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Welcome to Forever Bay, a small, fictitious town on New Jersey’s coastline where love blooms, secrets linger, and danger is never too far behind. Forever Keep Your Secret is the second story in my new series, Waves of Forever, a blend of sweet romance and suspense. This book was originally published with the same title, but with a different cover, series title, and publisher. This edition includes slight revisions to connect the story to Forever Bay. While the core of the story remains the same, the world around it has shifted to better reflect the tone and the direction of the series.

Each book in the Waves of Forever series will stand alone, but they’re all set in this charming shore town, where love is tested and mysteries unravel. I’m so excited to reintroduce this story under my own imprint, and I hope you’ll fall in love with Forever Bay and the people who call it home.

All my best,

Elizabeth

To my mom, Herma

Thanks for always listening
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Chapter One
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She couldn’t be seen now, not after she had been invisible for four years. Rose Becker slunk down in the driver’s seat of her black Toyota Solara, tipped the baseball cap down her forehead, and waited.

She licked her lips, unprepared for a stakeout with no water and no snacks. Didn’t even know how to prepare for one. As usual, she hadn’t thought things through. Her vigil should have lasted only a few minutes, but she had already been watching the house for two hours with no sign of him. She pressed her chapped lips together.

No. Leaving the cul-de-sac was not an option. She had to make sure he was okay. Was he crying somewhere in that pristine, five-bedroom, red-brick house with the sparkling chandelier hanging in the front entry window? If so, who was comforting him? What stranger hugged her child tight?

A middle-aged woman in leggings and a T-shirt walked a German shepherd past Rose’s car on the passenger side. The woman stared into the car.

Rose stared back. Fabulous. Just what she needed. A nosy neighbor to call the cops and report a suspicious person hanging about the street.

Maybe that would be a good thing. At least she’d get some answers instead of surveying an empty house. But then there’d be questions and, under the terms of the contract, Rose must refrain from contact. That was the deal.

The woman nodded and continued walking her dog.

Rose swallowed down her concern about getting caught. People would say she had no business here. But she did. He would always be her business.

As she rummaged through her large hobo bag, searching for a mint, cough drop, anything to moisten her dry, scratchy throat, a black SUV skidded into the driveway of the house where her boy lived. A man dressed in jeans and a light blue T-shirt folded out and stared at the house.

He reached into his back pocket and raced along the paved walkway highlighted with perfectly cut shrubbery. He played with the brass locks on the ornate wood door and let himself in.

Rose had never seen him before. She didn’t think he lived there, but she wouldn’t really know now, would she? Tears started to form from years of regret. There was so much she didn’t know. Maybe he did live with them. She sucked in a deep breath. Should she dare peek in a window? Should she risk getting caught?

She reached for the car handle and rested her hand there until she made the decision to exit the anonymity of her car. As she pushed open the latch, the man stormed out of the house and ran down the driveway. Rose nearly slammed the door on her leg. She tried to make herself small again, unseen, but she couldn’t tear her eyes away from the man as he ripped open the mailbox. He ran his hands through his light brown hair, started to pace, then headed toward the backyard through a privacy gate.

Rose’s heart pounded as she waited. She couldn’t see what he was doing, but he was obviously looking for something. He came out front again and studied each window, touched the glass of one. Then he flew down the driveway again and stopped when he spotted her car.

Oh, crap. She grasped her phone near her face and pretended to be talking, hoping he would think she had turned off the main road to make a call.

He jogged across the grass to the house next door and rang the bell. No answer. He returned to his car and reached for something. When he slammed the door shut, he grasped a large black camera in his hand.

Rose’s already sweaty palms grew slicker as she grasped the steering wheel. Although she had cracked open the windows, the interior of her car was warming up. The coolness from the early spring morning had disappeared, and she was beginning to perspire.

Oh fab, here comes Shepherd Lady.

Rose assumed the woman lived on the cul-de-sac and was heading home. Shepherd Lady stopped to talk to the man. The camera hung from a strap around his neck and swung as he flailed his arms and pointed to the house. They spoke for a few minutes. He leaned slightly forward, placing his hands on his hips. The woman said something, and he suddenly turned and stared at her car.

