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Chapter One

 


Carter Rogers sat at his kitchen table
sipping a cup of coffee. He watched as a gentle breeze softly moved
the curtains on the open window. It was an unusually warm evening
for early May, but not warm enough to need air conditioning. He
loved nights like this with the fresh air coming through the
windows. He breathed deeply and then pushed back his chair and
stood. He was setting his coffee cup in the dishwasher when an
explosion sounded in the distance. The force was strong enough to
rattle the dishes in the cupboard. Almost immediately, sirens could
be heard in the distance.

Carter turned to his wife Morgan who
was wiping down the counter. “I wonder what that was.”

“Probably just some kids
setting off firecrackers,” Morgan replied with a slight shrug. She
glanced at her wristwatch. It read exactly nine o’clock.

He shook his head. “I don’t think so.
Something’s exploded,” he said. “Don’t you hear the
sirens?”

She cocked an eyebrow. “I’m sure it’s
nothing serious.” She smiled. “Would you like to watch TV or go to
a movie? There’s a new mystery I’ve been wanting to see. It doesn’t
start until ten. We could get a sitter,” she said
hopefully.

“Morgan, I’m too tired
tonight. Besides, I doubt we’d find a sitter this late. Anyway, I
don’t like to do things on the spur of the moment. You know
that.”

She frowned. “I’m sorry. I just
thought that maybe for once in your life you might want to do
something spontaneous instead of mapping your life out minute by
minute. Next time I’ll ask you a month in advance so you can pencil
it into your schedule.”

Carter laughed at her sarcasm. “I’m
sorry, honey.” He came up behind her and put his arms around her
slim waist. “We’ll do something special tomorrow night. I promise.
I already have it penciled in.”

Morgan turned around facing him. “I
suppose I’ll let you off the hook. But no excuses tomorrow night.
I’ll line up a sitter.”

“I’ll even spring for
dinner first. We’ll make a night of it.”

“I’m looking forward to
it.” She brushed his sandy brown hair from his brow. “Looks like
you need a trim.”

“I think I’ll let it grow
out a little.”

Morgan began to reply, but the phone
rang interrupting her.

“I’ll get it,” Carter
said.

Morgan finished straightening the
kitchen, tuning out her husband’s phone conversation. She had other
things on her mind to mull over. She jumped when Carter placed a
heavy hand on her shoulder. “What’s the matter, Carter?” He was
ashen-faced and trembling.

He pulled her close and held her like
he was afraid to let go.

“Carter…what’s happened?”
she asked anxiously.

He drew a shuddering breath. “It’s
Mom,” he choked. “Her house just blew up. That’s the explosion we
heard. Hunter said she’d been to his house for dinner and he’d
taken her home only a little while before.” He shook his head in
disbelief. “Hunter left only half an hour ago. He said he walked
her inside and didn’t notice anything unusual. There was no gas
smell or anything.” Carter blinked hard. “I’ve got to get over
there,” he said hoarsely. “But first I’m going over to Hunter’s
house.”

“Don’t go right now,
honey,” Morgan said gently. “There’s nothing you can
do.”

He looked into her eyes. “My mother
has just been killed. I want to be there.” Tears brimmed in his
eyes. “I need some answers.” He took his jacket from the
coatrack.

Morgan hugged him. “I’m so sorry,
Carter,” she whispered. She suppressed the smile tugging at the
corners of her mouth. “I’ll wait up for you.”

He nodded and walked out of the
house.

Morgan watched him leave, and then
walked upstairs and into her daughter’s bedroom. She gently
caressed her sleeping child’s cheek and tucked a blanket around
her. Yesterday Becca celebrated her first birthday. Morgan smiled
as she bent and kissed Becca. “I love you, baby. Have pleasant
dreams,” she said softly.

