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Chapter
1

 


Matt Rogers sat at his kitchen
table, sipping a cup of coffee and watching a breeze gently lift
the red and white checkered curtains on the window. It was an
unusually warm evening for early May. He stood up and set his
coffee cup in the sink when an explosion rattled the pictures on
the wall. Sirens sounded in the distance.

“What the hell was
that?” he asked, turning toward his wife.

“Probably kids
setting off firecrackers,” Peggy replied. She glanced at her
wristwatch. It was exactly nine o’clock.

“It didn’t sound like
firecrackers to me. Something exploded,” he said.

She shrugged her shoulders.
“Don’t worry, honey. At least we’re safe.” She washed the coffee
cup, then set it on the drainer. “Would you like to
watch

TV or go to a movie? There’s a
good mystery playing this week. It doesn’t start until ten. We
could get a sitter,” she asked hopefully.

“Peggy, I’m too tired
tonight. Besides I don’t like to do things on the spur of the
moment. You know that.”

“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.”

Matt laughed at her sarcasm. “I’m
sorry, honey.” He put an arm around her slim waist. “We’ll do
something special tomorrow night. I already have it penciled
in.”

Peggy turned around and nestled
her face against his broad chest. The ringing of the phone invaded
the privacy of their moment.

“I’ll get it,” Matt
said.

Peggy finished straightening the
kitchen, ignoring her husband’s phone conversation. She heard him
hang up and turned to him. He was ashen-faced,
trembling.

“Matt . . . what’s
wrong?” she asked anxiously.

“It’s Mom,” he
choked. “Her house just blew up. That’s the explosion we heard.
Neal was on the phone. She’d been to his house for dinner and he
had just taken her home.” He shook his head in disbelief. “Neal
left only half an hour ago. He said he didn’t notice anything
unusual.” Matt blinked hard. “I’ve got to get over there,” he said
hoarsely.

“No, honey,” she said
grabbing his arm. “There’s nothing you can do.”

He stared into her eyes. “My
mother has just been killed. Do you understand that?” He took his
jacket from the coat rack. “I’ll be back when I can.”

Peggy hugged him. “I’m so sorry,”
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.

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

~

Matt, racing to Neal’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 Neal’s wife waited for him. Tears streamed down
her face.

“Mom’s dead, Matt,”
she cried, throwing herself into his arms.

He stood unsteadily as he tried
to support himself and Emily. He felt nauseous and swallowed the
vomit rising in his throat. “Where’s Neal?”

Emily moved away from him. She
nodded towards the door. “In there,” she sniffed. “I . . . I sent
the kids to a neighbor’s for the night.” She wiped her eyes with a
damp tissue. “I don’t know what to do for him, Matt. He’s fallen
apart. It’s like he blames himself.”

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

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

Matt frowned. “Why didn’t she
drive over?”

“Her car is in the
garage.”

“What’s wrong with
her car?”

“I don’t know. She
said something about the brakes.”

Matt’s breath came out slowly.
“None of this makes any sense. I’m going to go over to Mom’s
house.”

“There’s nothing
left, Matt! It’s all gone!”

“Well, maybe Jake
Birch can give me some information.” He looked into his brother’s
eyes. “It’s a shock, Neal.”

He nodded. “It’s a
nightmare.”

“Do you want to come
with me?”

“No.” He shook his
head. “I . . . I can’t.” He swallowed hard.

“I understand,” Matt
whispered. “I’ll be back later.” He walked outside. He felt numb.
He sucked a large amount of air into his lungs as he glanced around
Neal’s ranch-style house. He had designed this very house two years
ago. At first Matt had hesitated when Neal had come to him with his
plans. He tried to persuade Neal to go to another architect, but
his brother stubbornly refused. Matt knew it was because of his
financial situation at the time, even though Neal flatly denied it.
He didn’t like working with his siblings—too much of a headache,
not that his clients didn’t cause him any, but with his family it
was different. If something went wrong he didn’t want to have to
hear about it for the rest of his life or to have tension between
them. He’d seen that happen too many times when family members
hired one another for projects.

He walked to the back of the
house and seated himself on the picnic bench. Bits and pieces of
thoughts and conversations randomly filtered through his mind. He’d
always been tight with his family and was sorely disappointed when
they hadn’t accepted his young wife into the family. They were
polite enough but never made much of an effort to make her feel a
part of them. He wished and hoped they would welcome her with open
arms, but it was futile. His thoughts took him back to last week.
Peggy and his mother had been at one another’s throats again. Peggy
fervently vowed revenge. And Matt knew the revenge would be to not
let her see her granddaughter. It was the one thing that would
break his mother’s heart. Their arguments were becoming more
frequent, and no matter what Matt tried to do to keep peace it
always seemed to backfire and he was put in the middle. He closed
his eyes for a moment, then pulled himself to his feet. He walked
to the front of the house and over to the driveway, and got into
his car.

~

Twenty minutes later he arrived
at his mother’s home. He wasn’t prepared for the sight that awaited
him. He squinted, thinking his eyes were playing tricks on him. He
turned off the engine and stared in disbelief at the pile of rubble
that had once been his boyhood home. He pounded his fists on the
steering wheel.

Sheriff Birch walked over to the
car. “I’m sorry, Matt.” He patted Matt’s shoulder. Matt threw his
hands up.

“What the hell
happened, Jake?” His eyes searched the man’s face for some sort of
explanation. Jake peered at the debris.

“We don’t
know.”

“Well, you must know
something dammit!” Matt impatiently climbed out of his car. He
blinked hard. “What about my mother?”

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

“What happened, then?
Was it a gas leak?” he demanded.

Jake looked at the ground. After
a few seconds, he raised his eyes to meet Matt’s. “It wasn’t an
accident.”

“What?” Matt rested
his trembling body against his car. “Are you saying what I think
you are?”