The next thing Rose knew, he aimed his camera at her and shot. He took her picture! Why? What did that woman say?

Well, she was about to find out because he made a beeline for her and motioned for her to roll down the window. She gulped. She was caught. Now what?

He made the motion again, impatience written all over his face. Rose peeked over at Shepherd Lady, who had her phone out, staring at Rose’s car and talking to someone. She had no choice now. She rolled down her window.

“Yes?” in a voice that pretended she had every right to be here. “Can I help you?”

“Not sure. Mind telling me what you’re doing here? Bonnie over there tells me you don’t live on this block, but you’ve been sitting here awhile.” He pored over her, then inside her car. “Are you someone’s cleaning lady?”

“What? No!” Rose shifted in her seat and picked at one of the holes in the knees of her good jeans. “I got lost. I’m trying to use the GPS on my phone.”

He frowned, obviously not believing her. After all these years, she thought she had mastered the art of lying.

She frowned back. “What, are you on the neighborhood watch committee or something? I pulled over to get my bearings.”

He had one of his hands on the roof of her car as he leaned in deeper to peer around her car.

Sweat trickled down the middle of her shoulder blades. “Back away from my car.” She should have never come here. Once again, she had made a mistake.

He sprung in reverse as if the roof burned his hand with the sudden intense morning heat. He cleared his throat. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you. You see, my brother lives in that house. I mean lived...”

“Your brother?” She gulped down a lump in her throat. He’s David’s brother? Yes, he shared the same strong, square jawline. Although he wore his hair a bit longer than David, the color was a similar blend. At least from what she remembered. When was the last time she had even seen a picture of David on social media? Had to have been a couple of years.

The man kept talking, something about that woman Bonnie. All Rose could do was stare because he was the only member of that family that she had spoken to in a long time. His eyes were greenish, specks of gold, like David’s. This guy seemed taller and about ten years his junior. Closer to her own age of twenty-six. David was thirty-eight. Six feet one inch tall. Rose knew everything about him. At least she did four years ago.

“I thought you were here for my brother and sister-in-law. Never mind.” He waved Bonnie over. “She can get you to where you’re going. I’m not from around here.” He studied Rose longer than she felt comfortable with and then shook his head as if he had a thought about her, but didn’t want to pursue it.

Bonnie swept across the street with her large dog, phone plastered to her ear as if she had been waiting for the signal to fly over.

“Where are you headed?” he said.

Rose licked her lips again, trying to stall. She really hadn’t thought this through. How many times had she heard that from her family over the years? Green Eyes didn’t give her a chance to respond.

“Have we met? You look familiar.” He scrutinized her as she sometimes did the computer screen when looking at financial figures and not able to reconcile an account.

“No. Nope. We’ve never met.” Of that she was certain. She dug her nails into her palms praying he didn’t ask more questions. If he continued to prod her, eventually he would figure things out. Rose wouldn’t be surprised if he had seen pictures of her, and that’s why he was beginning to recognize her.

She turned the ignition over. “Got to go. I’m late for my appointment.” Once again, a lie sprang to mind and rolled off her tongue.

“You just said you were lost. Bonnie, can you give her directions?”

“GPS on my phone, remember? That’s what I was doing before you came over. Would you move back from my car so I can leave?” Rose set the car into drive.

“If she doesn’t know anything, let her go. You need to ask the police.”

Rose hit the brakes. “Police? What’s happened?” Besides the obvious. She put the gear into park and shut off the ignition.

“Bonnie’s right. You better be on your way.” He marched away from her.

“Why do you need the police?” Rose shouted after him. She got out of the car, no longer caring who saw her. “Hold up!”

He twisted around at the shrill in her voice. He must have sensed the desperation.

“Please. Why are you calling the police?”

He eyed her with suspicion, then looked at Bonnie, who shrugged. “My brother and his wife were killed in a car accident a few days ago. The driver left the scene.”

