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Prologue

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, they made their way to police headquarters and poured out their horrific story to the police officer at the front desk.

 With their breaths reeking of alcohol, 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 His admittance to Julliard School of Music is rescinded; Jackson Vance and Mason Trent grades are tampered with, and they lose their scholarships to Ivy League schools; an unregistered hand gun shows up in Ryder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 finally 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.
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Chapter 1

 “You’re not going out!”

  Maya had taken a bold stance in front of his desk, and the fury in Jackson’s voice cast back the parental challenge in his daughter’s dark eyes. He’d always encouraged her to stand up for herself and speak her mind, but her fisted hands reflected the strength she was using to keep from showing him disrespect.  He hated this conflict between them, but more so, he hated those responsible for making their lives a living hell.

  “I’m seventeen years old, not ten, and it’s only the library!”

 He leaned forward in his chair and picked up the silver slinky from the center of his desk.  He’d been using the stress-relieving toy too much lately. “You don’t have to remind me how old you are since you just had a birthday.  There isn’t anything in the library you can’t find on the Internet using your laptop in the comfort of your bedroom.”  The words had barely left his mouth when he surmised it wasn’t just “books” she needed to reference.

  “Is Dylan going to be there?”  When her eyes shifted to study the picture of Teddy Roosevelt on the wall behind his desk, he knew he’d guessed right. There’d be hell to pay if she lied to him. 

 “You know the rules around here when it comes to lying, so I’ll save you the trouble of answering my question.  I know you feel caged with all these new restrictions, but they’re for your own good.”

 Maya threw her slender arms wide and paced in frustration. “I have no life!  The kids think I’m being grounded because I was caught drinking on the beach with my boyfriend.  That is so far from the truth.  We’ve got a housekeeper with special skills dogs my every move.  The UPS man brought three packages the other day, and Valerie ran a little scanner over the boxes before she let me open them.  I’ve got a fancy watch that serves as a tracking device and has a built-in panic button. When is Uncle Ryder going to find the men who kidnapped me and Dylan?”

 Jackson’s heart softened, understanding the problem all too well, wishing he could tell her the truth.  “He’s working on it.  That’s all I can tell you, and stop pacing.  You’ll wear out my carpet.”

 “You won’t give me straight answers to my questions, but when will this be over?”

 “I don’t know, and that’s the truth.  You’re frustrated and so am I.”  This has been going on longer than you’ve been alive, he wanted to add, but couldn’t.  “I’m asking you to be patient. Now, I suggest you go to your room and let Dylan know you won’t be able to meet him.”

 “But Dad!”

 “But, Dad, nothing.  Like I said at the beginning of this discussion, you’re not going out!”

 Maya turned to leave but swung back.  He’d anticipated additional objection, but the tension in her beautiful face relaxed and her voice softened.  “You don’t know or understand what it feels like to have special feelings for a first love. I like Dylan, a lot, and he makes me happy. You’re a wonderful father, a great principal, but you don’t give an inch and would never consider breaking the rules.  Daddy, you have a cold heart, and that makes me feel sad.”

 They both looked up when there was a knock on the door and it was opened by Valerie, their housekeeper.  She was a pretty Asian woman with eyes that had a natural sparkle. Her reddish-brown hair was in a twist atop her head, and she had a soft-spoken manner.  She’d been managing the household for a couple of weeks and had blended with them like a family friend. Jackson determined her age to be mid-fifties, but she kept herself in shape doing yoga.  Her uniform of choice was wearing colorful tunics over leggings and ballet-like flats.  She explained they gave her the freedom to move quickly, if necessary. 

  “I’m sorry to bother you, but Ms. Harris is here and asked if she could have a few minutes of your time.”

 “No problem.  I’ll speak to her in here.” 

 He didn’t have time to consider his daughter’s determination he had a cold heart before his door opened. The ice Maya had accused him of having around his heart melted like spring snows.  Years quickly vanished as he recalled the first time he’d set his eyes on his love. 

  She was standing in the back of a battered green pickup truck, passing bales of cornstalks to the committee decorating the gym for the fall harvest dance.  A dog-eared straw hat covered her light blond hair, which she wore in a braid down her back.  Her black and red quilted jacket was well worn, and her jeans were ripped at the knees.

