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Summer of 1984

 The space shuttle Discovery took off on its maiden voyage; The Summer Olympics were held in Los Angeles; the lives of Everett Troy, Jackson Vance, Mason Trent, and Ryder Wayne were changed forever.

 Once a week, under the cover of darkness, they hid beneath the boardwalk and plied their adolescent bodies with beer and hard liquor.  Sixteen was considered the age of innocence, but their naiveté was stolen when they witness a man being dragged onto the moon-brightened beach and a gun pressed against his forehead.  Thunder from crashing waves camouflaged the killing shots.

 Shock sobered their drink besotted brains and they waited until the killers had left before they made their escape.  Scared out of their minds and with their breaths reeking of alcohol, they made their way to police headquarters. No one believes they witnessed a murder, but for one rookie cop.  He drives them back to the scene, but the body is gone, like it never happened  

 A week later, they each receive a note.  If they open their mouths, they and their families would suffer the same fate.

 As The Association, they watch each other’s backs. The boys think they’re home free until a couple of months before they graduate high school.  Cocaine is found in Everett Troy’s locker. His admittance to Julliard School of Music is rescinded; Jackson Vance and Mason Trent grades are tampered with, and they lose their scholarships to Ivy League schools; an unregistered handgun shows up in Ryder Wayne’s locker, killing his chances to go into the FBI.

 Despite the threat hanging over their lives and being blackmailed by unknown forces to maintain their silence, they achieved success in their chosen professions.  Everett Troy, Oscar and Tony Award Winner; Jackson Vance, High School Principal; Mason Trent, Publisher of the Beacon Pointe Gazette; Ryder Wayne, Lieutenant on Beacon Pointe Police Force.

 Thirty four years after that fateful night, they’ve reached the middlescence of their lives and decide, as The Association, to fight back and look into the murder.  During their investigation, they’re shocked to learn how much influence the killers have made on their lives and the women they love.


The Association

Mason
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Chapter 1

 

 Mollie Anderson expelled a deep sigh, drawing on the courage to follow through on the decision she’d been debating for quite a while.  The shafts of moonlight piercing the slightly tilted blinds on the three windows allowed her to appreciate the stark male beauty of the very naked man sound asleep in his bed.  The thick length of his salt-and-pepper hair skimmed the base of his neck, rumpled from the glide of her fingers.  His broad shoulders and sleek muscular back were now relaxed, when just an hour ago, they’d tensed under her fingertips from unleashed desire. 

 She’d miss his devilish laughter, miss tracing the smooth arch of his dark brows over his intense green eyes that either shone with cunning understanding or naughty intent, miss his quirky sense of humor, miss the way she’d shiver when his fingertips would glide along her bare skin, miss the persuasive brush of his lips that coaxed to life the hot spot below her ear, miss the way he’d make her body hum and then explode in passionate release. 

 She’d miss those four little words he hadn’t said in a very long time. I love you, Moll.

 Never a selfish lover, Mason always made sure she reached the ultimate peak. Tonight’s lovemaking had been different.  It had taken on a whole new meaning. 

 It had been the last time.

 No more being taken for granted.  

 No more waiting for him to decide to make a commitment.  

 The burning tears that welled in her eyes slid down her cheeks when she quietly dressed in her shorts and tank top that was mixed with his clothes on the floor beside the bed. 

 Would he still come to the Book and Brew for breakfast every morning at exactly eight o’clock?  They’d established a routine long ago.

He’d brush her temple with a fleeting kiss before muttering, Mornin,’ Moll. She’d already have a pot of coffee, his personal thick white mug and a half section of red grapefruit, on his favorite table in the front window.  He’d have the latest copy of the Beacon Pointe Gazette under his arm, along with his tablet.  Ordering his food wasn’t necessary. She’d personally serve him his eggs over easy, crisp bacon, a side of hash browns, toasted homemade sourdough bread.  Every other day, he’d forgo the bread and have blueberry pancakes.

 He was a creature of habit. To him, she was like an old, comfortable shoe.  