Rose knew all that already. So did the police. Did he learn the driver’s identity? “I know. I’m sorry.” Then she couldn’t help herself. She blurted out, “How’s Brandon? Where is he?”

David’s brother charged up and glowered at her. “You’re not lost. How do you know my nephew’s name? I’ve seen you before. Who are you?”

She shook her head, half-expecting him to rip off her cap, which concealed her signature long, blonde hair. He’d recognize her then.

He sliced his hand through the air and pointed at her. “I’m calling the police. Don’t try to leave. I took a picture of you and your license plate.”

Rose didn’t give a hoot if he had pictures of her, and Bonnie and her guard dog didn’t scare her either. No way would she leave now. Not until she knew what was going to happen to Brandon. Not until she knew that he was safe. She crossed her arms against her chest. “I’m not leaving.”

He placed the call and stated his name was Mark Winters. Rose remembered David had a younger brother, but until that moment hadn’t recalled his name.

“Yes, Officer, I’ve more questions and found something of interest. And someone. Thirty minutes? I’ll be here.” When Mark hung up, he said, “So, who are you?”

Rose blinked at the harshness in his tone, but she understood the tension. He was grieving for his family. She was too. Bonnie shortened the dog’s leash and the animal heeled at her side. Both waited, studied her with sharp eyes.

Rose had kept her secret so long, she wasn’t sure she could speak the truth. The facts of their arrangement weren’t supposed to come out until another fourteen years, but Sarah and David’s unexpected deaths changed the agreement. At least in her mind.

“My name’s Rose.”

His green eyes widened. Recognition. He squinted into the sun and put his hand across his forehead. Then he did something she hadn’t expected, he almost smiled. At least his frown softened. “Rose.”

She nodded and then her whole body began to shake. The tears she’d been holding back all morning as she staked out the house burst out of the gates and streamed down her face while she stood there, hugging herself, and wept.

“Bonnie, you can go home now,” Mark assured the neighbor. “No worries. I know exactly who Rose is. Thanks for your help.”

Rose remained frozen in her spot. What could she possibly say? She couldn’t release the words she had forced into a small hidden box four years ago. The box she had sealed shut. The secret she had to hide from most everyone. Suddenly a warm hand landed on her shoulder.

Mark’s touch was light, comforting. “You’re her, aren’t you?”

She nodded and squeezed her eyes tight, wishing everything was different, but knowing time hadn’t taken away the pain, or the regret. If anything, her decision hurt more with each passing day. Dear God, would she ever feel whole again?
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Chapter Two
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Mark cleared his throat and allowed her a moment to catch her breath. The woman was a mess, and now he knew why. Rose was his nephew’s birth mother, but Sarah was his real mother. This woman gave him up. Now she was here. Why? “Rose, the police are on their way. You should stay and talk to them.”

She peeped up at him, her lashes soaked together, black stuff streaming down her wet face. He’d offer her a tissue if he had one. He could check his car. Maybe he’d stuffed some napkins from the coffee shop in his glove compartment.

“Why should I talk to them? I don’t know anything about the accident.” She blinked several times to focus on him, the action flushing out tears.

“You need to explain why you’re here.” His tone took on an edge. “You don’t normally come here, do you? Have you been following them?”

She swiped at her face, smearing the black stuff even more, but somehow, she suddenly seemed calmer, reserved, as if she could mask her feelings at will. “Of course not! I’ve kept my promises. I’ve never been here before, but I have good reason to be here now.”

“What reason?”

“I read about the accident. I’m checking on Brandon. I know the driver left the scene, but is something else going on?”

Mark wasn’t about to share his suspicions with her. Her biological relationship to his nephew meant she wasn’t a stranger, but other than that, they had no connection. His concerns were none of her business.

“Never mind.” He shook her off. He didn’t have time to waste.

“Never mind? I need to make sure Brandon is taken care of!”

His hand jerked as he ran his fingers through his hair. “Of course he’s being taken care of. We’ve taken care of him for four years.”

She slipped her hands into her jeans pockets and leaned back on the heels of her sneakers. “Look, I’m really sorry about David and Sarah. They were wonderful people. But please tell me. Who’s watching Brandon? How is he?” She stopped and shrugged. “I’ll talk to the police if you want.” Then she pivoted on her feet toward her car.