 The fun began when she and her girlfriends gathered the fallen pieces of corncobs from the bed of the truck and started a corn fight.  He’d paused to laugh at their antics before heading for his new red Corvette.  When a corncob slammed into his back, he quickly turned around and was greeted by her dazzling smile and infectious laugh.  At that moment, his heart and fate had been sealed.

 Tamie’s warm smile faded as she shifted her eyes from him to Maya, recognizing the troubled look on his daughter’s face. 

 “Sorry to bother you at home.  Is this a bad time?”

   “Hi, Ms. Harris,” Maya said. “I was just leaving. Good luck. Daddy is in an unreasonable mood.”

   “What was that all about?” Tamie asked as soon as the door closed behind Maya.

 “Father-versus-teenage-daughter argument,” he explained with a small smile, moving out from behind his desk. “We seem to be having a lot of them lately.  To what do I owe this unexpected pleasure?”

 “I was visiting a client in the neighborhood and wanted to drop off a report. I’ve had a number of kids requesting to see me about problems they’re having with one of your tenured teachers.  He was our Intro to Psychology teacher when we were in high school and should have retired long ago. I’ve included the reports from the school psychologist who had the position before me.”

 Jackson accepted the file folder and set it on his desk. “You’re the best school psychologist we’ve ever had, and the kids feel very comfortable with you.  Have a seat.”

 “I can’t stay.  I’m meeting the Fabulous Four in the private parlor of the Book and Brew. Why is Maya so upset?”

 “I’ve a meeting myself with The Association at the Plumb Beach Restaurant.  As for my daughter, she’s angry. I’ve curtailed most of her freedom, but more so because she can’t see her boyfriend.”

 “Have they found out who abducted her and Dylan?”

 “Ryder is working on the case.” 

 She took a step closer and wrapped a consoling hand around his wrist.  “Jack, you know I’m willing to listen anytime you need to talk.  I’ve heard from the teachers that you haven’t been the most pleasant person to be around lately.”

 He didn’t like himself much these days. “You don’t have to pull the psychologist card on me.” Hurt at his callous statement showed in her lovely, bluish-green eyes, and she abruptly withdrew the touch she’d offered in comfort.  He’d gone too far.  “Sorry, Tamie. I’m in a shitty mood.”

 “So your daughter warned me.”

 “I don’t think I ever thanked you for helping look for the kids without asking a lot of questions.”

 “I was glad to be there for you and Maya, but the lie going around is very upsetting for me, since I know they’re good kids.  I’ve reluctantly respected your wishes to keep my mouth shut, but I’m also very disappointed in you.  Rather than defend your daughter’s honor, you’ve put your head in the sand to avoid the truth.” 

 Just like his daughter’s had, Tamie’s eyes moved to the portrait of Teddy Roosevelt in his Rough Rider uniform. “You should turn that picture around.  Your hero wouldn’t approve of cowardice.”  

 He suffered the phantom pain from every one of her stinging barbs.  There was so much he wanted to say, but he swallowed hard and forced himself to accept the insult.  “You’ve never had a problem speaking your mind, and there are very few people I’d let call me a coward.”

 “Jack!” Outrage and frustration filled her voice. “What the hell is wrong with you? You’re not even going to try to defend yourself?”  

 If only I could tell you the truth. The urge was strong to wrap her in his arms and absorb the healing of a much-needed hug, but that wasn’t about to happen, not now, not anytime soon.  

 “It appears you and my daughter have teamed up to kick my ass. According to you, I’m chickenhearted, and Maya accused me of having a cold heart.”

 “Considering the present situation between us, I agree. You’ve been pulling away from me since I returned to Beacon Pointe fifteen years ago.”

 He wanted to shout, It’s been killing me, but kept his silence. “Since you both agree, I’d better invest in thermal underwear.”

 “Despite you being a butthead, my offer to talk still stands.  Now, I have to be going.”  She dipped her head toward the file on his desk.  “I’ve tried to remain neutral in my report, but it was difficult. You’ll understand after you’ve read the kids’ complaints.”

 “Thanks for bringing this to my attention.  As he’s tenured, I have to tread carefully when considering dismissal, but the students come first.”

 “I expect nothing less.”