 Well, Dependable Moll died today.

 She retrieved the note-size envelope from her purse she’d left beside the door and set it on the nightstand next to his bed.  It had taken numerous, painstaking attempts to find the right words knowing that no matter what she wrote, she was going to hurt him.

 It’s the right thing to do. It’s the right thing to do. 

 Another deep sigh escaped as she tiptoed toward the door, but she paused to glance back at the envelope.  The tears came harder, and her chest tightened. Scrolled on the front of the envelope were the words, I don’t love you anymore.  

 She lied.
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 Hurrying down the steps from his second-floor apartment, she didn’t need a mask to feel like a burglar escaping the scene of a crime…in a way, she was.  Guilt and regret warred between her heart and head, but there was no turning back.  She’d unmade her comfortable bed, aka Mason Trent.  He’d been a part of her life since she was seventeen years old.  Now she was forty-nine and about to find out what life was like without him.

 The moment she walked out the back door to the rear parking lot of The Beacon Pointe Gazette, security lights shone on her like spotlights on a stage. The newspaper office occupied the first floor of a vintage Victorian home.  

 The sticky, humid air clung to her bare arms and legs, but that was the norm for a seaside town in June.  She pressed the button to unlock her Jeep Wrangler, and her hand wasn’t quite steady when she attempted to put the key in the starter.  Residual tears lingered in her eyes, and she rested her forehead on her hands that gripped the steering wheel. 

 “It’s one in the morning, Mollie,” she told herself. “Too early to go to the Book and Brew to start preparing for the Sunday morning crowd. Your brother thinks you’re spending the night with Mason, and Stu will take Clare to Matilda Hennypenny’s to play with her three daughters till you get out of work.”    

 There was one place she could go that would help clear her mind. She started the car. The air conditioning immediately chilled her skin, so she opened the window to balance the interior temperature.  She took the back streets through quaint, quiet neighborhoods of well-maintained Victorian homes and headed down Tidewater Boulevard, which led directly to the old Beacon Pointe lighthouse.

 The locals were familiar with the historic, two-story stucco home and tall beacon that was now privately owned.  Her lungs filled with the potent salty air the closer she got to the Atlantic.  This was what she needed. She’d been coming here to run since she was a teenager. It was her happy place.

 Tall reeds mantled the dented aluminum guardrail at the end of the road.  To the left was a narrow sandy drive that led to the former lovers’ lane that they’d enjoyed as teenagers.  She and Mason both loved the ocean, and the memories of hot summer nights with him sent a sharp pain to her heart.  “Don’t think about him now.  It’s over.  You’re here to run.” 

 The place was deserted. This section of the beach was rarely used since No Trespassing signs were posted about the property.  In her present mood, she couldn’t give a shit.  

 She gathered her hair into a quick ponytail using one of the colorful scrunchies she always kept in her glove box and remembered to take the small can of mace she carried as a safety precaution.  Before getting out of the car, she discarded her sandals. She got better traction running barefoot.   

 A full moon brightened the narrow path to the beach, and the cool surface of the sand felt good against the bottoms of her feet. The rustle from the tall sea grasses and the rolling thunder from the crashing waves created a musical interlude, welcoming her to a watery kingdom.  

 Mollie bent over to go through a few stretches, then inhaled deeply before heading for the smooth sand at the water’s edge. The early morning wind off the ocean and the refreshing Atlantic hugged her ankles to cool the sweat on her body.  

 Her pace was sure and steady, but her normal happy escape just wasn’t cutting it.  “Damn you, Mason Trent.  I’m doing this for your own good.”  She’d just never counted on it hurting so much.

 Her calves felt the strain from pounding her feet on the hard, wet surface, but she kept a steady gait until she reached Driftwood Cove, a half mile from where she’d started.  As teenagers, they’d named the sandy spot because the ocean currents deposited the driftwood they used to build fires for private beach parties. 