Was she about to take off? “Wait! Where are you going? You just said you’d stay and talk to the police.” If she left, the police would have to track her down to question her. Were David and Sarah wrong about Rose? Could she be unbalanced? If so, he would bet she was the person his brother suspected was watching them.

He put out a hand to wave her back, then rubbed his palm against his neck. The police would arrive soon. Was she possibly the stalker?

She gave him the once-over, as if he were a crazy person. “I’m not running away. I’m grabbing my bag.”

He nodded. Of course she’d want her bag. What woman wouldn’t? He cracked his knuckles. The popping sound soothed his nerves, which were shot. He had to keep control of his emotions right now. For his parents, his nephew. After the funeral, he could grieve. Not now. He had to plan the services, search their house for their will, and find important papers. No time to break down and deal with the overwhelming grief stirring in the burning pit of his stomach.

Rose swung a large bag over her shoulder and followed him up the driveway. His brother and sister-in-law had nothing but kind things to say about Rose over the years. As far as he knew, she had never broken a single condition of their agreement. But the way she clung to that bag and darted her eyes up and down the exterior of the house, Mark wondered if they should wait outside until the officer showed up. She reached the front door and waited for him to let her in.

She had to be a normal person, right? One who had made a mistake when she was young? No, not a mistake. David and Sarah would have called her act selfless.

Hoping he didn’t regret his decision, he welcomed her in, and they stood in the entryway. She gaped. Sunlight streamed in from the window above the double front doors and bounced off her face. She removed the baseball cap, which was hiding a mass of blonde hair, and fluffed up her long strands. Golden locks cascaded down her arms as she peered around the home.

He knew from pictures his family had shown him that Brandon’s mother was a pretty girl. But he hadn’t expected this. This woman was stunning. Even black gook running down her face, her nose and eyes puffy from sobbing, couldn’t mask her beauty. Mark tugged on the camera strap around his neck to loosen its grip. He should put the air conditioner on or open some windows because the house was stifling.

She closed her eyes a moment and fanned herself with the cap, blowing filaments of golden threads about her neck. He swallowed, unable to take his gaze off her. What was she thinking? “Rose, the officer should be here soon.”

Her eyes fluttered open, almost as if she had forgotten he was there, or maybe where she was.

“Let’s go wait in the kitchen.” Mark halted, remembering the party decorations. Their arrival yesterday had shocked him. To spare someone else that unwanted surprise, he turned back. “Today was supposed to be Brandon’s party. It’s his birthday.”

Rose scrunched up her nose, clearly thinking him an idiot. “I’m his mother. I’d never forget the day he was born.”
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Chapter Three
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Rose froze. Her legs, heavy cement blocks unable to cross over the forbidden threshold, remained fixed when Mark encouraged her to follow him down the hallway. He shot her a wary look and gestured for her to join him, but she couldn’t move.

Panic set in. She was about to break a promise. A promise she swore to herself, Sarah, David, and her unborn child that she would never break. No matter how difficult the choice, no matter how much her heart might have been crushed, she swore to cut all ties with her son until he was eighteen. The only source of comfort would be the pictures Sarah and David had guaranteed her they would send.

And now she was about to break that promise.

She regarded Mark, who was frowning, probably trying to figure out what to make of her.

“Are you coming?” Impatience growled at her.

She tried to swallow down her anxiousness, but she was so thirsty, her throat muscles stopped halfway, leaving a lump lodged in her esophagus. Rose nodded and willed her lead-ridden legs to enter the forbidden castle. Pretend you’re Alice in Wonderland and drink the potion to make yourself very, very small. No one will notice you then.

Mark reached for her hand. “Come on. It’s okay.” His frown gone, but his voice shaky. Still not sure of her, Rose could tell.

Who could blame him? Her fingers trembled in his grasp. She stepped farther into the entrance way and gazed up at the glittering chandelier, which danced with the light that streamed in through the front long window. She shrunk a bit. Like Alice.

