boy asked. “With real money?”

She nodded. “I guess you could say that. I’ll give you five dollars if you let me … uh …” No need to tell them she was actually going to live in it. “… if you let me use it and keep my stuff in it for a while.”

The younger boy looked to the older boy for direction, his expression hopeful. “We could buy that kite we saw down at that store that sells beach stuff, Danny.”

“Not with five dollars. It’s not enough.”

What was this? A major real estate negotiation? Renee crossed her arms and shifted her weight to one foot. No way was she going to pay them more than that. Not when she might luck out and find a real place to stay in the next day or two.

They seemed to be at an impasse, so she came up with an idea that might please them all. “How about a dollar a day?” If she found a place soon, she’d spend even less than the five bucks she’d originally offered them.

“Hey, we could make thirty dollars if she used it for a month,” the younger boy said.

Renee grimaced at the thought. She didn’t even want to think about living in a tree house that long. “But here’s the thing,” she said, tossing out a stipulation. “You can’t tell anyone that I’m using it. If you do, the deal is off.”

The boys looked at each other. The older one—Danny—shrugged at his friend before nodding in agreement.

She kind of liked negotiating with them and wondered how far she could push. “You know, I’d throw in an extra fifty cents each day if the place was furnished.”

The younger boy seemed to be doing the math, while Danny narrowed his eyes. “What do you mean by furnished?”

“Well, for one thing, I could use a blanket and pillow in case I ever need to … you know, take a nap or rest.” Again she thought about what might happen if they told anyone about this. “But like I said, if you can’t keep a secret …” She let the threat hang between them.

“No one is better at keeping their mouths shut than us,” Danny said. “Me and Tommy took a blood oath when we found this place. And if one of us breaks it, we’ll die.”

Renee figured it was in her best interest to let them believe in the dire consequences of breaking a blood oath, so she held her tongue.

Finally, the younger boy seemed to shake off the threat of death and spoke up. “Hey, you know what? My mom has a whole bunch of junk in our attic that we don’t ever use. She’ll never know it’s even gone.”

“What else do you need beside a blanket and a pillow?” Danny asked.

Renee bit back what she really wanted, like a front door with a deadbolt lock and a bathroom with warm running water, instead figuring she’d better take what she could get. “I’d like whatever else you can find that would make this place comfortable.” Then she had an Oh-wow! moment.

She had no idea why she hadn’t thought of it first. “You know, a flashlight and some extra batteries would be great.”

“All right.” Danny held out a hand for her to shake. When she took it, and the deal was cinched, he turned his palm up. “Where’s the money? You’ll have to pay us first.”

Apparently, the two little wheeler-dealers didn’t trust her. But hey. She couldn’t really blame them. Like her, they’d probably been burned before.

“You’ll never find anyone more honest than me,” she told them. She just hoped she could say the same thing about them when she was ready to move on.

She reached into her pocket and withdrew a dollar bill and two quarters.

She hoped her money wouldn’t run out before she landed a job and found a real place to live.

If it did, she and the baby would be in a real fix.
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