 Mollie was hardly winded when she turned around and headed back to the lighthouse. She’d been a runner in high school, and with the craziness of her life, she had to keep herself in shape.  It also helped combat putting on extra pounds, a problem she’d battled all her life.  She’d inherited her mother’s large bone structure and height, but was never considered overweight. At five feet, ten inches, she was the tallest of the Fabulous Four.  Ironically, Mason was the tallest of The Association, maxing out at six-four.

 “Stop thinking about him.”

 When she got closer to the lighthouse, she noticed the three jet skis at the shoreline.  She slowed her clip and scanned the semi dark area for any sign of the riders.  Naturally curious, she pulled her keys from her pocket and turned on the small mag light she always carried to check out the machines. The owner of the green Kawasaki had added three orange lightning bolts. 

 She turned away and noticed footsteps in the sand that continued on the path between the tall grasses. They had obviously ignored the No Trespassing signs.

 This is another bad idea, she told herself as she followed the deep impressions that led directly to the house. Darkness was broken by the thin ruler of light escaping the edges of the plywood that had been nailed to the outside of the basement windows.  Mollie felt sad the owner had boarded it up and let the weeds overtake the area.  She had a special tender spot for the house since ​Lazarus Anderson, her great-great-grandfather, had been the first lighthouse keeper.  She had firsthand knowledge he haunted the lighthouse.  

 “How did they get in?” Curiosity urged her to the window, and she knelt on one knee.  The lighted space wasn’t wide enough to see inside, but they’d made the mistake of standing too close to the window. 

She clearly heard one of the men say, “This will fix that bastard informer. He’s a dead man.”

 Mollie jerked to her feet and moved hurriedly away from the house.  This wasn’t the time to stick around and play Nancy Drew. Mind your own business.  You’ve got enough problems in your life.

 She jogged to her Jeep and remembered not to slam the door.  Just to be on the safe side, she didn’t turn on her headlights until she pulled out onto the main road. Hopefully, they hadn’t noticed her car in the parking lot. She glanced in her rearview mirror, and her foot eased back on the gas pedal.  She blinked once, twice, making sure she wasn’t seeing an illusion. The glass panels in the lighthouse appeared to have come alive. Some of the residents professed to have seen an occasional light coming from the tower, but this was the first time she’d seen the unnatural flicker. Was her grandfather sending her a message…?

 Her conscience got the better of her, and she pulled over to the side of the road.  If she called the police to report the incident, they’d want her personal information and might expect her to go back to the lighthouse. She decided on the lesser of two evils and sent a text to Ryder.  Was just jogging near the old lighthouse and saw some lights on in the basement and jet skis parked on the shore.  Just FYI in case you think it should be checked out. “Done, you did your good deed.”

 She didn’t wait for a reply and got back on the road. When she glanced in the rearview mirror, she saw the eerie light in the tower was dark. 

 Despite the early hour, she drove to the Book and Brew and let herself in the back door of her home away from home.  She kicked off her sandals and used the sink in the powder room to wash the sand off her feet and apply a cool facecloth to her heated cheeks.  

 Feeling more refreshed, she walked into the living room. The original owners of the residence, built in the early 1900s, had turned their parlor into a library. The bookcases were filled with a variety of hardcover books she had yet to read. She’d found the three overstuffed couches and square coffee table in a secondhand shop. 

 She set the alarm on her phone for five thirty. That would give her enough time to shower and change her clothes before starting work. 

 The three soft cushions were more than accommodating for her to stretch out comfortably. Sleep was a long time coming. Heartbreaking thoughts of Mason and what she’d done rushed into her mind.  

 The tears started all over again.
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 Mason Trent rolled over and stretched his arm to the other side of the bed, needing to bring Mollie closer.  The air-conditioned room chilled his skin that earlier had suffered an inferno of heat. They hadn’t made love like that in years. Tonight, his Moll had been different, more aggressive. Her legs had tightened around his hips almost in desperation and urged him to thrust faster, harder.  He hadn’t held back to let her come first, but they’d peaked together. 