 “Thanks, Tamie.  Enjoy the rest of your evening.” He wanted to say more, but this wasn’t the time to pour his heart out to the only woman he’d ever loved. When she slowly closed the door, the ice around his heart returned. 
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 Jackson parked his late-model Volkswagen Passat in the parking lot of the Plumb Beach Restaurant. The teenagers at his school said the car was too tame for a high school principal.  They said a Jag would be more suited to his cool personality. Could he afford the expensive sports car?  Yes, and then some.  

 He came from well-to-do parents and had made wise investments.  His home was in the affluent part of town, and his neighbors were bankers, lawyers, doctors.  He enjoyed a membership at the country club and the Rotary.  He was a member of the board for the ​Footlight Theater Organization. Everything in his life pointed to a man who’d achieved success and lived the perfect life.  He had it all.  

 Bullshit.

 Jackson got out of the car and opened the back passenger door to reach for his cashmere sports jacket, but then thought, What the hell?  His friends were the last people he had to impress, so he opened the top three buttons on his dress shirt. 

 The popular restaurant bordered the ocean, and the evening breeze was mild. The month of April drew an influx of early visitors to the seaside town, and the parking lot was almost full for a Friday evening. Reservations were hard to come by, but there was always a table for The Association. As soon as he’d turned seventeen, he’d worked as a valet there, alongside his friends.  

 He pulled open one of the rustic wood doors and stepped into one of his favorite places. For a restaurant in a seaside town, visitors expected a nautical venue and fantastic seafood. The owner didn’t disappoint.  Wood-paneled walls displayed photos of sailboats and steamer ships.  Portraits of classic fisherman, showing their weather-beaten cheeks and yellow rain gear, were spaced between ship anchors draped with fishing nets and colorful buoys. 

  He was surprised to see his old friend at the reservation desk. Hannah was in their high school graduating class. When her mother and father retired, she took over the restaurant and raised its status to five stars. 

 She kept her witchy black hair in short, manageable waves. Despite the years of working around food, she hadn’t piled on the pounds and favored slender-fitting jeans and blousy, animal-print tops.  She’d decorated the shell of each ear with ten piercings.  Each one contained a colorful jewel.  Her husband, Paul, was a captain on the Beacon Pointe police force.

 “Hannah Banana, don’t you ever go home?” he said and kissed her on the cheek.

 “I have two spouses, Paul, and this place—one runs my life, and the other completes it. You’re the last one to arrive.  They’re seated at the usual table in the back of the main dining room.”  

 Jackson braced himself when Hannah’s pretty smile faded. As a close friend and local, she hadn’t fallen for the bullshit story that circulated about his seventeen-year-old daughter and her boyfriend “getting caught drinking on the beach.” 

 “How’s Maya?”

 “A helluva lot better than me.”

 “Jackson, I’m not stupid. Something’s going on. I’ve lived in this town all my life, and Paul clammed up when I asked him what really happened.  That’s not like him.” She reached for his hand and gave it a squeeze. “If you ever need my help, I’m here for you and those three scallywags who’re waiting for you.”

 “We appreciate that more than you know.”

 “Come on, let’s get you seated.”

 He’d normally appreciate a friend’s efforts to cheer him up, but the darkness that had taken over his body closed the door on words of comfort.

 They skirted tables covered in red and white tablecloths. The delicious aromas would most often seduce his healthy appetite, but tonight he didn’t feel like eating. He’d dropped ten pounds and was hovering at one-eighty.

 “Here’s the last troublemaker.” Hannah pulled out a captain’s chair at the table for Jackson to sit down. “Every time the four of you are within shouting distance, I expect trouble.  Who would’ve thought all those years ago, you’d still be as thick as thieves—Everett the actor, Jackson the principal, Mason the reporter, and Ryder the cop. You were all sexy eye-turners in high school, and you’re still pretty, despite the silver in your respective heads. Debbie, your waitress, will be right over.  Enjoy.”

 Looking at his friends in their casual shirts and jeans, Jackson was glad he’d left his jacket in the car. In high school, they’d formed a private group known as, The Association.  Their teachers had recognized them as the audio-technical team. To their classmates, they’d provided a special service.  The kids had known to go to a specific locker, where they could purchase drinks and snacks, limited brands of cigarettes and signed hall passes.  The retail location, secret from the adults, had changed every other day. 