****

Carter, racing to Hunter’s house on
the north side of town, ran both red lights and signs. He was glad
there were no cops around to delay him. They were all most likely
at his mother’s house anyway. He pulled into the driveway and cut
the engine, then hurried out of the car and up the walk to the
front door where Hunter’s wife Emily waited for him. Tears streamed
down her round face.

“Mom’s dead, Carter,” she
cried, throwing herself into his arms. “Oh my God. I can’t believe
Mom’s dead.”

“I know,” he said
hoarsely. He stood unsteadily as he tried to support himself and
Emily. He was still trying to come to terms with the fact that his
mother was dead. He became nauseous. He felt like he was standing
outside of his body watching it go through the motions. He
swallowed the bile rising in his throat. “Where’s Hunter?” His
voice sounded unnatural.

Emily moved away from him running a
hand through her short brown hair. She nodded toward the door. “In
there.” She sniffed. “I…I sent the kids to a neighbor’s for the
night. I don’t know what to tell Justin and Beth.”

“Don’t worry about that
right now,” Carter said in a low voice.

She wiped her eyes with a damp tissue.
“I don’t know what to do for Hunter, Carter. He’s fallen apart. He
blames himself.”

He squeezed her shoulder. “I’ll talk
to him.” He took a deep breath, and then grabbed the doorknob to
balance himself. After a few seconds, he entered the house. Hunter
sat on the sofa with his head between his large hands. His hair was
rumpled. Carter walked over to his older brother and sat next to
him, putting an arm around Hunter’s husky shoulders.

Hunter raised his head. Tears were
splashed on his face. “How could something like this happen,
Carter?” he moaned. “She was just here—” He threw his hands in the
air. “In this house for dinner.” He shook his head.

Carter frowned. “You said you drove
her home. She didn’t drive over?”

“Her car’s in the
garage.”

“What’s wrong with her
car?”

“I don’t know. She said
something about the brakes. She drove it to the garage and I picked
her up there and brought her here for dinner.”

“Do you know if she went
to work today?”

He nodded. “Yeah.”

“Did she stop home before
driving to the garage?” Carter asked.

“I don’t know, Carter.
What’s with all the questions?” Hunter clasped his hands
together.

“Sorry. I’m just trying to
make some sense out of this.” Carter rose. He shoved his hands into
his pants pockets and stood with his back to his brother staring
into space.

“Nothing about it makes
any sense,” his brother replied. “I was supposed to give her a ride
to work in the morning and then Emily was going to pick her up
later. She didn’t know how long her car would be in the garage.”
His voice broke. “Why did this happen, Carter?”

“I don’t know, Hunter.
Maybe there was a gas leak. Was the gas company doing any work in
the area?”

“Not that I’m aware of.
And I would have smelled gas. And you know Mom’s keen sense of
smell. She would have known right away. I walked her inside and
everything was fine.”

Carter turned around and faced his
brother. “I’m going over to Mom’s house. I need to see the extent
of the damage. Maybe get some answers.”

“I doubt there’s anything
left to see from what Jake Birch said when he called. He was going
to call you, but I told him I would.”

He shrugged. “Well, maybe Jake has
some news.” He sighed. “Do you want to come with me?”

“No.” He shook his head.
“I…I can’t.” He swallowed hard. “I don’t want to see it. I don’t
think I’ll ever drive near that part of town again.”

“I understand,” Carter
said quietly. “I’ll be back later.” Still numb, he walked outside.
He wished he’d wake up in his bed cuddled next to Morgan and find
out it was only a bad dream. He sucked a large amount of air into
his lungs as he glanced around Hunter’s house. He had designed the
house two years ago. It was a beautiful four-bedroom two-story home
with high ceilings, a formal living and dining room, large family
room, kitchen with two islands and a large eating area, and a
bright sunroom at the end of the house.