 Their lovemaking was always satisfying, and he figured she was comfortable with the way things always were between them when it came to making love.  The tears he’d tasted on her cheeks had been puzzling.  He’d kissed them away and asked what had brought them on.  All she’d done was shake her head.

 Moll was his constant, his anchor.  She was always here for him.  When his travels as an investigative reporter had taken him out of the country for months at a time, she’d welcomed him home with open arms.  She’d always asked about his adventures, but some of the things he’d seen and done would have given her nightmares.  He had enough of his own to worry about. Even when she called him shithead, it was with endearing affection.  

Funny, she hadn’t called him that in a while.

 He sat up and blinked at the almost-pitch-dark room. “Moll,” he called. “Where are you, Good Golly Miss Mollie?”  When all was silent, he swung his feet to the floor.  He used his fingers to comb the hair away from his forehead. 

 The place was too quiet.  Even if she was in his small kitchen making coffee the way he liked it, using fresh-ground beans, he would have heard her moving around.  He stood up and glanced at the pile of clothes on the floor, seeing his shorts and muscle shirt. 

 It was when he bent over to pick up his clothes that he noticed the envelope on the table.  “What the hell…”  He turned on the bedside lamp and squinted when the brightness shocked his vision. The handwritten message on the front of the envelope slammed into his slowly awakening body.  His hands shook when he opened the back flap and took out the folded yellow vellum.

 I never imagined myself a coward, but I can’t face you when I say it’s over between us. No, there isn’t another man in my life. I’ve done everything to keep our love alive, but it’s been one-sided.  To you, I’m the old shoe that feels right; I’m a comfortable habit that you keep at a distance.  Can’t let me get too close.  

 For a journalist who loves words, you’ve been avoiding one word for years:  commit.  It means to promise, to pledge, to bind, to perpetuate.  Tonight was my farewell gift to you. Dependable Moll is no more. 

   Mollie

 Mason read it once, then again, making sure he hadn’t misunderstood her gut-wrenching farewell.  He’d once witnessed a voodoo worship ceremony in which the supplicant experienced the illusion his heart had been cut out, but he was still breathing.  He now understood the true meaning of the man’s revelation.  Mollie had cut his heart out, but he was still breathing. 

 He scrubbed his hands over his face, feeling the prickly growth of his early morning beard, and lowered his hands, staggered at the moisture on the surfaces of his palms. 

 “God damn her!” Anger had him crumbling the note and pitching it across the room in a fit of temper. No one, except The Association, knew the hell he’d been through or the threats hanging over his life, over and above the problems he shared with his best friends.  He hadn’t taken to heart Everett’s recent warning that if Mason didn’t make Mollie a permanent part of his life, he could lose her. 

 His best friend’s prediction had come true. 

 Go after her, his heart shouted, but logic took over his thinking. It was better this way. Mollie out of his life would be a form of protection for her and Clare. It wasn’t an excuse, but the most rational decision for all parties concerned.  

 Goddammit! Son of a bitch!  He picked up his oxford loafer and hard-balled it in the direction of the bathroom. 

   Going back to sleep would be impossible, so he yanked on his shorts and walked barefoot into the kitchen.  He opened the refrigerator to be greeted by a six-pack of Wolf Head’s ale, a questionable container of leftover Chinese food and a half-eaten sub.  Eating had never been a priority. Mollie always saw that he ate healthily. That, too, was about to change.

 He grabbed a bottle of beer, walked down a short hall to the spare bedroom that he’d made into his private office. Sleep was a luxury he rarely enjoyed, so working during the wee hours of the night had become the norm.  The only nights he slept well was when Mollie shared his bed for a few hours.   

 The room was sparsely furnished with a seasoned mahogany desk that belonged to his ​Uncle Bertram, the original owner of the Beacon Pointe Gazette. Side-by-side bookshelves against the far wall held some of the first editions he’d acquired through private auction.  He ran a finger down the spine of The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, by his favorite author, Mark Twain.  If only to be able to enjoy the carefree innocence of youth…      

 His eyes moved farther down the row of perfectly aligned books to his special editions, as he liked to call them.  Behind the false leather spines, he’d hidden small flash drives of the special investigative research he wasn’t ready to share with anyone.    