  The calendar and life’s experiences had aged them, but they’d all taken care of their fifty-year-old bodies—not a middle-aged pouch among them. And while they couldn’t be more different in looks, right now they all shared the same welcoming smile. 

 “You look like shit,” Mason said. “Where’s the kick-ass principal with the all-American-boy looks that we know and love?  Your blond hair is so light we can’t tell if you’ve grown many white hairs.”

 “Thanks, Mason, just what I needed to hear. I can always count on you guys to be honest.”

 Mason, the publisher of the Beacon Pointe Gazette, was sporting a soft blending of silver in his thick pelt of black hair, which brushed his forehead and the collar of his black sweater. In high school, he’d rebelled when the teachers told him to get rid of the short ponytail he’d secured with a leather band in the back of his head.

 “That’s what friends are for,” Everett said, slapping Jackson on the back when he sat down.

 “From the contented look on your movie-star-handsome face, you have to be over the moon having just married the woman of your dreams.” 

 Everett had sought fame and fortune in front and behind the camera.  A couple weeks ago, he got married, relinquishing his position as one of the top ten eligible bachelors in the country.  His straight layers of black hair had wisps of gray at the temples, and the combination of his killer blue eyes and smile seduced women’s hearts.  His smile dimmed as he became more serious. “Now tell us how you really feel.”

 “I don’t know because I’ve never felt like this in my life.  Confusing?  Hell yeah.”

 “You need a drink.” Ryder signaled the waitress clearing off a table nearby. 

 Ryder’s russet-brown hair was close to military short, and it was hard to determine if he had any telltale signs of aging. One would think a dedicated cop would get gray hair early in life. Sticking out of his shirt pocket was a Calabash pipe, minus the tobacco.  

 Debbie, dressed in red, white, and blue, took their drink orders.  Jackson was fully prepared for his friend’s raised brows when he ordered a Perrier and lime, the same as Everett, who didn’t drink alcohol.

 Ryder scowled. “The guy who enjoys the finest blends of alcohol not imbibing?  This is bad.”

 The comment was the catalyst to unleash Jackson’s simmering rage. “I’m sick of all the shit we’ve been dealing with since we were teenagers. We witnessed a murder on the beach when we were sixteen, and these bastards continue to threaten our lives. We still don’t know the identity of the poor bastard who was killed, who killed him or why.”

 “Unfortunately, they seem to know every move we make,” Mason said. 

 “You want to know why I don’t want a drink.  I can’t stomach the stuff when I remember the little bottles they left next to Maya. Those bastards used my daughter as a tool against me. She’s wearing a watch with a goddamn tracking device and a panic button.  She complained she can’t breathe and has lost her personal space. And to top it all off, my new housekeeper is a skilled security agent.”

 “Jackson, I understand exactly how you feel,” Everett said.  “Laura and the rest of my family are getting used to our security team.  Hudson and Robyn have blended with the community, and people recognize them as working on the security installation and interior design for the Bessandra Troy Museum.”

 “I contacted Hudson to design a new alarm system for my house. I’ve tried to think of everything possible to keep Maya safe, but she keeps asking when her Uncle Ryder is going to catch the men who made her and Dylan drink alcohol and left them tied up on the beach.”  

 “I’m doing my best to investigate what happened.  Unfortunately, it’s with my hands tied behind my back.” Frustration filled Ryder’s voice. “We couldn’t report to the public that the incident was a kidnapping. It would raise too many questions.  Everyone thinks it was a misadventure by two teenagers.  Is Maya still seeing Dylan?”

 “He’s her boyfriend, and she’s bounced back a heck of a lot better than I have.  This may not make sense, since none of you have a teenager, but the kids thought it was cool the daughter of the principal was caught drinking with her boyfriend. That’s just sick. The feedback from the teachers ran in the other direction.  As for my mother and father, I disgraced them, and I’m a disappointment as a parent.” 

 Hannah and Debbie approached the table, and the restaurant owner put a hand to Jackson’s shoulder. “I don’t know what’s with you guys.  I serve the best food in the county, and you still haven’t ordered. Since you eat here so much, I know what you like.  How about I order some of the house specialties?  And Jackson, you will eat.”