No potion necessary.

A grand staircase led up to a second floor. Family portraits hung on the walls of the hallway up there. Her legs, with wills of their own, started to climb the first polished oak step, her free hand reaching out for the ornate wrought iron handrail.

But Mark tightened his grip on her hand and whisked her away, with a cautious glance that said, ‘Don’t overstep your place.’

She passed the living and dining rooms, opposing spaces on either side of the large entryway, down a long hallway, and into the kitchen. The kitchen, a traditional blend of dark maple cabinets, caramel, white, and mocha mixed granite countertops, and stainless-steel appliances, overlooked a green field of grass. Landscaped perfection with a fenced-in sparkling blue pool, complete with a slide.

Her eyes glazed over all the beautiful things her boy looked at each day. Things at the time of his birth she could never give him. Even now, with her mounting college and credit card debt, she’d have been lucky to have been able to afford a toy for his birthday present.

She strolled to the refrigerator and sucked in a breath at the child-like artwork proudly displayed. One picture had a house and a mommy, a daddy, and a boy. A crude drawing with a big sun and one large cloud. The family held hands. Rose skimmed a finger over her own child’s coloring. A sudden lightness lifted the heavy burden of guilt. She stilled and allowed the gift of relief to wash over her.

She had always known she had done the right thing, but now here was the proof. From what she had witnessed from his home, Brandon had everything here to be happy and well taken care of. Until now.

She turned her head and locked in on several blue and red latex and Mylar birthday balloon clusters. The moment of relief she clung to, disappeared and left her cold. She shivered in spite of the warm temperature of the house.

Mark grabbed one of the clusters and moved it out of his way. “I didn’t know what to do with the cake so I put it in the fridge.”

She flinched as Mark’s gravelly voice brought her back to reality.

He clamped his hand down on the stainless-steel refrigerator handle. “I was able to track down the magician and cancel him. And the caterers. Thank God one of the mothers from Brandon’s preschool called all the kids’ parents and told them the party was cancelled. Most of them had heard about the accident. The news is all over this town, but man, I would have lost it if anyone showed up today because they were living under a rock.”

She wanted to see the cake, even though she fought every urge to run and hide. This shouldn’t be happening to Brandon. For any child to lose his parents was devastating, but to be killed a few days before his birthday in a car accident was horrific.

The person who hit them, a coward, raced off. She guessed her son must be with relatives who were preparing to attend his parents’ funeral instead of his birthday party.

Rose suddenly got dizzy and huddled back against the center island. She held on to the smooth, cold counter. Whether she was dehydrated or in shock she didn’t know, but the effect was the same.

“Are you okay? You’re as white as a ghost.” David’s brother coaxed her into a padded kitchen chair.

“May I have some water please?” Rose ran one of her shaky hands across the fine material of a woven green placemat. One of six of a set staged on top of a round, wood table top.

He reached in a cabinet and filled the glass with filtered water from the fridge. She gulped down the cold water and held up the empty glass for Mark to refill. She sipped this time, but soon polished off the liquid.

He hesitated. “Are you sure you’re all right?”

Mark ran his fingers through his hair, a gesture she noticed he made a lot.

She nodded. “I haven’t eaten since last night. A little lightheaded is all.”

Mark hauled open the refrigerator door. “I think there’s lemonade in here. The sugar will help you. Maybe some fruit?”

The cake was just as she imagined. A three-layer superhero tower. Emblems in fondant icing of Batman, Superman, and Spiderman, graced the front, and each had their own layer. One of the refrigerator shelves had been removed to fit the cake.

She sucked in a breath, and he had to pry the glass from her grasp.

He refilled the glass again, but this time with sweet lemonade. “Slow down, maybe.” He handed her an apple before detaching a printed phone list from the refrigerator. “I’m going to call some of David and Sarah’s neighbors. Something doesn’t add up, and maybe one of them saw something suspicious.” He started making calls on his cell phone.

“Hi, Mrs. Mead, this is Mark Winters. Your next-door neighbor, David’s brother. Please give me a call as soon as you get home.” He left his number and ran his finger down the list.