 He turned on the desk lamp and adjusted the leaf-green shade over the short fluorescent tube before booting up his laptop.  Mollie’s smiling face glowed back at him. Her sun-streaked brown hair was in a ponytail. Quirky sunglasses decorated with red polka dots, the same color as her Speedo bathing suit, partially covered her pretty face.  She’d been in a silly mood, and he’d told her to smile, but she’d bowed her lips like she was throwing him an air kiss. They’d been invited to a party to christen Everett and Laura’s new boat, a ​Sea Ray Sundancer 540 that they’d named The Spotlight.  It had been a fun day for the Fabulous Four and The Association.  He momentarily considered changing the picture on his home screen.  No, she was the one who’d ended things, but his Moll was still very much a part of his heart.

 He took a deep breath and asked himself what had brought this on so suddenly.  Two of her best friends had recently gotten their happily-ever-after. Laura was happily married to Everett, and Tamie and Jackson’s wedding would be in August.  Once again, logic reminded him that marrying Mollie would be signing her death warrant. No, it was better this way.  Mason, you’re lying to yourself.  

 Before calling up his files on the Hennypenny/Holcombe investigation, he zeroed in on the small icon with the head of the devil in the lower right corner of his laptop screen.  The e-mail was activated only in the case of extreme importance.  

 He clicked on the devil’s head, and the priority message sent a chill down his spine, Get your ducks in a row. Expect a visit from Fabio’s goons very soon.

 “This has to happen now!” Mason scrubbed his face with his hands, concentrating on the steps he had to take and not what he’d done to cause this additional trouble in his life. The threat from the cartel had always been there, and the first generation of leaders was dead.  He knew firsthand you could cut off the head of a snake, but there was always someone else to step into their shoes. He’d be a fool to claim he wasn’t worried or scared. These heartless bastards didn’t play games.  

 Mollie and Clare would be safe since she’d walked away, but he was going to take additional measures to make sure they wouldn’t come to any harm.

 He reached for his cell phone and typed in The Association’s special text.  The eyes have closed, they will see no more.  Tomorrow night, 8 o’clock at Eighty Eights.  

 He sent a separate message to Everett asking him to come alone at seven thirty to discuss a personal matter. 

 

      

  

Chapter 2

 

 Mollie handed the customer a copy of her bill.  “So glad you enjoyed your breakfast.  Come again.”

 “We certainly will.”

 The bell tinkled over the glass door when the very satisfied couple walked out, and a family of four entered before the door closed.  While ​Diane, her head waitress, showed the man, woman and two young children to their table in the second dining room, Mollie used a red dry erase marker to cross off a table on her seating chart, indicating it was occupied. If anyone else walked in in the next couple of minutes, she’d have to put them on a waiting list.

 “This is crazy. It’s been nonstop since seven o’clock.  I don’t know whether to love or hate the summer months, but this is when we make the most money.”

  Diane adjusted her blue headband.  The red and white stars bopped whenever she moved her head. Since the Fourth of July was a couple of weeks away, the waitresses wore patriotic scarves with their white blouses and denim shorts.

 A quick flash drew Mollie’s eyes to the sparkle of the engagement ring on Diane’s hand.  Mason had given her a beautiful antique ring for Valentine’s Day, but it had gone missing six weeks ago.  She’d taken it off, not wanting to scratch the gold M’s and stones atop the band, and set it on the windowsill over the sink in her commercial kitchen.  At the end of the day, when she’d gone to get it, the ring was missing, and no one had confessed to taking it or moving her precious gift.  

 “Something is off this morning, meaning you,” Diane said.  “No bobbing headband or patriotic scarf, and I haven’t seen you smile or laugh once.” 

 Mollie braced herself when Diane dipped her head toward the table Mason normally occupied. 

 “What happened to Clark Kent this morning?  You didn’t set up our favorite reporter’s table, and it’s eight twenty.”