“What we can make out
of it is that it was deliberately and elaborately, I might add,
planned. He thoughtfully scratched his chin. “We’ve never had
anything like this happen around these parts, Matt. You know that.”
He looked evenly at him. “We need to determine a
motive.”

Matt emphatically shook his head.
“What vendetta could anyone possibly have against my mother? It
doesn’t make sense!”

“No, it doesn’t, but
stranger things have happened.” He kicked at the ground. “What kind
of hatred could someone possess to make him resort to
murder?”

“My mother didn’t
have any enemies. You know that, Jake.”

He nodded slowly. “I know, Matt,
but I still don’t believe it was a random act.”

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

“There’s not too much
at this point,” he answered, pulling on his chin. “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
to light a cigarette. “After the lamp was turned on, everything
just blew.”

Matt grabbed the sheriff’s arm.
“Was anyone else hurt?”

“Not that I’ve
heard.” He threw his cigarette to the ground, crushing it out with
a large, muddy boot.. “It’s a miracle, though.” He slapped Matt on
the back. “If it’s any comfort to you, I don’t think your mother
knew what hit her. It was too fast.”

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

“I know. The whole
town is in a state of shock.”

Matt was silent as he looked at
the smoking debris.

“Do you want me to
notify the rest of the family?” he offered.

Matt sucked his breath in. “Would
you do that for me, Jake?” he asked, relief flooding
him.

“Sure.”

 



Chapter
2

 


Peggy tiptoed out of Amanda Sue’s
room and into the master bedroom. She flicked on the light,
observing her movements in the full length mirror on the opposite
end of the wall. She smiled as she gently moved her fingers down
her sides, caressing herself. She was beautiful and she knew it.
That was one thing no one had ever been able to take from her.
Vanity was never one of her faults. It was all right to be vain as
long as one knew the truth about him or herself. She admired her
youthful figure. It had been easy for her to return to her normal
slimness 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.

She hummed softly as she looked
at the clock on the night-stand. It read ten twenty-eight. She
picked up a framed photograph of Matt, holding it tightly to her
chest for a few seconds, then set it carefully back
down.

She walked over to the bureau,
grabbed a cigarette from the case, and lit it, inhaling deeply. She
set the cigarette in an ashtray, then walked back over to the
night-stand. She stooped down, felt underneath the table, finally
pulled out a small metal box. She grabbed a key from her jeans
pocket, quickly unlocking the box. She threw back the lid, and
surveyed the contents. A single piece of yellow lined paper from a
legal pad lay on top. She retrieved the paper, stared at it for a
long minute. The name Rachel Rogers glared back at her. Peggy took
a red marker from the box, and next to the large black letters she
neatly printed: Completed May 6.

~

Matt threw his car keys on the
kitchen table, then walked toward the living room. He stopped in
the entrance way door, resting his body against the frame. Peggy
didn’t see or hear him. She was engrossed in a horror movie. He
watched his young, beautiful wife. Any man would trade places with
him in a minute. Life had been good to him. He was blessed with a
successful business, an adoring wife, and a precious child. He had
what every man wanted but so few seemed to achieve. But tragedy had
seeped into his idyllic life. He needed Peggy like he never needed
her before. He needed to lean on her and take some of her strength
or he’d never get through this.

“Jake Birch says Mom
was murdered,” he said in a barely audible voice.

“Honey, no!” Peggy
exclaimed, jumping to her feet and rushing to his side. She wrapped
her arms around his waist, held him tightly for what seemed to him
like minutes but was in reality only seconds. He relished the
closeness of her, savoring the light fragrance she wore, the
familiarity. She made him feel like everything would be all right
again. Finally she released him, looking up into his eyes. “Let me
fix you a drink.”

“No.” He shook his
head.

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

“No, Jake said he’d
do it for me.” He walked to the sofa and sat down. “I’ll have to
make the funeral arrangements, though. Neal’s not in any condition
to do it,” he said, letting his breath out slowly. 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?”

Peggy looked into his haunted
eyes, knowing the truth and knowing it must remain within her own
heart. Someday Matt would understand, but not now. The time wasn’t
right. She stared at him but said nothing.

“None of this makes
sense,” he muttered.

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

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

She softly caressed his hands.
“Life doesn’t make sense, Matt. It never has and never will. Things
like this can never be explained.” Her heart ached for the pain he
felt. She could never stand to see him hurting, but his family
continued hurting him everyday and she could tolerate it no longer.
They didn’t care about his happiness the way she did. He needed her
much more than he ever realized. His family only wanted to tear
them apart. She needed to stop that. “I can’t stand to see you in
such pain,” she said as a tear slipped from her eye.

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

“You’ll always have
me, Matt,” she said softly.

~

Matt dreamed about being chased
through the streets of the city. Every time he ran to a door for
help, it slammed tightly in his face. The enemy grew closer. As he
ran to his home to protect Peggy and Amanda Sue, he felt himself
being overtaken. That was when he awoke. He wiped the sweat from
his brow, then leaned toward Peggy. She was curled up on her side
like a baby, fast asleep. He looked at the clock. Seven forty-five.
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.

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

Matt drove to the sheriff’s
office. He hoped Jake would have some news for him. Maybe they
caught the bastard who murdered his mother. He prayed for closure.
If there was none, 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 himself.

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

“No, thanks, Jake.
Did you get in touch with everyone?” He rested his hands on the
sheriff’s desk, leaning toward him. Jake nodded.

“Yes, Matt. They’re
on their way. I didn’t know what time you would be home last night
or I would’ve called you.” He walked over to the coffee pot,
refilled his cup, and carried it back to his desk, sitting on the
edge of it. “I wrote down when they would be arriving.” He handed
Matt the paper.

“Thanks, Jake. You
don’t know how I appreciate this.” Matt glanced at the list. “I
don’t need to ask how they took the news.”

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

He shrugged. “I don’t suppose you
have any news for me.”

“Nothing.”

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

“You have my word,
Matt.”

He glanced at the clock. “I’d
better get home. Peggy’s going to need to make sleeping
arrangements.”