“Why are you calling the neighbors?”

“Sarah thought someone was following her last week. My brother told me he was installing cameras outside the house. Their mail was stolen twice. I sent my nephew a birthday card he never received and there’s no mail again. David had also planned to get a new mailbox that locked. He bought a camera system online, but I checked, and it hasn’t been installed yet. They had planned on getting an alarm system too. This old house didn’t have one when they bought it.”

Mark locked eyes with Rose. “Sarah may have confided in someone. Mrs. Mead, next door, is known as the mayor of the cul-de-sac. She knows everything that goes on and she may have seen someone suspicious around...” He stopped. “The nanny. She’s here most days. Maybe she knows what happened to the mail.” He ran his finger down the list. “Here she is. Emma. I’m going to call her next.”

He did. No answer. He left a message. Then a minute later, received a text from her. He texted back. His phone beeped. This proceeded back and forth for a couple of minutes. He paced the large kitchen, and Rose twisted her head like she was watching a tennis game.

“She’s at class,” he finally said. “She’ll call when it lets out. I have to call Connie. I should tell her you’re here.” He glanced away a split second to check the time. “She should already be on her way. We planned to meet here and sort through some of Sarah’s stuff for funeral preparations.”

“Who’s Connie?”

“Sarah’s best friend.”

After he called Connie, and began to explain Rose’s presence, she could hear Connie’s shrieks through the phone. Mark winced, stormed out of the kitchen, and returned a minute later. “She’s not thrilled you’re here. Doesn’t think it’s a good idea. Connie is helping Sarah’s parents with the services. My dad just had hip surgery and shouldn’t be traveling, but my parents are flying up from Florida tomorrow. Guess they’ll stay here.”

He turned and walked away without another word, leaving Rose stunned, with more questions than answers.

She popped up and followed him. “Wait, where are you going?”

“To their office. To look for anything out of the ordinary. Something is off here.”

“I’ll help.”

He gave her a curt nod and led her into a bright room near the kitchen. A large, dark wooden desk commanded the office space. Clear of papers, except a day planner and one silver-plated picture frame, the ornate furniture was a complete contrast to her functional home office desk, which had piles stacked upon piles.

A bookcase on the wall behind the desk held books strategically placed. Once again, she compared Sarah’s style to her own. Rose used crates bought in the organization aisle at a home improvement store to house her eclectic collection of novels. Here, decorative items adorned the dark wood shelves. Photography equipment was stacked in one corner.

Mark spied the desk, then started to tear the room apart, snatching open drawers, looking behind tripods.

“What are you doing?” she said, half watching him and half staring at the back of the picture frame as she made her way to the chair.

“Laptop. Where is it?”

She stood behind the desk and picked up the frame. The photo was of Brandon laughing, gazing up at David. At a beach somewhere. Blue water. A tropical island. “In their bedroom? I usually have mine there.”

“Right.”

The doorbell chimed two, three times. Then kept ringing away.

“That must be Connie. The police wouldn’t do that.”

Rose picked up the picture and traced her finger over the dust-free frame. She swallowed and nodded. “Better get that.”

“Right.” As he rushed past, a gush of air pelted her.

She braced herself. She was about to meet Sarah’s friend. What does she think of me? The girl who gave up her son. Rose had never told a soul about what she had done, except her mother. Of course, the lawyers knew. But their judgment didn’t count. Rose hadn’t cared what they thought.

But she never told her sisters or anyone else back in her small hometown, Forever Bay.

At the time, Rose was studying at a Texas university. Some of her college friends may have guessed she was pregnant, but the minute she started to show, she took off the rest of the semester. Her mom, who was sick with cancer, had made a surprise visit claiming she missed her middle daughter.

Once they both got over the shock of their reality, they cooked up a pretense to hide her pregnancy.

At first, Rose had begged her mother to keep her secret from her sisters. Rose was ashamed of what had happened. Later, when Rose had made the decision to give her baby up for adoption, her mother was the one who had made her promise to keep the secret.