 Having vented to his friends, Jackson enjoyed a bowl of the best clam chowder around and shrimp scampi. He actually felt a little better after getting something substantial into his body.

 “I know Jackson called this meeting,” Ryder began, “but we need to discuss our investigation, specifically the heirloom ring that was found near the steps to the boardwalk the morning after the murder and the similar ring Mason recently gave Mollie for Valentine’s Day.  His dumb luck gave us our first solid clue to follow.”

 “I went back and spoke to the owner of Judy’s Gems and asked where she got the ring,” Mason said. “It’s part of the ​Holcombe Estate that now belongs to Matilda Hennypenny, who as you all know operates Hennypenny’s Bed and Breakfast.  Mattie found a jewelry box in the attic wrapped in a linen tablecloth.  She brought the jewelry in to have it appraised and left a number of pieces on consignment.”

 “Holcombe?  That’s my grandfather’s last name,” Everett said. “How could he be involved in this mess?”

 “Good question, but that’s where I come in,” Mason said. “I plan to do a series of articles on the town’s founding fathers.  The first one will be about the Holcombe family. My geriatric aunt runs the resource section of our local library, and she’s a fount of information.”  He gave his friends a cagey smile. “Let’s see who we can piss off.” 

 Jackson noticed Ryder typing on his cell phone. “Problem?  Do you have to leave?”

 “Sorry, that was from Hudson and concerns the recent bridegroom.”

 Everett shoved out of his chair. “Is my family okay?”

 “Sorry, everyone is fine, sit down.”

 “It seems two men weren’t interested in witnessing your wedding that was splashed all over the media.  Hudson was in the back of the theater and had one of his team follow them out. The agent took a quick photo, and Hudson was able to identify the men. Former mayor Liam Thompson and ​Cornelius Burrows, who owns a very big real estate company.”

 “They’re on the Board of Education, and I’ve dealt with both men,” Jackson informed his friends. “They don’t pull any punches when it comes to the yearly school budget. They fought me tooth and nail when I wanted to make it possible for the kids to order their lunches online.  Now they order what they want to eat the night before and pick up their brown-bag lunches, rather than spending part of their lunch period standing in line.” 

 “Burrows sponsors a number of sports teams out of the youth center that our police organization oversees,” Ryder added.  “He personally pays the coaches.”

 “In the past couple of months, we’ve put together a general theory that the murdered guy might have had something to do with the Helmsworth Cannery that was shut down due to falsified EPA reports.  The building’s been sold and will be converted into high-end shops and condos.  My question would be, how involved is Burrows with the sale and subsequent reconstruction of the building?  We’re talking big money.”  Mason pulled out his cell phone and typed in a memo.  “I’ve just added their names to my people-to-be-investigated list.”

 “I’ve been listening to you geniuses talk about how we’re going to further investigate this case. Ryder will keep looking for the guys who kidnapped my daughter, and Mason will make nice with the local librarian.”  Jackson drew in a deep breath. “Sorry, guys, I know you’re doing all you can, but I feel so useless.”

 “Jackson, you’ve a very important job that should be your first priority—keeping your daughter safe,” Everett said with softhearted understanding.

  Jackson’s gut tightened when Ryder signaled the waitress and ordered three ​Wolf’s Head ales. “I told you, I’m not drinking.”  His troubled eyes shifted to Everett and then Mason. “What’s going on?”

 Ryder waited until the waitress placed tall, frosty glasses of beer in front of them.  She set a Perrier with lime in front of Everett.

 “Take the stick out of your ass and have a drink.” Ryder pushed one of the glasses closer to Jackson. “We have something else to discuss, and you’ll need alcohol.”

 “Why?” he asked.

 “Just do it,” Mason sharply ordered before lifting his own glass. 

 The microbrew that normally tasted delicious was having an adverse reaction on Jackson’s taste buds and knotted his stomach.  “Done.”  He set the glass on the table. “What the hell’s going on?”

 “We’ve always been honest with each other, but we, The Association, decided to wait until you’d calmed down after Maya’s kidnapping to share this with you,” Everett started.  “The night we discovered the kids on the beach, the kidnappers left a note on Dylan.”

 “You’re just telling me now?” he said and started to stand.