 Standing behind the greeting station was the perfect spot to view his favorite table, and it made what she’d done all too real.  When she’d come up with this cook-or-get-out-of-the-kitchen idea, she should’ve given more thought to the snowballing repercussions of having to admit she’d broken it off with Mason.  With the catty gossip club in Beacon Pointe, they wouldn’t need his newspaper to spread the news.  

 Diane was one of the original waitresses when Mollie’s mother opened the Book and Brew twenty years ago.  The dedicated waitress had also run the business when Mollie had to take care of her mother the last few months of her life. 

 A beautician’s clever hand had blended wisps of silver into her white hair styled in short, flirty layers.  In her late fifties, she frequented Beauty Works, her daughter’s day spa and beauty salon, a few doors down from the Book and Brew.  Her fiancé, Rocco Scannelli, was the owner of Scannelli’s ​Pizzeria, a favorite of the locals.

 Diane was waiting, and Mollie chose her words carefully. “Let’s just say, we’ve come to a parting of the ways.” The mouth-dropping expression on Diane’s face would become the norm to everyone she offered her explanation.

 “Gosh Almighty! What happened?”  Her crystal-blue eyes widened from realization. “That bastard cheated on you!  After all the years you’ve given that worm.” Diane jammed a hand on her round hip. “Sweetie, you’re a fine-looking woman. Get right back in the saddle and make that two-timing jerk realize what he’s lost. Rocco has a good-looking cousin, just turned thirty-five.  Franco’s an Italian stud who knows how to treat a lady.”

 “Start dating?  He’s also fourteen years younger than me.”

 “Sweetie, there’s nothing wrong with fresh young meat.”

 Their conversation was interrupted when a family of six came in and customers lined up at the register to pay their checks. “I’ll think about it.”

 Mollie was kept busy the rest of the morning.  Her brother, Stuart, called to say he’d brought Clare to Matilda Hennypenny’s house.  Clare would be starting kindergarten in September, but Mollie needed someone to watch the precocious five-year-old during the summer months. She was grateful her younger brother lived with her because of the crazy hours the Book and Brew demanded.  She made a decent living and never cut corners on the quality of the food she served.  During the winter months, she barely broke even.

 By lunchtime, the buzz had started, and the breakup story of Mason and Mollie, the famous M&M couple from high school, got more outrageous.  Mollie was the victim of a lying, cheating snake.  She’d given that jerk thirty-two years of her life, and he’d dumped her for a younger woman.  The catty gossip included tossing around the names of some unsuspecting females.  Irene, Mollie’s baker, was so pissed she baked snake-shaped sugar cookies and wrote Mason on each one. She’d set them on a tray next to the register with a sign that read, Free. Ignore the slogan Don’t Tread on Me.  Stomp on this one.

 The women turned a deaf ear when Mollie attempted to take the blame for the breakup, so she gave up trying.  Luckily, Laura and Tamie were involved with family responsibilities and Jillianne was away for the weekend, or they would’ve swooped down on the Book and Brew to demand what the hell was going on.  They were going to be upset.  She never gave her best friends a heads-up on her break-it-off-with-Mason plan.

 At two o’clock, she turned off the Open sign and left Dan, her short-order cook, and Irene in the kitchen to prep the meals and baked goods for the following day.  The interior of the Jeep was hot, so she started the engine and turned the AC to high. Not having had much sleep the previous night, she felt exhaustion catching up with her, creating a low-grade headache.    

 Mollie pulled the red scrunchie from the back of her head to give freedom to her wavy hair that hung just below her shoulders, relieving the tightness in her scalp. She settled the back of her head against the headrest and closed her eyes for a few moments.  

 Diane’s comment about going out with another man resurfaced.  Over the years, she’d gone on casual dates, but they hadn’t been anything serious. Mason would always return home, to her. Inciting the jealousy bug hadn’t been part of her plan.  She hadn’t wanted to hurt him any more than was necessary. 

