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Katherine Rutherford Barrett thought life was good. She was happy with the life she had made for herself and her daughter, Samantha. She was not looking for anything else, but she had unexpectedly found love again. Love was something she’d thought lost to her forever. She had no idea what a rude and harsh awakening was ahead. When it hit, the reality blindsided her. 

Affectionately called Katy by her family, she’d lost a lot over the last eleven years. Her husband, Hank Barrett, died while on active duty in the military. She was pregnant at the time of his death and Hank never met his daughter. Hank and Katy knew they were having a baby girl and they both agreed to name her Samantha and nickname her ‘Sammy’ to honor his older brother who died while serving his country.

She had to go through years of red tape to finally succeed in obtaining Hank’s military benefits, his life insurance payout and Dependency and Indemnity Compensation (DIC). In the meantime, she’d relied on her parents for help and support.

Hank didn’t have any relatives that could help Katy. His father left when he was ten and Sammy was sixteen. They didn’t know whether he was dead or alive. Their mother, worn-out and exhausted from the struggles of a single mother, had died only eight years later. Without resources and other options, Sammy encouraged Hank to enlist. Three years later, Sammy was killed in action while serving in the Gulf War.

Hank had already served eight years when he and Katy met. He was still enlisted, but being stateside, he took advantage of the veteran educational benefit and arranged college classes around his military schedule. They met during her second year at Jacksonville University. 

Hank, polite, disciplined, and handsome, was exactly what Katy needed at the time. She was looking for something more than the rebellious years recently experienced. She’d gone a little wild during the first few years away from home and without parental supervision. 

They dated until both graduated in their perspective fields. With diplomas in hand, the couple quickly married in Ft. Pierce, Florida. Katy’s parents, Josh and Susan Rutherford, looked on with approval. They knew Hank would take good care of their only child. He was mature and had a good career with the military. They had no way of knowing that Hank would not return from that tour in Afghanistan, 

Katy was devastated by her husband’s death, but reality closely followed on its heels – Reality that she had no idea what to do. She was alone with a newborn baby and had very little money. How would she make ends meet? So far, she had been unable to collect on Hank’s military benefits. When Josh and Susan saw the dilemma their daughter faced, they willingly gave the assistance needed. Katy was truly grateful for that... and the many other ways her parents filled the loss of her husband.

Often, parents are reluctant to allow their grown children to return home again but this case was different. Josh and Susan invited Katy, and their newborn granddaughter, Sammy, to live in the cottage situated directly behind the family home. It was usually reserved for in-laws’ visits, but times were desperate for Katy and Sammy. The Rutherford’s freely opened their home, hearts, and lives to the small family.

Josh and Susan offered to babysit Sammy while Katy worked as a bookkeeper for one of the large citrus groves in Ft. Pierce. They also offered to babysit so that Katy could have a bit of social life. She was very thin and pale. The only time she smiled or laughed was when she looked adoringly at her baby girl. Although grateful that her parents kept Sammy while she worked, Katy was too tired after the long days and simply wanted to be home with her only child after work was done. And, when she did have a social life, Katy preferred that Sammy and her parents were included.

Susan prepared the evening meals and Katy dined with them. Occasionally, on Friday nights, the family dined at one of the local restaurants along the Indian River. The cottage where Katy and Sammy lived had only a small kitchenette and wasn’t equipped for more than making coffee and toasting bread. It was outfitted with a small dinette set and a separate bedroom to the right with a screened-in porch. The bathroom was on the opposite end of the cottage near the kitchen. Josh had built the cottage and plumbed it for convenience, not practicality. For the last several years, it was home to Katy and Sammy.

After the long wait to get Hank’s much deserved benefits, Katy offered to buy a home of her own and move out, but Josh and Susan were now settled into this new life. They didn’t want Katy and Sammy to leave. They enjoyed the responsibility of watching over their granddaughter and couldn’t imagine how their retirement would feel without her in their lives. Sammy gave new purpose to her grandparents.