 “You were in no condition that night to think straight,” Ryder reminded him.  “Now sit down and listen. There weren’t any prints on the note.  I also dusted Dylan’s car. It was clean, but for his and Maya’s prints.  Does Maya know Dylan was adopted at an early age by his aunt and uncle?”

 “I’ve never discussed Dylan’s family history with her.” The restraint Jackson had been keeping on his overwrought nerves broke free, and he let loose.  “Ryder, enough with the goddamn questions!  What the hell did the note say?”

 “We could have killed them, but consider this another warning. The principal should be more selective than letting his daughter hang around with the son of a murderer.”

 Stunned, Jackson lifted up his frosty stein and drank half of it down.
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 On the other side of town, Tamie Elise passed the last colorfully wrapped box to Laura Davis Troy, the new bride.  It would normally have been the monthly book meeting night for the Fabulous Four, but they’d surprised Laura with a personal shower. 

 Tamie had been slightly envious of Laura, who’d finally married the man she’d been in love with since she was eighteen.  Tamie harbored a similar dream that would require the intervention of the Almighty to make happen.  

Laura had recently added highlights to her golden-brown hair, which currently sported a faux tiara.  She’d be turning fifty this year, but her grandchildren kept her looking ten years younger.

 “This has to be from Manny, and it will definitely keep his boss happy.” Laura held up a very sheer red nightie trimmed with soft feathers along the hem of the hip-flaring skirt.

 “It’s toast time,” Mollie announced and passed around flutes of champagne.

 Tamie accepted the slender glass and set it on the square table that separated the three comfortable couches. A huge fireplace dominated the room, along with two walls of built-in bookcases filled with rare finds in hardcover books. 

 She always felt at home in the private parlor that was part of the Book and Brew, the best place to have breakfast and lunch.  If you were feeling down, you called Mollie, the Book and Brew’s owner, and Tamie had done so on many occasions.  Her dear friend didn’t know the meaning of the word slow. When she moved, her ponytail of dark brown hair flitted back and forth. It was rare to see her without the white bib apron that she wore over her jeans and white, collared blouse. 

 “Wait, take these chocolate-covered strawberries to follow up the champagne,” Jillianne said and passed each one a plump red berry.

 “You made these?” Tamie asked, selecting a ripe confection.

 Jillianne put her hands on her slender hips, which were covered in tan dress slacks to complement her mint green cashmere sweater. “Like I’d know what to do in a kitchen?  That’s what I have Wanda for.  Ever since Everett’s play opened, I’ve been busier than ever.  The position as the endowment curator for the theater was only part time, and I was able to work at my CPA firm.  Now, I need an assistant.”  

 She fisted her hands in the perfectly layered cuts of the reddish-gold hair that swept her shoulders.  “Those strawberries have more color in them. I get that the calendar deems I should age, but that’s why the cosmetic industry makes millions on women our age.”

 “And you have stock in a number of them,” Mollie teased Jillianne.

 “I had to cancel my salon appointment twice.  I can’t go begging for money for the theater foundation looking like a hag.”

 “Jillianne, you’ve never looked like a hag in your life.  It’s a wonder Ryder has been able to resist you for so long.” 

 “Oh, you mean Mr. I’m Too Busy Being A Cop?” she sneered. “I need to do something to get his attention, like get arrested.”  

 Tamie Elise laughed and lifted her glass. “Here’s to Laura and the love of her life.  May we all, someday, enjoy the same happiness.  Here’s also to the Fabulous Four. We’ve remained friends all this time, kept each other’s secrets, wiped each other’s tears, and held each other’s hands through the good and bad.”

 “It’s been the same with The Association,” Laura said, before sipping from her glass.  “They’re having a guys’ night at the Plumb Beach Restaurant.  Hannah treats them like celebrities.” 

 “I stopped by Jackson’s house before coming here.  He’s been a mess since Maya was abducted.  I’m still troubled as to why the police referred to the incident as teenagers getting into mischief.  I know Maya and Dylan, and that isn’t something they’d do.  Jackson has taken personal heat from the teachers and the board.  I accused him of putting his head in the sand to avoid the truth, and he didn’t even try to defend himself.”  Tamie shook her head in confusion.  “It’s like he’s accepting their criticism as punishment for being a bad parent, which is completely wrong.  He’s done a fabulous job raising Maya as a single parent.”  Tamie took a bite of her strawberry, hoping the sweetness would take away the bitterness in her mouth.