Jake patted Matt’s back. “Get
some rest, Matt.”

He nodded, then left the
office.

Jake watched him from the window.
He felt sorry for Matt and wished he could give him the news he
desperately sought, but this was not a case that would be solved
quickly, if at all. He’d known the entire Rogers’ clan for over
forty years now, but Matt had always been his favorite. There was a
special kindness about him that set him apart from the others. 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 set their
sights on him, but he went away and returned with an outsider for
his bride. And outsiders weren’t taken too kindly to around here.
Peggy was a looker, though. Jake heard the men about town talking
and came to the only conclusion he could—most of them were jealous.
Matt Rogers had what they wanted. He wasn’t afraid to go out into
the world and find the woman of his dreams instead of settling down
with a local girl as most of his generation had done. But yet there
was something odd about his wife. She wasn’t very sociable; mostly
stayed to herself. An odd one there, Jake thought.

~

Matt took his time driving home.
He rolled the car windows down, enjoying the early spring perfume.
He looked at men with rolled up shirtsleeves mowing their lawns,
wives puttering 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. Her life was no more. 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 Peggy 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 that he
wanted to talk about it when there was so much living to do. He
didn’t remember ever talking about death to anyone in his family.
He turned the radio on and caught the end of a news story about his
mother. No suspects or leads, the announcer finished, then went on
to list his mother’s many achievements in the community and gave
the names of his siblings. Matt’s thoughts concentrated on his
family.

Paul was the oldest. He and his
wife Sarah had two children, Lisa and Terrence. They recently
opened a restaurant in Vermont. They both gave up corporate jobs to
realize their dream. He hoped they succeeded. They poured all of
their assets into their endeavor and knew they were taking a risk,
but Paul was certain they could make a go of it.

Brent, the next oldest, his wife
Ellen, and their three children Sandra, Kurt, and Susie lived in
Bangor, Maine. Brent had been manager of a paper mill in town until
his company transferred him to Bangor. He hadn’t wanted to leave,
but the benefits were too enticing to turn down.

Neal was next in line, followed
by Matt. Six years after Matt’s birth, Rachel Rogers gave birth to
Becky, then two years later Melissa was born. Both of his sisters
lived in Portland, Maine. Neither had married.

Matt rounded the corner to his
street. He pulled into his driveway. He saw Peggy working in her
flower garden. He smiled, then got out of the car and walked over
to her. Just seeing her made him feel better.

“Hi, honey.” She
smiled up at him. “I was worried about you.”

He squatted down to her level. “I
made the funeral arrangement, then went to see Jake.”

“Any news?” Her eyes
searched his face.

“No,” he answered
quietly. She picked up a small spade and dug into the moist soil.
“Jake contacted the family. They should all be arriving by
tonight.” He paused. “I hope you don’t mind if they stay with
us.”

“Of course not. Don’t
be ridiculous, honey.” She stood up, wiping her dirty hands on her
faded jeans. “We’d better get into the house and make some sleeping
arrangements.”

~

Matt observed his wife throughout
the evening as his family arrived. She greeted each one sincerely,
offering her condolences. She was the perfect hostess, but
something was wrong. He could feel it, though he couldn’t put his
finger on it. There was tension in the air. He didn’t know why, but
it was definitely there. Suddenly it occurred to him and angered
him. His family was only being polite to her because she offered
them her home in their time of need, but it was painfully obvious
they weren’t comfortable around her. He loved her with all of his
heart and soul and wished they would realize once and for all how
happy she made him.

He grabbed a beer from the
refrigerator. He popped the tab, then brought the can to his lips.
After drinking heartily he set the can on the counter. He was so
tired his whole body ached. He stretched, then yawned.

Brent walked over to him.
“Everything arranged, Matt?” he asked in a hushed voice.

“Yeah,” Matt
answered. He picked up his beer, taking a large swallow. “Did you
see Neal?”

“I just got back from
his house. He’s in bad shape. Emily called the doctor and got him
some tranquilizers. He said he’d be over later.”

Matt nodded. “Good. I think he
needs to be here with his family.”

“I agree.”

“Want a
beer?”

“Yes. After seeing
Neal, I need one.”

Matt grabbed another beer from
the refrigerator, then handed it to him.

“It’s hard to stay in
control, seeing Neal like this. It’s even worse with the girls.” He
ran his hand through his hair. “I don’t know, Matt,” he said in a
quivering voice. Matt put an arm across his brother’s shoulders.
“I’ll be all right,” Brent said, wiping the splatter of tears from
his cheek.

Peggy walked into the room.
“Matt, dinner will be ready shortly. I’ve got to get everything out
of the oven. Why don’t you seat everyone? I’ve set up a card table
for the little ones.” She squeezed Brent’s arm. “It’s so good to
see you again, Brent, only I wish it were under different
circumstances.”

Brent nodded, then kissed her
cheek.

“I’ll get everyone to
the table, honey,” Matt said.

Peggy carried the various dishes
to the dining room. When everything was placed on the table, she
seated herself. She passed the dishes around while Matt carved the
roast.

“You’ve prepared a
feast,” Matt said proudly.

“What are we
celebrating?” Melissa asked sternly. “We’re in
mourning.”

Matt watched Peggy’s bewildered
expression. “We need to eat,” she answered her
sister-in-law.

Melissa eyed her coldly. “Cut the
act!”

“I don’t know what
you mean.”

“Come off it! You
never liked Mom! So what the hell are you celebrating—her death?”
She slammed her fork down on the table and stood up.

Peggy glanced around. The silence
unnerved her. Even the children appeared to be frozen in their
seats. No one said a word. Her face grew warm as she choked back
tears. She was hurt. No one spoke up in her defense, not even her
beloved husband. She looked at Matt, but his eyes were lowered as
though he were in prayer. She got up from the table, then ran
upstairs and barricaded herself in her room until hours later, when
Matt came after her.

“Don’t cry, baby,” he
whispered.