He walked to the back of the house and
seated himself on a picnic bench. He looked out into the expansive
backyard. His mind wandered as he thought of happier times and then
not so happy times. Bits and pieces of thoughts and conversations
randomly filtered through his mind. He’d always been tight with his
family and had been sorely disappointed when they hadn’t accepted
his young wife into the family as they had his brothers’ wives.
They were polite enough but never made much of an effort to make
her feel a part of them. He had hoped they’d welcome her with open
arms, but they’d remained aloof. Morgan had confided in him that
she was hurt because of their cool reception toward her.

Consequently, he didn’t spend as much
time with his family as he had before he’d met Morgan. He missed
them. Every weekend in the summer one of them had a barbeque. And
every Sunday since he could remember, dinner was at his mother’s.
But that changed, too. Morgan refused to go and insisted that since
Carter was married, he should stay home and allow her to cook
dinner for them. She did invite his family over occasionally,
mostly at his urging, but the tension was so thick that it made him
walk on eggshells and he was relieved when they’d leave. Eventually
his family refused further invitations. That put Carter smack in
the middle. He did his best to keep peace, but nonetheless, he was
deeply disturbed that his family and wife would never get
along.

He’d come right out and asked his
mother what it was about Morgan that prevented her and his siblings
from accepting Morgan into the family. She hadn’t minced words with
him. According to her, Morgan had two sides to her personality, the
kind, loving and compassionate side she showed to him, but the
manipulative, hateful side she showed to others outside of his
presence. He’d scoffed and told his mother he didn’t believe that
and beseeched her to give Morgan a chance and to ask the other
family members to do the same. Things hadn’t changed between his
family and his wife, so he resigned himself to the fact they never
would. He loved his family, but was crushed that they wanted little
or nothing to do with his wife. They were putting him in an
impossible situation and forcing him to make a choice he didn’t
want to make. But he knew if it eventually came down to it, he
would choose his wife. She’d captured his heart from the first
moment he’d set eyes on her.

He thought the birth of his daughter
would bring everyone together, but it only seemed to make matters
worse. His mother worshipped Becca, but Morgan rarely let her see
her granddaughter. It broke her heart. Carter took Becca for visits
as often as he could, but Morgan refused to let Becca spend the
night and wouldn’t allow her grandmother to babysit. He’d tried to
talk to Morgan about how it wasn’t fair to use Becca, but Morgan
would accuse him of siding with his family against her. She’d even
threatened to take Becca and leave if that would make life easier
for him. She told him that deep down maybe that was what he wanted.
It wasn’t. He couldn’t bear being away from her or his daughter.
Carter still had held on to the hope that in time they’d become as
close as his brothers’ wives were to his mother, but now that would
never happen. He closed his eyes for a moment, and then pulled
himself to his feet. He walked back around to the front of the
house and stood for a few minutes, and then got into his
car.

Twenty minutes later, he arrived at
the familiar neighborhood. It was swarming with residents from the
surrounding neighborhoods and curious onlookers. He told the
officer blocking the street who he was and was granted access. The
street was filled with police cars, fire trucks, and other
vehicles. He wasn’t prepared for the sight that awaited him. He
squinted, thinking his eyes were playing tricks on him as he stared
in disbelief at the pile of rubble that had once been his boyhood
home. Tears stung his eyes and he broke out in a cold
sweat.

Sheriff Jake Birch walked over to him.
“I’m sorry, Carter.”

Carter threw his hands up. “What the
hell happened, Jake? Does anyone know?” His eyes searched the older
man’s face for some sort of explanation.

Jake slowly shook his head. “We don’t
know anything for certain yet, Carter. It might take some time to
find out what exactly happened.”

“You must know something!”
Carter demanded. “What about my mother?”

Jake’s eyes swept over the smoldering
debris. “Carter, you can see for yourself…she didn’t have a chance.
I’m sorry,” he said sympathetically.

“The investigators must
have some idea of what happened here. A house just doesn’t explode!
Was it a gas leak? Hunter said there was no smell of gas when he
walked her inside the house.”