 “Have you tried talking to him?” Mollie asked.  “I mean, really talking to him, with a bit of TLC?”

 “I did, earlier, and he blew me off.  He walks around like he has lead weights in his shoes as far as I’m concerned.  He pairs up with me when we go out as couples, but treats me like only a very good friend. The most affection he’s shown me is a kiss on the cheek. A few times, I almost grabbed his crotch to see if he’d lost his balls.  He doesn’t see me as a woman, just a colleague at his school.”

 All three girls burst out laughing.  

 “What?”

 “He couldn’t have changed that much.  You two didn’t have what can be called a platonic relationship.  One of us always made sure we had foundation to cover up the hickeys on your neck.  He followed you around like a puppy waiting for a treat.”

 “Mollie, you didn’t have to remind me, but you’re right.  If I hadn’t had to move to South Carolina after graduation to help my father take care of my grandfather’s peach farm, who knows what would have happened between us?”

 “You also had the responsibility of your sister and brothers.  When was the last time you heard from them?” Laura asked.

 “My crazy sister still ​flies that little plane delivering mail in Alaska, and my two brothers continue to ​sail around the world on cargo ships. They’re all nuts.”

 “It won’t go beyond these walls,” Laura said, “but do you still love Jackson?”

 Tamie gave Laura a small smile before answering.  “I’d be lying if I said no, but I’m not the innocent, peach girl I was at eighteen.  You all know about the ugly part of my life. Even with the passage of time, it’s still hard trying to close my mind to the horror and heartbreak.  I’ve never shared any of it with Jackson, and you know what his reaction would be.  He’d hate me.”

 “I thought the very same thing about Everett.” Laura wiggled her left hand, making her beautiful wedding rings glitter. “Between love and hate, I believe love always wins.  Now, how about one more drink? I told Everett to pick me up at twelve.”

 “No, he isn’t,” Jillianne said. “Since we’ve all overindulged, I arranged special transportation home.  Jolly Charlie and his trolley will be taking us home.”

 “In that case, I’ll have another.” Laura held out her empty glass. “I plan to give Everett a night he’ll long remember.  Thank you, Fabulous Four and Manny.”
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 A little before twelve, a bell sounded, signaling the arrival of a red and green trolley that pulled up behind the Book and Brew. The front of the former Victorian home faced the brick-lined streets that were accessible only to pedestrians in the quaint shopping area.

 The women walked out arm in arm, giggling like schoolgirls. 

 Tamie Elise was the last one to walk up the three steps into the classic trolley with its long wooden seats and leather hand grips. A number of trolleys serviced the town, to the delight of the tourists.  Their driver, Charlie, was a favorite with his cheerful personality, and his smile was as big as his heart.  His soft peak cap, which bore his name, was the same color as his hunter-green jacket. 

 “Hi, ladies,” Charlie greeted. “I’m happy to get my favorite girls home safe and sound.  Can’t have you arrested for drunk driving. Put your gifts on one of the seats.”

 Charlie Mack had knowledge of where a number of the bodies were buried, as he liked to refer to his time as a detective on the Beacon Pointe Police Department. He’d started out as a rookie crossing guard when they were in high school.   

 Tamie kissed him on the cheek. “You used to watch out for us crossing the street as a cop, and here you’re taking care of us again.”

 “My pleasure. Go on back and say hello to Marley.  You know she loves attention.”

 The others were already showering his eight-year-old chocolate Lab with attention.

 Before pulling out of the parking lot, he clanged the bell one more time.  “The bride is the first one on the list.”

 Tamie sat on the classic bench and draped her arm along the back of the seat so she could look out the window. Their route took them through the main part of town that included an old-time movie theater, a number of banks, the main post office, and business offices.  It was a standard joke that this part of town could roll up the sidewalks by eight o’clock in the evening since no one was around.  

 The trolley slowed for a traffic light, and she thought her eyes were playing tricks on her.  She blinked.  No, he was still there.  She hopped up from the seat and ran to the front of the bus.

 “Charlie, pull over just up ahead.”

 “What’s wrong?”