“Why didn’t you
defend me?” she shrieked.

“I didn’t want to
make a scene. Besides, no one knows you like I do, sweetheart. I
don’t care what they say or think.”

She looked up at him through
tear-swollen eyes. “But I care, Matt. It hurts me . . . it hurts me
so bad I can’t stand it.”

He cradled her in his strong
arms, rocking her gently back and forth until her tears
ceased.

 



Chapter
3

 


Peggy woke early the next
morning. She touched Matt’s cheek. He was still asleep. She kissed
his cheek and watched as he stirred slightly but didn’t awaken. She
got out of bed and tiptoed into Amanda Sue’s room. Amanda Sue was
curled up on her side, thumb in mouth. Peggy bent down, planting a
tender kiss on her slumbering daughter’s forehead.

She quietly walked downstairs.
She put the coffee on as she wondered what to fix for breakfast.
She had thirteen mouths to feed. She took two pounds of bacon and
two dozen eggs from the refrigerator.

Her mind wandered to thoughts of
her mother-in-law. Tomorrow Rachel Rogers would be buried and the
final chapter of her life would be written. After a couple of days
everyone would return to their respective homes and she and Matt
would have their privacy again. She smiled. Things would be the way
they were supposed to be. It would be good. Matt belonged to her
and only her. She would stay young and beautiful for him. He would
never want to leave her. He couldn’t leave her; he belonged to
her.

“Mmm, something
smells good. What’s for breakfast?” Paul asked, breaking into her
thoughts.

“Scrambled eggs and
bacon,” Peggy answered with a smile. She studied her
brother-in-law’s features. He was medium height, on the heavy side,
and—even though she knew it wasn’t very nice—quite repulsive
looking. His personality, although he was a compulsive talker, more
than compensated for his homeliness. He kept his naturally curly,
dark brown hair plastered down with gel, making it look greasy and
highlighting the dandruff which at times made him look like he’d
just come in from a snow storm.

Peggy wrapped her robe tighter
about her body. “Coffee’s ready. Did you sleep well?”

“I slept like a log,”
he answered as he poured his coffee. He sat down at the kitchen
table. “I feel like I’m dreaming. It’s hard to believe Mom’s really
gone.” He sighed dejectedly.

“Good morning,
everybody!” Sarah exclaimed with an obvious forced cheerfulness as
she padded into the room. Her furry bedroom slippers made soft
swishing sounds on the tiled floor.

“Morning, Sarah,”
Peggy answered.

Paul smiled at his wife. “I was
letting you sleep in a little, honey. You know you haven’t been
well lately. Now with all that’s happened, I don’t want you to
become sick again.”

Sarah padded over to him, then
kissed him lightly on his lips.

Peggy turned her back on them
with the pretense of turning the bacon. What a bunch of shit, she
thought. Sarah was nothing but a hypochondriac and the way Paul
babied her and gave in to her every whim made Peggy want to puke.
But the family accepted Sarah with no question. She was brought
into their little circle and loved and treated with concern and
respect. Sarah was the same age as Paul and they had so many
similar features one would think they were brother and sister
instead of husband and wife. The most obvious difference between
them was that Sarah towered above Paul by a good three inches. It
was ironic that their children turned out to be quite good-looking.
Peggy wondered how Sarah had acted during her pregnancies. She
imagined Paul must have run himself ragged waiting on
her.

“Peggy?”

“What?” She turned to
Sarah. “I’m sorry. I didn’t hear what you said.”

“I said is that bacon
frying?” Sarah impatiently repeated.

Peggy wanted to retort, “What do
you think it is, you stupid bitch?” but instead said, “Yes, it is,
Sarah.”

Sarah crinkled up her nose. “Oh.
My stomach’s a bit queasy this morning. I’ll just have some milk
toast. I hope it’s no bother.”

“Of course not,”
Peggy replied.

Paul grabbed Sarah’s hand. “I’m
taking you back upstairs to bed, darling.”

Peggy continued preparing
breakfast as they left the room. Tension crept up the back of her
neck. She took several deep breaths to calm herself. She heard
footsteps behind her.

“Breakfast will be
ready in ten minutes,” she called.

“Mama,
Mama.”

Peggy turned around. “Good
morning, my precious,” she cooed as she scooped her daughter into
her arms. She planted wet, noisy kisses on her cheek, causing
Amanda Sue to squeal with delight. Amanda Sue grabbed a fistful of
her mother’s long blonde hair.

Matt laughed as he took Amanda
Sue from Peggy. He held his daughter in one arm and hugged his wife
with the other. “How’s it going?” he asked.

“Breakfast is just
about ready. If I didn’t have to make special dishes, it would be a
lot easier.” She put the bacon on a platter.

He squeezed her shoulder. “Peggy,
thank you for doing this for me.” He looked into her eyes. The love
he felt for her overwhelmed him. He knew how hard she was trying to
please his family. He placed Amanda Sue on the floor, where she
quickly waddled over to the cabinet and pulled out pots and
pans.

“I’d better get the
baby her breakfast,” she said.

“Wait a minute,
honey. I want to talk to you first.”

“Is something wrong?”
she asked fearfully. “Did I do something?”

He encircled her in his arms,
drawing her close, so close he could feel her warm, sweet breath on
his neck. “Nothing’s wrong,” he whispered. “Can’t a guy tell his
wife how much he loves her?” He bent, then gently kissed her full
lips. “The family wants to go over to Mom’s to look around. Maybe
we can sneak off by ourselves for awhile when I get
back.”

Amanda Sue tugged at Peggy’s leg.
“Mama, Mama.”

“I’ve got to feed the
baby. Would you take the food into the dining room and call
everyone to the table?”

“Sure,
honey.”

~

Matt hopped into the driver’s
seat of Brent’s station wagon. Emily had volunteered to take care
of the children while Neal went with his family to view the remains
of the Rogers homestead. Brent rode up front, next to the door,
with Paul in the middle. The children rode in the back with Becky
and Melissa.