Jake looked uncomfortably at the
ground for a few seconds before raising his eyes to meet Carter’s.
“It wasn’t an accident or a gas explosion. You have a right to know
that.”

Carter froze. “What?” His body shook.
“Are you saying what I think you are?” He choked. “She was
murdered?”

He thoughtfully scratched his chin.
“We’ve never had anything like this happen around these parts,
Carter. You know that.” He looked evenly at him. “We need to
determine the motive.”

Carter emphatically shook his head.
“What vendetta could anyone possibly have against my mother? It
doesn’t make sense! Who would want her dead?” His eyes narrowed.
“My mother didn’t have any enemies. You know that, Jake. Could it
be a random act?”

“I don’t know,
Carter.”

Carter’s nostrils filled with the
stench of the smoldering ruins. He coughed, and then spat at the
ground. “Fill me in on what you do know, Jake.”

“There’s not too much at
this point,” he answered, pulling on his chin.

“I’ve known you my entire
life, Jake. You must have a theory.”

Jake was thoughtful for a moment. “I
do.”

“And?” Carter
persisted.

His eyes slanted. “My theory is that
the perpetrator knew your mother would be out this evening. He then
entered the house and rigged up a device in her bedroom lamp that
would detonate the moment she turned the lamp on.” He paused.
“After the lamp was turned on, everything just blew.”

Carter grabbed the sheriff’s arm. “A
bomb? Why? What could my mother have ever done to cause someone to
want to blow up her house with her in it? It still doesn’t make
sense.”

“Remember, Carter, it’s
only my theory. I didn’t say it was fact.”

“It’s quite an elaborate
theory, Jake.” Carter eyed him warily.

“But it is still only my
theory. I’d wait until the cause officially comes out before you
say anything.”

Carter turned when a reporter stuck a
microphone in his face.

“We’d like to ask you a
few questions, Mr. Rogers,” the young reporter said as he
instructed his cameraman where to stand.

“Not now,” Carter
said.

“How did you feel when you
heard your mother’s house had exploded?”

Carter pushed the microphone away from
his face.

“There’s speculation that
a bomb was planted in her house. Do you know anything about
that?”

Jake stepped in front of the reporter.
“We have no comment at this time. A report will be issued after the
initial investigation is completed. You need to clear this area
immediately.” He signaled to a deputy. “Get the media out of here
now!”

“I’m sorry about that,”
Jake apologized after the reporter had left. “I suppose you’ll be
hounded for a while. I’ll do my best to keep them away from you and
your family.”

“Thank you, Jake. I
appreciate that.” He ran a hand threw his hair. “I still feel like
this is a bad dream and I’ll wake up at any moment.” He swallowed
hard as his eyes swept the area. “I can’t imagine what went through
her mind.”

“I don’t think your mother
felt anything, Carter. It happened too quickly.”

Carter cleared his throat. “I need to
believe that, Jake. If I knew she suffered in any way…” His voice
trailed off.

“I know.”

Carter was silent as he panned the
smoking debris. “What did she do to deserve this?”

“We’ll do everything in
our power to find the answers.”

“I know you will, Jake.”
His eyes narrowed. “Hunter called me right after you notified
him.”

“I called him because I
passed your mother and him when, I assume, he was giving her a lift
to her house. He said he’d call you immediately.”

“He did. He couldn’t bring
himself to come back here.” Carter’s forehead furrowed. “Mom had
dinner at his house tonight. Her car is in the garage. That’s why
he was giving her a ride.”

“Is Hunter going to notify
the rest of the family?”

“He’s not in any shape,”
Carter replied. “I suppose I’ll have to do it.”

“Look. I can do it if
it’ll help,” Jake offered. “Your family has always been like my
own.”

“Thank you. The girls are
going to fall apart,” Carter said.

Jake hugged him. “If it’s the last
thing I do, I’ll find out who did this.”