Her mother believed her other daughters would be better off not knowing anything about the baby, if Rose was going to give him up. They would have wanted to help Rose, but since Rose was adamant about adoption, why cause them any stress? Then her mother had insisted she help Rose through her pregnancy and told her other daughters and anyone who had to know, that she was receiving her cancer treatments at a top-notch Texas hospital, and Rose was taking care of her.

Her sisters believed their mother, why wouldn’t they? She had never lied to them before. Her mother kept the secret to her grave. Rose always felt guilty about that. Did taking care of her impede her mother’s recovery?

Mark stormed into the office followed by a tall, pretty brunette with a short bob, designer jeans, shimmery cropped top and a bone leather expensive handbag in the crook of her bent elbow.

Rose put down the frame.

“Connie, Rose, Rose, Connie.” Mark’s matter-of-fact introduction should have been off-putting, but it wasn’t. The fact that he didn’t sugarcoat anything was comforting to her for some reason.

Connie pointed at Rose, the handbag swinging in her elbow pit as she did. “You shouldn’t have come here. We’ve lost Sarah and David! Aren’t these terrible enough circumstances without you adding to the tragedy?” She clapped her hands together, and her lips trembled. She peeked up at Mark, and threw herself into his arms.

He patted the top of Connie’s head. “There, there.”

Surprised, Rose glanced away at what she considered a private moment. Were these two more than friends?

Connie was obviously in shock, grieving. Rose didn’t respond to her accusations. Instead, she crossed to the window, which faced the side yard. She pretended interest in the view, but couldn’t get past the revelation that Mark and Connie might be an item, and even more shocking was Connie’s reaction to her.

Several minutes ticked by before Connie settled down. She turned to Rose. “I’m not going to pretend I’m glad you’re here. Your presence is the last thing this family needs, but since you are here, and we have more pressing matters, I’ll keep my opinions quiet. For now.”

She rattled on, “So, Mark, you called a bunch of people to see if Sarah and David shared any information, right? On my way here, I called every friend I could think of. Mark, search the house for their computers. They each must have one. Rose, why don’t you follow me? We’ll look around. I’ll know if anything is out of place.”

They separated, and Rose followed Connie while Mark flitted from room to room searching for laptops. Rose climbed the stairs slowly, while Connie raced ahead. Rose was going to see those family portraits that hung in the hallway after all. Professional pictures of Brandon as a newborn, swaddled in blankets and placed in cute baby positions. There was a large one of him with Sarah and David when he was about two. Then a recent one.

“Rose? In here.” Connie’s concerned voice called out to her.

In the master bedroom, Connie tugged open drawers and closet doors. Rose stood there in amazement. The soft robin’s egg blue hue on the walls and the cream duvet and similar drapes created a room that was calming, romantic. This room was all Sarah. More family pictures in beautiful fancy frames tortured her from a dresser. Here we are, a perfect family they said. Rose blinked and turned away before Connie noticed.

Connie shouted something from the master bath. She ran out and checked the walk-in closet. She was talking aloud, not really to Rose. In fact, Rose was pretty sure, Connie had nearly forgotten she was there.

Connie ran down the hallway, and Rose raced after her. She was certain where Connie was heading next. Sure enough, she came upon a little boy’s room. The walls were blue, and there was a bed that resembled a car with a Batman comforter. Superheroes were scattered on the bed. This room wasn’t as neat as all the others. Toys were on the floor, as if the boy was playing and had to stop mid playtime. But this wasn’t any child’s room. It was her son’s.

Brandon’s.

She had no idea he liked superheroes.

Connie rummaged through some action figures on the bed, then scanned the room. She ran into the en-suite bathroom.

Her son had his own bathroom. Her spirits lifted for the first time that day. She didn’t even have her own bathroom. She shared one with her sisters. His pillow protruded from under his rumbled bedcovers, and she couldn’t resist the temptation. She suddenly didn’t care what Connie or anyone else thought as she lifted the pillow from the bed and snuggled her face into its softness. She sniffed at its scent. Her baby’s. The last time she was this close to him was the day she gave him up. Away.