Days once spent fishing or working in the garden, were now spent making sure Sammy had a good breakfast and did her homework before Katy got home from work. Since Katy left for work at seven each morning, either Josh or Susan drove Sammy to school and picked her up each afternoon. With a new rhythm to their lives, they felt needed and wanted for the first time since Katy left for college. They reassured her that she and Sammy were welcome to stay as long as they liked.

Rather than buy a new home, Katy listened to her father’s investment advice. She had the DIC monthly stipend direct-deposited into an investment account as he suggested. It became a ‘rainy day’ fund. Without rental expenses, utilities, and very little food costs, Katy and Sammy easily lived on her paycheck from the citrus grove. It was a good living. They had all that they needed, except for the love of a husband and father.
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Eight years into the arrangement, tragedy struck. Josh and Susan went to Ft. Lauderdale to get supplies. Katy had a ‘bad feeling’ about the trip and asked them not to go that day, but they’d given her a warm hug and told her not to worry.

While still at work, Katy got a call from the school. No one came to pick up Sammy that afternoon. She rushed to her daughter’s school. She tried her parents’ cell phones repeatedly, but didn’t get an answer. Later that evening, while she and Sammy paced her parents’ home, a highway patrol car pulled up. The ‘bad feeling’ was now a reality. Josh and Susan were involved in a four-car pile-up on Interstate-95 South. Both were killed instantly.

She listened to the notification news and wiped away tears. She confirmed that she’d go to the morgue for the identification process. Then she held her daughter close as they cried together over the great loss that had come too soon. She couldn’t believe it, and yet, she knew it was true. Why didn’t her parents listen to her when she’d tried to warn them?

Later, when Katy looked through the paperwork in Josh’s desk, she found everything she needed in a large folder, including their wills and final instructions for burial. Josh and Susan had gone several years earlier to make their final arrangements and update their wills to include Sammy in the estate. Katy was grateful for that, but she couldn’t stop crying. 

Living at home again with her parents had forged a strong bond of love. When only a sullen teenager, they’d never had that same connection. Then, she couldn’t wait to leave home, to head off to college, and get away from them. Now, she missed them terribly and so did Sammy. During the last eight years, they’d become surrogate parents to their grandchild. Katy realized she was crying for her own loss, but she couldn’t help it.

After the funeral, Katy and Sammy met with the family attorney, James Kegel, and listened closely as he explained Josh and Susan’s wishes. The estate left for Sammy would remain in trust until she was twenty-one years old. Before that age, the funds could only be used to pay for college tuition. The home was left to Katy. If she decided to sell it, half the proceeds from the sale would go into an already established trust for Sammy.

When it was all said and done, Josh and Susan had left a moderate estate and neither their daughter nor granddaughter would ever be without the things they needed again. Their final wishes had been a blessing to that end. Still, Katy couldn’t think about that right now. Their deaths were too fresh in her mind. However, she did have to consider the family home. At Sammy’s insistence, they moved into it the following weekend.

“It’s what Grandpa and Grandma would want,” Sammy said with conviction and Katy realized that her daughter was right. For an eight-year-old child, Sammy was incredibly mature. It was only to be expected since she’d been surrounded by adults most of her life.

Sammy was a beautiful child with perfect features. Her dark hair was thick and shiny, hanging down her back to the waist. She had a creamy complexion and a heart-shaped face with thick lashes that framed clear green eyes, like her mother. And yet, Sammy had a definite ‘tom-boy’ thing going on. 

She preferred jeans and a tee shirt, refusing to wear dresses from the time she was two years old. She’d followed her Grandpa Josh around after school and on weekends and even had a certain swagger that was similar to his walk. Katy found these traits endearing and adorable. There wasn’t anything at all that she’d change about Sammy.