Chapter Two

 


Morgan quietly slipped out of Becca’s
room and into the master bedroom and flicked on the light. She
focused on her movements in the full-length mirror on the opposite
end of the wall and smiled as she gently moved her fingers down her
sides, caressing herself. She was beautiful and she knew it. Her
chestnut hair hung loosely over her slim shoulders. Her looks were
the one thing no one had ever been able to take from her and which
she had always been able to use to her advantage. Vanity was never
one of her faults and she’d realized a long time ago that it was
all right to be vain as long as one knew the truth about him or
herself. She admired her youthful trim figure. It had been easy to
return to her normal weight and tone up her body after the birth of
her child. She wondered why so many women used childbirth as an
excuse to let themselves get fat and out of shape. Just lazy, she
thought. An excuse to lie around and complain.

Morgan hummed softly as she looked at
the clock on the nightstand. It read 10:28 p.m. She picked up a
framed photograph of Carter and held it tightly to her chest for a
few seconds. She set the photo down, then squatted, and felt
underneath the nightstand and pulled out a small metal box. She
took a key from her jeans pocket and quickly unlocked the box and
threw back the lid and surveyed the contents. A single piece of
yellow lined paper from a legal pad lay on top. She picked up the
paper and stared at it for a long minute. The name Rachel Rogers
glared back at her. Morgan thought about Carter. Her heart ached
for the pain his family inflicted on him. She could never stand to
see him hurting, but his family continued hurting him every day and
she would tolerate it no longer. They didn’t care about his
happiness the way she did. He needed her much more than he ever
realized, but his family only wanted to tear them apart. She needed
to stop that. The time had come. There was no other way. Someday he
would understand. He loved her and would forgive her anything as
long as it meant they could live in peace without the encumbrances
of his family.

She grinned as she took a red pen from
the box, and next to Rachel’s name neatly printed: “Completed May
6, 1983.”

****

Carter threw his car keys on the
kitchen table, and then walked toward the living room. He stopped
before entering the room. Morgan was engrossed in a horror movie on
TV and didn’t appear to hear or see him. He watched his young,
beautiful wife for a few minutes. He was a lucky man and he knew
any man would trade places with him in a minute. Life had mostly
been good to him blessing him with a successful business, an
adoring wife, and a precious child. He had what every man wanted,
but so few seemed to acquire. Had he been so complacent in his
life, aside from the discord between his wife and family, that he’d
somehow thought he was immune from tragedy? He’d never thought he’d
lose his mother, or anyone close to him for that matter, in such a
horrific way. He didn’t know how to cope with the pain coursing
through him. What he did know though was that he needed Morgan like
he’d never needed her before. He wanted to lean on her and seize
some of her strength or he’d never get through this.

“Jake Birch thinks Mom was
murdered,” he said in a barely audible voice. He didn’t care that
he’d promised Jake he wouldn’t talk about his suspicions. He
couldn’t keep it to himself.

“Honey, no!” Morgan
exclaimed, jumping to her feet and rushing to his side. She wrapped
her arms around his waist and held him tightly for what seemed to
him like minutes, but was in reality only seconds. He savored the
closeness of her, taking in the light fragrance she wore, the
familiarity. This was normal. God, how he needed everything to be
back to normal. Morgan made him feel like everything would be all
right again.

She released him and looked into his
eyes. “Let me fix you a drink.”

“No.” He shook his head.
“I don’t want a drink.”

She studied him. “Have you contacted
the rest of the family?”

“Jake’s going to do it. I
can’t deal with it right now.” He walked to the sofa and sat down.
“I’ll have to make the funeral arrangements, though. Hunter’s not
in any condition to do it,” he said, letting his breath out slowly.
“I promised Hunter I’d stop back over, but I needed to see you
first.” He put his hands behind his head and leaned back. “I can’t
believe this is happening,” he whispered. “Who would want to kill
my mother, Morgan?”