“Who killed Gram?”
Kurt solemnly asked.

“We don’t know, son,”
Brent answered.

None of the children had ever
been exposed to death before, and Matt wondered how much they were
actually comprehending. Especially since this wasn’t just an
ordinary death, but a murder. This was certain to touch them
differently, maybe cause a loss of some of their youthful
innocence. A part of him was grateful his own child didn’t have to
be exposed to what his nieces and nephews now endured. When Amanda
Sue was old enough, he would tell her what happened. But that would
be a long time off, and maybe then he’d have the answers he didn’t
have now.

“Can we go to see
Gram with you, Daddy?” Susie excitedly asked, perhaps remembering
the stories and freshly baked cookies Gram always had waiting when
they came to visit.

“Gram’s gone to
heaven, Susie,” Brent softly said.

Matt looked at the back seat
passengers through the mirror. Melissa cried softly, but not so
softly that her anguish couldn’t be heard by those in the front.
Paul cleared his throat twice. Becky stared straight ahead with a
blank look in her eyes. Matt was concerned about her. She was too
quiet and hadn’t shown any emotion. He decided to keep a close
watch on her.

~

Peggy finished washing the
dishes. She handed the last plate to Ellen, then dried her
hands.

“Where’s Sarah?”
Ellen asked.

“Taking a nap. She’s
not feeling well,” Peggy replied, rolling her eyes.

“I’ve never met
anyone who’s had as many sicknesses as Sarah has,” Ellen laughed.
“She really knows how to get out of doing any work.”

“That she does. I
heard that the reason Paul decided to go ahead with the restaurant
was because the company was going to give Sarah the ax,” Peggy
confided.

“No!” Her hand flew
to her mouth. “Where’d you hear that?”

“I overheard Neal and
Matt talking one night.”

“Well, it sure in
hell doesn’t surprise me. She missed more days than she showed up
for.”

“Just don’t breathe a
word of it, not even to Brent,” she pleaded.

“I won’t,” Ellen
promised.

“Are you taking the
kids to the funeral tomorrow?” Peggy asked.

“I’m not sure. We’re
thinking about taking Kurt. He’s old enough to understand. We’re
going to find someone to look after Sandy and Susie.”

“I’ll watch them for
you.”

Her offer apparently caught Ellen
off guard. She raised her eyebrows in surprise. “You’re not
going?”

“No, Matt thought it
would be best for me to stay here to look after the kids. Besides
I’ll have to get everything ready for after the services. We’ll
have a houseful.” She glanced at the clock. “I’d better get Amanda
Sue up. I want to take her outside for some fresh air.”

Peggy slowly walked through the
rooms of her spacious home. Matt had designed it especially for
her. No matter what she wanted, he accomplished it. It was like a
dream come true. He was the best architect in New England, and he’d
worked long and hard for that distinction. His company afforded
them luxuries they would’ve only dreamed of a few short years ago.
But Matt never took his success for granted. A bad year or two
could cost him plenty. He didn’t flaunt his success, but Peggy knew
one of his greatest pleasures was fulfilling her every heart’s
desire.

She admired her living room. It
was done in Early American and she had spent a fortune in time and
money picking out each piece of furniture. This was her favorite
room of all. The house also contained a large kitchen, family room,
den, two baths, and four large bedrooms. The kitchen was divided by
swinging doors, and the dining room lay at the far end of
it.

The cellar had been converted
into a recreation room complete with bathroom. A long, well-stocked
bar took up one wall. In the center of the room stood a
standard-sized pool table. There were two couches, and several easy
chairs centered around a television set and stereo. At the far end
of the room Matt had constructed a small village complete with
roads, people, and buildings. His trains ran through and around the
village on their tracks. Trains were Matt’s pride and
joy.

Peggy smiled as she picked Amanda
Sue up out of her playpen. Amanda Sue smiled. “Bye Bye! Bye Bye!”
she excitedly exclaimed.

“Yes, honey. Mommy’s
taking you bye bye.”

Peggy carried her outside, set
her on the lawn, and surrounded her with toys. Amanda Sue stood up.
She’d been trying to walk and wasn’t steady on her feet. She took a
few steps, tottered, then fell. She laughed and kicked her feet as
she pulled at the cool grass. Peggy and Matt both agreed that
Amanda Sue Rogers was a true beauty. She had pale gray eyes
accented by long beautiful lashes, and brown naturally curly hair.
She already had ten teeth which she proudly showed off to anyone
who would spare her the time. Even if they didn’t, she persisted
until she gained their attention. She was beginning to talk and
decided that it was fun to sit and argue with Da-Da. She would
scrunch up her little face, causing Matt to ache from laughter. She
was definitely filled with determination. There was no doubt that
Amanda Sue was the highlight in her parents’ lives. Everything
revolved around their little girl.

Peggy sat in a lawn chair next to
Ellen. “It’s a beautiful day,” she remarked.

“I’ve been admiring
your flower garden. You have a lovely combination!”

“Thank you. Matt and
I have been spending a lot of time on the grounds. There’s so much
we want to do. With two acres it gives us the privacy we want, and
there’s so much space for the baby to play.”

Ellen surveyed the landscaping.
“You’ve certainly done a lot since the last time I was here. Did
Matt build the barbecue?”

“Yes. I forgot you
haven’t seen all of this. We finished the barbecue about a month
ago. We haven’t tried it yet, but we thought we’d throw some steaks
on tonight. Neal, Emily, and the kids are coming over for dinner.
They’ll be spending the night. Matt doesn’t want to leave Neal
alone. We’re trying to keep everything going the same as always.
It’s better for the kids.” She sighed. “Have you seen
Emily?”

Ellen sniffed indignantly. “Are
you kidding? Have you forgotten that Miss Snob is too good to
associate with us? I wonder how’s she’s taking the
death.”