 Was she being selfish, thinking only of what she wanted?  How long was someone supposed to wait to have their dream fulfilled?  Time was running out. Now she knew what Cinderella experienced when she hurried from the ball before the clock struck twelve and her dream was lost forever.  

 Before heading out to Hennypenny’s Bed and Breakfast to pick up Clare, she retrieved her cell phone from her purse. She quickly scanned the dozen messages from concerned friends offering their support. Her heartbeat doubled when she saw the message from Mason.

 His words were short and to the point.  Sorry I can’t give you what you want.

 Rather than being hurt or disappointed, her temper fired up her determination. “What a stubborn asshat. Shithead, you better stock up on insect repellent. I’m about to release the jealousy bug.”
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 Later that afternoon, Mason exited Sally’s 5 and 10, a novelty gift store. Along with old-fashioned ice cream sundaes and shakes, they offered a variety of sandwiches. He’d ordered a turkey club and forced himself to eat half.

    He had time before his meeting, so he slowed his pace and appreciated the brisk business the specialty shops were enjoying.  The storefronts sported red, white, and blue fan heritage flags, and decorative flower boxes were planted with matching colors. Tourists welcomed the eight-square-block area that didn’t allow vehicles on the narrow, brick-surfaced streets. 

 Don’t look, but his eyes fell on the darkened Open sign on the Book and Brew.  What a difference twenty-four hours made. He’d been sucker punched by—what did she call herself?—Dependable Moll’s Dear John letter. 

 Every time he turned around, there was a small reminder of her. They’d never lived together, but she kept a spare toothbrush in his medicine chest for the nights she slept over.  Her brush, a small makeup case and a container of hair ties were in a drawer in the bathroom vanity.  Getting dressed, he’d eyed a pair of her lacy red boy shorts that mingled with his briefs.  The little reminders of what they’d been to each other were killing him.

 He’d just passed Holly’s Hobbies when a woman called his name.  “Mason Trent!  What the hell have you done?”  

 He groaned before acknowledging the familiar voice. Being confronted by his Aunt Elsie and her very dear friend ​Frederica, who just happened to be his very efficient office manager, was the last thing he needed.  The couple was in their seventies and had lived together for the past forty years. His aunt ​ran the resource section of the library, a place he frequented quite often.

 Where Elsie was on the shorter, slender side, Fred was taller and more rounded, as evidenced by her love of a good meal. Elsie’s ​curly hair was carrot red, and Fred’s, an unnatural black, was drawn back in a bun on the back of her head.  They wore colorful tunics over white slacks. Both carried cloth bags from the craft supply store.  Because of their difference in height, he silently thought of them as the old comic book characters Mutt and Jeff.

 He offered up a genuine smile. “Ladies.  What did you buy?”

 “Supplies for the quilt we’re making for the Footlight Theater Guild fundraiser, and don’t change the subject.  I repeat”—his aunt poked him in the chest with her pointer finger—“what did you do to Mollie?”

 He’d never known his sweet aunt to be so confrontational, and he took a step back from her jamming finger.  “You’ve got it all wrong. I didn’t do anything.  She dumped me.  How did you find out?”

 “It’s the hot topic of gossip,” Elsie informed him.

 Fred removed her oversize sunglasses and propped them on her head. He forced himself not to cringe at the excessive blue eye shadow that matched the psychedelic swirls in her tunic.  “Why? Did you dip your wick in some strange woman?”

 He put more distance between them, affronted by the septuagenarian’s accusation.  “No! I didn’t cheat on her. She wants a commitment, but that isn’t possible.”

 His aunt looked up at Freddie and received an affirmative nod before she put a soft hand to Mason’s cheek. “Now it makes sense, and this is getting out of hand.  We need to have a serious conversation.  Tomorrow, meet me in the park across the street from the library at twelve.  I’ll bring lunch for the two of us since Mollie will no longer be feeding you.”

 Fred looked from side to side to make sure no one was close-by to hear their conversation.  “Mason, it’s time you found out. Before I started working for your Uncle Bertram at the newspaper, I was the private secretary to Marshall Holcombe at the cannery.”