Morgan stared at him but said
nothing.

“None of this makes
sense,” Carter muttered.

She sat next to him, covering his
large hands with her small ones. “How can I help you, honey? Tell
me what I can do.”

He sniffed. “Help me to make sense out
of this,” he pleaded.

She softly caressed his hands. “Life
doesn’t make sense, Carter. It never has and never will. Things
like this can never be explained.” She drew a deep breath. “I can’t
stand to see you in such pain,” she said as a tear slipped from her
eye. “I wish I could take it away.”

“There’s nothing anyone
can do. It won’t bring Mom back.” He looked into her deep brown
eyes. “But at least I have you.”

“You’ll always have me,
Carter,” she said quietly.

“And I thank God every day
for you.”

****

Carter dreamed about being chased
through the streets of the city. Every time he ran to a door for
help, it slammed shut in his face. Why weren’t they afraid of the
predator? Or did they believe he was the one they needed to fear?
As the enemy grew closer, he ran toward his home. He had to protect
Morgan and Becca, they were alone, and he had to reach them before
this monster did. His lungs felt like they would burst and he was
sweating profusely, but he couldn’t stop. He looked over his
shoulder just in time to see a large hand reaching for
him.

Carter awoke with a jolt and sat up
wiping the sweat from his brow. His heart was thumping erratically
and he could barely catch his breath. He drew several long calming
breaths before leaning toward Morgan. She was curled up on her side
like a baby, fast asleep. He glanced at the clock, it was seven
forty-five a.m. He stretched his long frame, dreading what today
would bring. He forced himself out of the safety and warmth of his
bed and into the shower. He stood under the showerhead letting the
water splash down on him.

Forty-five minutes later, Carter
arrived at the Craig Funeral Home. He found it hard to concentrate
on what Mr. Craig, a small-framed, balding man in his sixties, was
saying. He nodded politely as he chose the casket, wondering what
difference it would make since there obviously wasn’t going to be
much if anything to put in it. He made the necessary arrangements,
signed the papers, and then assured Mr. Craig that he would call
him if he needed any assistance.

Next, he drove to the sheriff’s
office. He was hopeful that Jake would have some news for him. If
he’d had a choice then he wished it had been a gas explosion. At
least then his mind could more readily accept an accident over a
senseless murder. Maybe Jake would tell him that they caught the
bastard who murdered his mother. If he were lucky to have five
minutes with the bastard, only one of them would be left when Jake
finished with him. He prayed for closure one way or the other and
very soon. If not, he didn’t know how he or his siblings would ever
be able to go on with their lives.

“Morning, Jake,” he said,
closing the door behind him.

Jake Birch threw down the file he’d
been studying. “Good morning, Carter. Would you like some coffee?”
he offered.

“No, thanks, Jake. Did you
get in touch with everyone? I haven’t heard from them.” He rested
his hands on the sheriff’s desk, leaning toward him.

Jake nodded. “Yes, Carter. They’re all
on their way. I’m surprised they didn’t call you.” He walked over
to the coffeepot, refilled his cup, and carried it back to his
desk.

“I’m not. It’s no secret
that my wife and them are on barely cordial terms.”

Jake frowned. “Sometimes it takes a
tragedy to bring people together.” He sat back down.

“Or to drive them even
further apart,” Carter said. “Thanks for calling them for me, Jake.
You don’t know how much I appreciate it.” Carter rubbed his chin.
“I don’t need to ask how they took the news.”

“As expected, they were
shocked, but mostly because of the circumstances surrounding her
death.”

“Did they ask why Hunter
or I didn’t call them?”

“They were concerned that
you two were all right, but I think they understood why I called
since I’ve always been close to your family and was calling in that
capacity.”

Carter exhaled loudly. “Well, thanks
again for taking care of it, Jake.” He paused. “I don’t suppose you
have any news?”

“I’m afraid not. It’ll
take a while to sift through everything.”