“I don’t know. I
haven’t seen her or Neal for weeks before it happened. I just
ignore her. She’s no better than anyone else, even if she thinks
she is. Besides, I have enough problems. I have to contend with
Melissa. I don’t know what I ever did to her, but she doesn’t like
me and never will.”

A light breeze rustled the leaves
of the large oak tree, and the wind carried the aroma of lilacs in
its path. Ellen breathed deeply, filling her lungs with the
fragrance. “Mmm. Lilacs smell so good.” She leaned back in her
chair.

Peggy enjoyed the peacefulness of
the afternoon, and she especially enjoyed Ellen’s company. She
liked Ellen and Brent. Besides Becky, they were the only two people
she liked in the Rogers family. Peggy wondered why Ellen couldn’t
see herself as others did. She wasn’t a beautiful woman, but she
was attractive in her own right. Her eyes were bright blue and she
wore her dark blond hair short, but in a style which highlighted
her high cheekbones. She was short and slender and was blessed with
a complexion that didn’t require makeup. She couldn’t understand
why Ellen was so self-conscious.

She had missed Brent and Ellen
terribly since Brent’s firm had transferred him. Of all the
brothers, she noted that Brent and Matt looked more alike. They
each had dark wavy brown hair, dark brown eyes, were solidly built,
and stood five foot ten inches tall. The only difference between
them was that Matt wore a mustache and, in Peggy’s opinion, had a
much more handsome face.

A bird flew overhead, chirping
merrily. Amanda Sue clapped her hands together as she squealed,
“Mama, bur . . .” Peggy held her daughter close, then playfully
rolled her in the grass as they laughed together.

 



Chapter
4

 


Matt looked at Melissa, who had
fainted. Paul and Neal helped her to her feet. The sight of what
had once been their home was too much for her to bear, he thought.
He stood apart from the rest of them; he needed his own space right
now. He remembered the laughter and joy they had shared as a
family. He looked around the yard and saw the spot he and his
brothers pitched their tents on hot summer nights. He gazed skyward
where the upstairs window to his parents’ room had once been,
remembering fondly his mother yelling down to them to stop their
racket or they’d have to come inside. In the side yard had been
Becky and Melissa’s club house, or girl house, as the boys used to
call it. Memories flooded through him, some good, some
bad.

Melissa was the closest to their
mother. Maybe it was because she was the youngest. He wasn’t sure.
But she had faithfully called her mother every week and visited
twice a month. Being the youngest, she was also been the last one
to leave the family nest. After their father’s death she’d become
even closer to their mother, and had even considered moving back
home.

“Oh, God!” Melissa
mumbled, leaning against Neal’s shoulder. “Who did this?” she
cried.

Matt turned and watched Neal put
a protective arm around his sister. He looked in Becky’s direction.
She poked through the rubble with a stick. Becky always kept her
emotions intact; no one could ever be certain what she was thinking
or feeling. When their father died she never openly shed a tear.
She kept her pain bottled up inside, but this was different. This
would be tragic even if their mother had died of cancer, heart
disease, or natural causes, but to be murdered was unfathomable.
Matt looked closer, squinting. Her face was red and he could see
the tears falling from her eyes, splashing on her flushed cheeks.
He started toward her, then abruptly changed his mind. It was best
to leave her alone for now. She needed to work through her grief,
though he would be nearby if it proved too much for her to
bear.

Matt leaned against a tree,
watching his family. They were all so different, yet came from the
same womb. He shook his head. He’d never feel the same about
anything anymore. He would take nothing for granted, enjoy each day
and find peace within himself. He needed peace. That was the one
thing eluding him since he took Peggy for his bride. He wanted his
family to share in his happiness. He desperately craved it, but
they refused to accept her in their world. When Amanda Sue came
along his thinking changed. He couldn’t let Amanda Sue be dragged
into this circle of ignorance. She was his child and she would
explore the world and make her own choices. He would be there for
her, but he intended to let her make her own decisions. He knew
that Brent’s wife hadn’t been readily accepted into the family, but
since she was a local girl, that was definitely in her favor. That
put her way ahead of Peggy. But Peggy was patient. At first she had
masked the pain she was feeling, but lately she was verbalizing her
feelings in ways that made Matt uncomfortable. He sighed tiredly.
He didn’t want to think about this right now. His mind felt like it
would explode with the weight on it.

He looked at his brothers again.
Neal was in control of his emotions for the time being. That was a
relief to him. It was one thing to see his sisters cry, but he
couldn’t take it when his brothers did.

Matt waited another ten minutes,
then motioned for his family to join him. They stood in front of
the car, eyes fixed on the ruin of their former home. The memories
would have to suffice now; there was nothing else left. Matt felt a
tinge of remorse for the part of his life Amanda Sue would never
experience and for the grandmother she’d never get to know. His
stories and photographs would have to be sufficient.

After they were seated in the
car, he sat for a long minute and stared at the rubble. “Goodbye,”
he whispered, driving down the long driveway for the last
time.

The trip was made in silence,
broken only when Matt pulled up in front of the sheriff’s office.
“I want to see if Jake has any news,” he explained as he got out of
the car.

“Do you want me to go
with you?” Brent asked. Matt shrugged.

“If you want
to.”

The brothers walked into the
small office occupied by two filing cabinets with a stack of dusty
folders piled on top, and two desks— one for the sheriff, and the
other shared by the two deputies. A short hallway led to another
room with two normally empty cells.

“Good morning, Matt,
Brent,” Jake greeted, throwing the newspaper he had been reading
aside.

“Morning, Jake,”
Brent replied. “Matt filled the family in about our mother’s death
and we’re hoping you have some news.”

Jake leaned back in his chair.
“I’m sorry boys. It’s a cold trail.” He pulled a cigarette from a
crumpled pack lying on his cluttered desk. He lit it, slowly blew
out a puff of smoke. He picked up a file from the stack on his
desk. “This is your mother’s,” he explained. “It’s mostly just
pictures. We’re just not trained for this sort of thing here, but
Boston’s sending a team of investigators down.”