 “You’re just telling me now!”

 “It was long ago, and you were just a teenager. Besides, the subject never came up.”  Freddie reached into her brown leather purse shaped like a hoot owl, pulled out her phone and tapped the surface a number of times.  “Done.  Lunch with Elsie is on your calendar. I’d come, too, but someone’s got to hold down the fort.” 

 His eyes shifted to his aunt.  “And what did you mean by your comment ‘getting out of hand’?”

 His aunt flipped a casual shoulder and gave him an aww-isn’t-your-baby-cute smile.  “Why, the murder, of course.”

 He’d just been stunned speechless by two cagey females. He accepted a kiss on the cheek from both women before they turned away and headed for O’Rourke’s Irish Pub, their usual Sunday evening haunt.  He wanted to call them back and insist that they talk now, but he’d be late for his next very important meeting. 

 Mason parked his car in the deserted parking lot next to Eighty Eights and noted the time on his watch.  Seven o’clock.  That left him a little time to indulge in his favorite pastime.  He remembered to shut down the alarm and left the door unlocked for his friends.  

 Eighty Eights was closed on Sundays and Mondays, much to the disappointment of his customers.  To him, this place was an indulgent hobby, but his staff was entitled to spend time with their families. 

 His parents were too busy making a name for themselves in the media to consider what the word family meant. Fortunately, Uncle Bertram, his mother’s brother, and Aunt Wanda had instilled the importance of family. Through his uncle, he learned to love the newspaper business and journalism.  Aunt Wanda, a music teacher at the elementary school, had introduced him to the world of music.  

 In the fourth grade, he started playing the clarinet but then moved up to the saxophone.  When it was time to choose what to do with his life, he majored in journalism, but continued to play the sax for his own enjoyment.

  He bypassed the closed kitchen, which served some of the best barbecue around, and paused to check the “alarm activated” light on the liquor storage room.  The additional security had been recently added due to an investigation by Alcoholic Beverage Control. He didn’t want to think about the embarrassing fiasco at Eighty-Eights a few weeks ago right now and closed his mind to the incident.  

 He continued down the hall that led to the club that was dark but for the illuminated exit signs.  The two-story brick structure had once been a fire station that serviced Beacon Pointe from 1900 to the late forties.  The city had planned to raze the vintage building to make room for a parking lot, but he hadn’t been able to let that happen. 

 Just off stage was a small closet where he kept his instruments and favorite stool.  Today had been the day from hell.  Other than Mollie, there was something else that always made him feel better. He was skilled at playing the tenor, alto and soprano saxophones.  Tonight, he chose his Selmer Mark VI tenor. 

 He flipped the switch for the spotlight that illuminated the small stage and turned on the electronic board that Paige, his sound manager, ran with top-notch efficiency and set the wooden stool in the center of the stage.  He put the Vandoren Java reed in his mouth for a few minutes to soften before securing it to the mouthpiece with a ligature. 

 His lips closed around the mouthpiece and his eyelids lowered, shuttering out his surroundings.  The first smooth glide of air into the sax gave birth to the first bars of his rendition of If, the song made popular by Bread in the early seventies. The haunting notes resonated throughout the open space that had amazing acoustics. After the first few bars, he was lost in his melodious notes. 

 He was unaware he was no longer alone until the electronic keyboard used by visiting bands began to accompany his playing.  His eyes opened momentarily then closed in relief and gratification, but he didn’t miss a beat. He knew whose magic fingers seduced the keys. The lyrics to the song written by David Gates flowed in Everett Troy’s baritone voice.  This wasn’t the first time they’d combined their musical talents, but it was the first since Everett had given up his Hollywood lifestyle and returned to Beacon Pointe five months ago.  Their combined talents were so well in tune, they could fill every seat in Madison Square Garden, but this duet was between best friends.

 The music stilled at the last note, and neither man spoke for a few minutes, relishing their mutual enjoyment.
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