“You’ll let me know the
minute anything comes in no matter what?”

“You have my word,
Carter.”

Carter peered at Jake. “Whoever did
this could be long gone from Weldon by now. We might never know who
it is.”

“Or he may be right here
watching us.”

“That’s hard to believe in
Weldon. We’re a small tight community. Everybody knows everybody
else.”

“I’ve learned in this job
that sometimes we don’t always know someone as well as we think we
do. Sometimes there’s a dark side kept hidden from the
world.”

“That sounds
cryptic.”

Jake picked up his coffee cup and took
a sip. “Take my word for it, Carter, he’ll slip up eventually. And
when he does, I’ll be ready for him. You can count on
it.”

Carter’s eyes narrowed. “What if he
doesn’t slip up?”

“Someone somewhere knows
who did this,” Jake stated. “It might take some time but we’ll get
him.”

“You sound confident. Do
you have a possible suspect in mind?”

“I wish I did, Carter. I’m
just going by what I feel in my gut.”

“I hope your gut is right,
then,” Carter said. He glanced at the clock. “I’d better get home
to Morgan. She’s going to need to make sleeping arrangements.
Hunter doesn’t have room for everyone.”

Jake patted Carter’s back. “Get some
rest, Carter. The next few days are going to be rough.”

Carter nodded, and then left the
office.

Jake watched from his office window as
Carter stepped into his car. He felt sorry for him. He wished he
could give the man the news he desperately sought, but this was not
a case that would be solved quickly. He wished he could alleviate
some of the pain Carter was going through, but words would never be
enough. It was a senseless crime against a woman who didn’t appear
to have an enemy in the entire world. Why was Rachel Rogers
targeted? There had to be a connection, but what was it? He’d spent
most of last night and this morning tracking down leads—all of
which lead to dead ends.

He’d known the entire Rogers’ clan for
over forty years now, but Carter had always been his favorite. His
kindhearted nature set him apart from the others. Not that the
others weren’t decent caring people, but Carter was different. He
always looked on the bright side. He never caused any trouble for
anyone, not even the boyhood pranks his brothers had been prone to
getting into. He’d grown up to be a strong, handsome man, and many
young ladies in town had set their sights on him. Jake had thought
he’d end up marrying one of them, but he’d met and married a woman
who’d probably never even heard of Weldon, Massachusetts until Jake
brought her here. His eyebrows knitted together. The residents
didn’t warm to outsiders right away, but in time they usually did.
But not with Morgan. She was different.

She was a looker, though. Jake heard
the men around town talking and came to the only conclusion he
could—most of them were jealous. Carter Rogers had what they could
only dream about. But there was something odd about Carter’s bride.
She wasn’t very sociable and mostly kept to herself. She shunned
any attempts at friendship and seemed perfectly content to stay in
her own little world with Carter and then their daughter Becca. An
odd one there, Jake thought.

****

Carter took his time driving home. He
looked at men mowing their lawns while their wives puttered in
flower gardens, as children played nearby. This was always his
favorite time of the year. The trees were budding, flowers
blooming; everything was springing to life—except his mother. She
was dead. It was final. He would never hear her voice again. She’d
never plant her favorite flowers or vegetable garden. She was gone.
It was as though she’d never existed. Everything was gone. All of
her treasured family heirlooms and everything else she’d held dear.
She was gone, along with the home his father and she had struggled
to buy to raise their family. Becca would never know the home he’d
grown up in or the grandmother who dearly loved her. She was too
young to remember, but he’d make sure she never forgot her
grandmother.

A tear fell from his eye and he
quickly brushed it away. He couldn’t accept her death. He couldn’t
accept death period. He never wanted to discuss it, but Morgan
loved to talk about it. He shuddered every time she brought the
subject up. It was morbid. He knew everyone had to face his own
demise someday, but that didn’t mean he wanted to talk about it
when there was so much living to do. He didn
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