After the death of her parents, the home reminded Katy of them every day, but it wasn’t a bad reminder. It was comforting. She could still feel their love and care all around her. Sammy took Katy’s childhood room and Katy took her parents’ master bedroom. She refurbished and updated the rooms with new beds and dressing, but left most of the home the way it was. Susan was a natural decorator and everything was in pristine condition anyway. It didn’t need much improvement.

Katy began to work fewer hours at the citrus grove so that she could take Sammy to and from school each day. The first year went by quickly and Sammy transitioned from third to fourth grade with ease. During that first summer, they took a short vacation to the Florida Keys and stayed at the Silver Palms Hotel. The hotel was within walking distance to all the colorful city had to offer.

Katy and Sammy walked hand in hand, taking in the sights. They visited Hemmingway’s home and observed the Southernmost Point Marker. The large concrete buoy was the closest spot in the US to Cuba, which was only ninety miles away. They rode bikes and swam in the nearly deserted, huge hotel pool. It was a time to relax and refresh. It was a time to heal after everything that had happened that year. Especially after the deaths of Josh and Susan.

This vacation became a ritual for the next several summers, and soon, Sammy’s fifth grade was nearing an end. With only a few more months before summer vacation, Katy felt a little overwhelmed that Sammy would soon enter her first year of middle school. 

Middle School! 

It was a vast structure where all the elementary schools in the area converged into one massive group of sixth, seventh, and eighth graders. It would be a huge transition for any child and Katy worried how her daughter would manage the new school environment. She also wondered how she herself would handle this newest transition in Sammy’s life.

​
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During March, the weather grew warm and sunny. Katy and Sammy continued with Josh and Susan’s tradition by dining out on Friday afternoons at one of the many Indian River restaurants they’d frequented together as a family. They often sat on the open-air decks to soak up the afternoon sun. To anyone observing them, it was apparent the mother and daughter were content with the life they shared.

Katy was very youthful—she could’ve been mistaken as an older sister to Sammy. They had the same clear green eyes and dark, shiny hair framing heart-shaped. It was during one of those dining-out experiences that Katy caught the eye of Chuck Reeves.

Chuck was tall and handsome with dark brown hair and hazel eyes. His face was often a mask of pleasantry as he kept his emotions and thoughts closely guarded. He watched the mother-daughter exchanges silently and on the sly. He didn’t make his presence known then, but instead inquired about the two girls who obviously had a strong familial bond. That was the first of several times he watched them from afar. One Friday evening, after Katy and Sammy finished their evening meal, Chuck had a drinking buddy drive him as they followed the young mother and her daughter home. 

“Don’t get paranoid,” he jokingly told the friend. “I only want to see where they live.”

A few weeks later, Chuck sat in a more open area and sent a note to their table as soon as Katy and Sammy were seated. The note asked for an introduction even though his previous inquiries had already garnered their names. He already knew the mother was Katy and the daughter was Sammy. He also knew where they lived and that Katy’s parents had been killed in a terrible crash on Interstate-95. He knew that Katy’s husband died before their daughter was born. Chuck knew a great deal of other trivia also. After all, it was a small town and people liked to talk about the tragedies of others easily enough when you bought them a drink.

“What’s your name?” Katy read the slip of paper before refolding it. She surreptitiously looked around the open-aired deck. An eager, smiling face was only a few tables away. Chuck raised his hand in greeting and nodded. She reflexively smiled, but quickly looked away. She dropped the note on a serving tray without answering it.

The next time they dined out, Chuck tried a different approach. He sent a note with his name and a little information about himself: I’m Chuck Reeves. I’m thirty-six years old. I’m a supervisor in the construction industry. I’m originally from Asheville, North Carolina.

Katy read the note, but still, she didn’t respond. She wasn’t sure she wanted anything else in her life right then. She and Sammy were content and satisfied with things the way they were. She had a good job. They were happy. Even with the prospect of middle school hanging over both their heads, they liked their established routine. Katy sometimes wondered if she was more nervous and concerned about the changes on the horizon than Sammy was.
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