“When?” Matt
asked.

“I’m hoping today.”
Jake shifted his weight. “Would you boys like some
coffee?”

“No, we have to get
going,” Matt answered, disappointed.

“I’m sorry. I wish I
had something to tell you.”

Matt looked evenly at him. “What
exactly is being done, Jake?” He noticed how old the sheriff
looked. In a few years he’d be completely bald, Matt thought. This
case must’ve really put his nerves on edge since, for as long as
Matt could remember, Jake spent most of each day sitting in the
park gossiping with the locals while his deputies made the rounds.
Nothing much ever happened around here and being sheriff never
required much effort. But now that had changed, and Matt supposed
Jake was at a loss at how to effectively handle this case. It had
set his world whirling. Jake had to know the outside finally came
in. Nothing would ever be the same, nowhere would ever be safe
again. The pride Jake took in having one of the most crime-free
communities was gone. His town finally joined the rest of the
world, and Jake must’ve been crumbling inside.

“Your mother was
certainly a fine woman, and no one is going to rest until the
sonofabitch who did this is behind bars.” He puffed on his
cigarette. “Everything that can be done is being done.”

“I’ll stay in touch,”
Matt said.

“How are the girls
holding up?” Jake asked through a cloud of cigarette smoke. Matt
grimaced.

“Not good, Jake . . .
not good at all.”

He tapped his forehead. “I’m
working on every lead.”

“I’m sure you are,
Jake,” Brent said.

“I’ll be at the
services tomorrow. I’ll keep my eyes open in case I see or hear
anything suspicious. I’ve heard that sometimes the murderer shows
up at the funeral.”

Matt laughed. “You watch too much
TV, Jake.”

“Maybe so . . . maybe
so,” he answered, opening the file.

~

Peggy greeted Matt at the door,
sensing his depression. Paul and Brent immediately went in search
of their wives, and Becky and Melissa decided to go for a walk. She
handed Matt a steaming cup of coffee. He stared blankly at the
kitchen table. “What’s wrong, honey?” she softly asked.

He pounded his fist on the table.
“Nothing is being done on the case, dammit!”

She rubbed his back. “They’re
doing the best they can.”

“Just what is their
best?” he bitterly asked. “No clues? Anyone with half a brain could
do a better job than those two fucking deputies!”

“Calm down, honey,”
she soothed. “It’s not good to get upset like this.”

He grabbed her hand. “I’m sorry.”
He looked around the kitchen. “Where’s the baby?”

“Napping.”

His eyes lit up mischievously.
“Would my beautiful wife like to go for a walk?”

“And what do you have
in mind?” she teased.

“That’s for me to
know and you to find out.”

She grabbed his hand, pulling him
to his feet. “Would you like to see what I’m wearing under my
clothes?” she whispered seductively in his ear.

“Oh . . . I can
hardly wait,” he jokingly panted.

Voices invaded their playfulness.
Matt pulled away from his wife. “Hi, girls, did you have a nice
walk?” he asked.

Melissa shrugged. Becky sat at
the table. “It helped, I guess.”

Matt looked at Peggy with a
questioning look in his eyes.

“I’d better get the
baby up or she’ll never go to bed tonight,” she said.

Matt saw the frustration in her
eyes even though she tried to hide it. He knew he’d been ignoring
her lately, even before his mother’s death, and he promised himself
he’d make it up to her.

~

Matt woke after a restless night
with little sleep. The morning had dawned gray and cold. Rain
tapped against the windowpane. He snuggled deeper under the covers,
knowing he had to get up but not wanting to. Peggy’s even, rhythmic
breathing told him she was in a sound sleep. He turned toward her.
Her hair hung loosely around her face. She lay on her side, facing
him, legs tucked under like a child. He looked closely at her. Her
brow furrowed for a moment but left as quickly as it had come. His
lips grazed her cheek. He loved her like he had never loved a woman
before and never would again. He marveled at the way she took care
of herself. Amanda Sue hadn’t altered Peggy’s figure or looks, only
made her beauty more apparent. She was beautiful and she belonged
to him. The fact that he was ten years older than her never made a
difference to her. She could’ve had her choice of men, but he was
her chosen one and he felt honored. His mouth traveled to her full
lips and he woke her with sweet, gentle kisses.

~

Melissa stood at the window,
looking at the dreary day. Today her mother would be buried. She
would enter that cold, wet earth, the same earth in which she’d
spent so many hours digging and planting. Melissa looked over at
her sister’s bed. Becky slept deeply and would certainly stay that
way for several more hours if no one woke her. She’d never been one
to willingly rise in the morning, but would plead for just a few
more minutes of sleep. Melissa was different. She relished the
dawn, opening her arms like a child embracing each new day with the
excitement of what it may have in store for her.

Her thoughts turned to Peggy.
Even thinking about that woman filled her with an unexplainable
rage that at times was almost all-consuming. She couldn’t remember
ever hating anyone like she did her. What had possessed her brother
to become involved with Peggy? She believed it to be purely a
matter of lust and hoped that when the novelty rubbed off, Matt
would realize the error of his ways and relegate Peggy back to
where he had found her. It was funny, she thought, no one had ever
met a relative or friend of Peggy’s. Matt skirted around the issue
whenever it was brought to his attention, just as he did whenever
the subject of Peggy was brought up period.

She recalled a time, not long
ago, when she told Peggy just what she thought of her and her
child. Melissa wouldn’t allow herself to become close to that
little bastard even though Matt fathered it. Anything that came
from Peggy had to be evil. Melissa felt it in her bones. Peggy
listened to her barrage against her and hadn’t even flinched. She
stood like a fool, not even trying to defend herself or her child.
When questioned by her friends about her animosity toward Peggy,
Melissa had no concrete evidence that Peggy had ever done anything
wrong; there was just something about her that disturbed her, but
it was something she couldn’t quite put her finger on.