Rose peeked up to find both Connie and Mark staring at her. To her relief, they said nothing at first. They’d have to pry his pillow from her hands; she wasn’t about to let go. Not yet.

Finally, Mark broke the awkward moment. “I can’t find their laptops anywhere. Nor the receipts for the camera system or new mailbox. Maybe David didn’t have a chance to buy either of them. I wonder if he talked to any alarm companies.”

Connie stood pin straight, folded her arms across her slight chest, and studied the room again. “Something’s wrong. Brandon’s favorite teddy bear is missing. It’s always on his nightstand. He never goes to bed without it. Did he take it to Sarah’s parents’?”

Brandon’s favorite toy was missing? Sarah and David had been concerned about their safety and had discussed their worries with Mark? A chill ran up Rose’s spine. Was her little boy in danger?
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Chapter Four
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Connie held Mark’s hand and squeezed. “I’ll see you later?”

He nodded, trusting that she’d check on Brandon’s welfare when she left to go to Sarah’s parents. Soon after, the doorbell chimed and he let the officer in, the same one who had approached him after the accident.

Officer Link was about his age, late twenties, about the same height, but Link’s shoulders wider, snug in his dark blue uniform. This time, he brought along an older officer. Shorter, stockier, and gray at the temples. Deep lines carved into his forehead gave Mark the impression this officer had seen things he didn’t want to relive.

Officer Link nodded at Mark. “This is Officer Barnard. We’re both working the investigation.” He paused and looked at Rose. “And your name is? Relationship to the family?”

Mark didn’t give her a chance to answer. “This is Rose. Brandon’s biological mother. Follow me. We can talk in the living room.”

Once there, he led Rose to the couch. Mark situated two winged chairs for the officers and he sat next to Rose. They all faced each other.

Officer Link flipped open his notepad and squinted at Rose. “What’s your last name, ma’am?”

“Becker.”

After he jotted that down, the officer continued, “So Brandon’s adopted? Where’s his biological father? What’s your involvement in this situation?”

Rose played with the cap in her hands. Mark could see she was conflicted. He knew from the bits and pieces he remembered Sarah mentioning when they had first adopted Brandon, that even though they considered the process an open adoption, Rose had kept her pregnancy a secret. After all these years, the way she struggled to get the words out, he wondered if she still hadn’t told her family she’d had a baby.

She visibly swallowed and licked at her lips. “Brandon’s biological father is in Texas. He gave his rights up to my son at birth. I came here today because I was worried about Brandon. Losing both parents is devastating at any age, but he’s only four. Too young to understand. Who’s taking care of him now?” Tiny lines etched in her forehead and her hands shook.

Mark pressed his knuckles into the cushion’s soft beige fabric and worked his jaw. As he would with anyone in distress, he sympathized and wished he could relieve her concern. He almost felt sorry for her. This woman carried a lot of baggage on her shoulders. But he wasn’t the one to lift that weight right now. He had his own burdens.

The officers shared a look, then Officer Link said, “Miss Becker, we may have questions for you later.” He turned his attention to Mark. “There are no cameras where the accident occurred. The area is isolated. We scanned the neighborhood for witnesses. So far, no one has come forward with any knowledge.”

The road by that lake had some sharp curves, but he couldn’t help the gnawing idea that the accident was deliberate. Now was the time to share his suspicions with the officers. “David called me a couple of weeks ago. Sarah thought someone was following her one day at the mall. Another day, their mailbox was open and their mail scattered on the ground. They believed their mail was stolen on two other occasions.”

“Someone confiscated their mail?” Officer Link jotted this down.

“David wasn’t sure, so he didn’t report a theft, but he and Sarah thought something odd was going on. My brother decided to add cameras on the outside of their house. You know, the type that alerts you to someone at your front door? You can answer right from your phone. He said that it was easy for a homeowner to install himself. I ran around this whole house and couldn’t find one camera. I couldn’t find any receipts. There’s no mail in the mailbox, but I don’t know if today’s mail has been delivered yet. David was researching having an alarm system installed in the house. One that was attached to a monitoring station. This is an older home. The previous owner didn’t have an alarm.”
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