Matt became involved with Peggy
when he took a business trip to Pennsylvania to look at some
potential development sites. He wrote frequent letters home about
this wonderful woman he’d met. Peggy was a typist for a land
development office, and since Matt had to frequent the office
everyday, it was obvious they would become acquainted. But Matt’s
letters said much more than he wrote. He was obsessed with this
stranger and wrote about all the places they went and their long
conversations together. He emphasized to his family her warmth and
compassion. When Matt’s trip was delayed for a few more months, he
decided to bring Peggy home for a visit. He couldn’t wait for his
family to meet the woman of his dreams. Melissa scrunched up her
face, remembering that fateful day three years ago. Peggy fell in
love with the quaint New England town. If she noticed the snub she
received from the family she didn’t let on, instead babbling on
about how wonderful everything was.

Melissa knew her mother despised
Peggy almost as much as she did. Peggy had a childlike innocence
about her, but it wasn’t sincere. Mother never gave her reasons,
only said that this woman’s true nature would someday surface.
Something was terribly wrong with Peggy. She never spoke of family
or friends and quickly changed the subject when asked. She would
turn the conversation to Matt and he, of course, never tired of the
affection she heaped upon him. Mother and daughter watched in
silence as Matt embraced this woman with all the love and passion
he had stored up in him. They would be there for him when his world
came crashing down, so they had to keep their feelings in check as
much as humanly possibly. Matt could never know how they really
felt or the doubts they shared.

Melissa thought about the time
she followed her brother and his lover to the lake. She hadn’t
intended to eavesdrop, but something refused to allow her to turn
back. She needed to find out what this strange attraction was all
about. But what she saw instead made her want to vomit. She watched
from a safe distance as Matt made love to Peggy. She should’ve
walked away, but she couldn’t. Her eyes stayed glued on them until
they finished. She told no one of what she had done; no one would
have understood. She would’ve been accused of being a pervert or,
worse yet, jealous of Peggy’s intense beauty.

The next day Matt announced his
engagement. Melissa cried herself to sleep that night. She wanted
to beg Matt to call it off, but that would be wrong. He was in love
and she loved him too much to hurt him. He’d always been a model
big brother and deserved every happiness he could get from this
cold world.

She yawned, then stretched. She
laid her clothes out on the bed as her thoughts turned to her
boyfriend. Johnny Todd was in the Merchant Marines. She ached for
his burly arms around her to ease some of the pain she was feeling,
but she’d have to wait until fall. Letters and phone calls were
never enough. She physically wanted and needed him with her. He’d
been devastated by the death of her mother and she could hear the
tears in his voice as he tried to console her. Contrary to his
size, he was a sweet, gentle man. A man like none other Melissa had
ever known.

~

Matt was fixing coffee when
Melissa walked into the kitchen. “Good morning, honey,” he said,
turning. Instantly he realized his mistake. “I’m sorry, Melissa. I
thought you were Peggy,” he said with a laugh.

Melissa forced a weak smile.
“Good morning anyway.” She rested her elbows on the counter,
watching her brother. “Need any help?”

He shook his head. “I’ve got it
under control, though I doubt it’ll taste as good as Peggy’s
does.”

When she offered no comment, he
turned toward her. The tiredness in her face must’ve been obvious
to him. “Are you feeling all right, Melissa?”

His voice was compassionate. It
was just like him, always thinking about everyone else before
himself. “I’m fine, Matt. I don’t know how everyone expects me to
feel in this situation.” She twisted a strand of her hair. She used
to twist her hair when she was younger. Whenever something troubled
her she tugged at it. “Why don’t you sit down?” He gestured to the
table.

She slowly seated
herself.

“I think there’s
something else going on,” he stated. “You went off on Peggy for no
reason the other night. What’s going on?”

She clasped her hands together.
“I have no right to say this, but . . . just forget it.”

“No, Melissa, I’m not
going to forget it. I want to know what the hell is going on with
you. I’m trying to help you, dammit!” he said loudly. “Don’t you
think it’s even harder on me to see you acting like
this?”

She raised her head until she was
looking into his eyes. “I don’t want to hurt your feelings, Matt,
but have you noticed Peggy’s attitude about Mom’s death? She’s not
affected at all!”

Matt leaned toward his sister. “I
think you know why she has the attitude she does, Melissa. You and
Mom never have accepted her. I know she’s hurt by it and for a long
time she kept it to herself. But lately she’s been letting those
feelings out.” He grabbed her hands. “But she has never been unkind
to anyone in this family. What has she done to you?”

“It’s not that,
Matt.”

“Then what the hell
is it?” he demanded.

“I don’t know.
There’s something strange about her. She’s so secretive about her
past.”

“No, she’s
not.”

“Whatever. I think we
should end this line of conversation. But just remember, Matt, that
I care about what happens to you.”

“Then please treat my
wife with the respect she deserves,” he pleaded.

“I’ll try,” she said.
“Who’s watching Amanda Sue this afternoon?”

“Peggy.”

She frowned. “Do you think it’s
wise to bring the baby to the funeral?”

“Peggy’s not
going.”

“What!” Melissa
exclaimed. “Doesn’t that prove my point to you?” she smugly
asked.

“And what point is
that?” Peggy asked, entering the room with Amanda Sue tagging
behind her.

“Nothing, honey,”
Matt quickly said.

Peggy looked suspiciously at
Melissa’s blushing face. Melissa caught her eye, then quickly
looked away from the penetrating stare.

“Da Da! Da Da!”
Amanda Sue ran to Matt, arms waving wildly. Matt laughed as he
scooped his daughter into his lap, and seconds later they were
intently engaged in a conversation of gibberish.

Peggy lit a cigarette. “Is
everyone else still sleeping?” she asked, slowly
exhaling.

“Yes,” Matt answered.
“If they don’t get up soon, I’ll wake them.” He returned to his
conversation with his daughter.

Peggy poured herself a cup of
coffee. She sat down at the table, directly across from
Melissa.
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