 “There’s a young boy sitting on the curb in front of the pharmacy next to the trolley stop.  He’s one of mine.”

 “What’s going on?” Mollie called from the back of the bus.

 “I’ll tell you in a minute.”

 The moment Charlie opened the door, Tamie hurried down the steps and along the sidewalk toward the young boy she’d been seeing as a pro-bono client. His parents had been killed in a car accident ten months ago, and he’d been in foster care.  He was very sensitive and frightened easily.  She recognized his Captain America hoodie, his favorite jacket.  Lying on the ground beside him was an old bike.  She got further upset when she realized he’d ridden more than five miles from the foster home where he’d been living.  Sitting next to the bike was his backpack.  

 She sat down beside him and put an arm around his shoulders.  She’d gotten to the point where he would accept her gentle touches. He wouldn’t look her in the face, but she could tell he’d been crying. “Chase, what are you doing here?  It’s twelve thirty at night.” 

 “I’m running away. Am I going to get in trouble for stealing the bike?  The Wards let me ride it in their driveway.”

 Tamie gave him a loving squeeze. “I’ll talk to them. Why are you running away?”

 “I don’t like staying with the Wards. The other kids call me a baby because I cry.  I want my mom and dad.” He buried his face in her shoulder.

 Tamie Elise’s heart was breaking, and she wanted to cry right along with him. Over the years, she’d worked hard to keep an open mind working with children. The hardest part of her job was not getting emotionally involved, but there was something about Chase that pulled at her heart more than the other kids. There weren’t many qualified couples to be foster parents, and the Wards had three other charges, all older than Chase.  Over the past month, she’d realized he needed a different family situation.

 She reached for his backpack and stood up. “How would you like a ride on a trolley?  I’ll introduce you to Jolly Charlie and Marley.  I’m taking you home with me, and I’ll let the Wards know where you are. Then you and I will talk about where you’re going to live.”

 He stood up and reached for her hand. “I don’t have to go back to their house?”

 “Not tonight.  Come on, let’s go for a ride.”

 “Who do we have here?” Charlie greeted, taking Chase’s hand as he walked up the steps.

 “This is my good friend Chase.  He decided to run away from home, but I convinced him a ride on the trolley was a lot more fun.  His adventure started with ‘borrowing’ a bike from the Wards,” Tamie added with a wink.  “Is there room for it on the trolley?” 

 Charlie gave the frightened young boy a big smile. “I know where the Wards live, and I’ll drop it off in the morning.  Why don’t you go on back and meet Marley?”  

 Chase’s eyes darted to the rear of the bus, where Marley was wagging her long, reddish-brown tail.  “A dog!” he cried and hurried to the part of the bus that was the chocolate Lab’s domain.

 It did Tamie’s heart good to see Chase’s happy reaction to the dog. “That’s the first genuine smile I’ve seen out of that kid.”

 “It’s true what they say—dogs and kids, perfect together,” Charlie said.  “Let me get the bike.”

 Charlie wedged it behind his seat so it wouldn’t fall over.  “Do you still want me to take the bride home first?”

 “Don’t change the plan. Interacting with the dog is great therapy for Chase.”

 Before rejoining the others, Tamie called the Wards. They had no idea their charge had gotten out of the house and apologized profusely.  They were also concerned that they’d lose their foster-family status, but Tamie suggested they keep a closer eye on their other boys. 

 She moved to the back where her friends were watching the young boy, who’d made himself comfortable on the floor and was running his hand over Marley’s soft mane.

 She sat next to Jillianne, but kept her voice low. “I’ve worked with so many kids, but Chase has crawled into my heart.” 

 “I’m not surprised. Growing up, you were surrounded by a big family, and now it’s just you in a hundred-year-old farmhouse. You bought the property because there’s a pond so you can play Huckleberry Finn on the island in the center.  You’ve even started a small peach orchard.  There’s no need for you to be alone.” 

 All her friends had the same you should do it look of encouragement on their faces. “You don’t have to say it. The past month, I’ve been debating whether to take him in as a foster child. I’ve just made up my mind.  I can hire a live-in housekeeper, and she can stay in the guesthouse on the property that my brothers and sister use when they visit.”

 “It’ll be late when we get home and even later till you get Chase settled. I’ll take your theater class at the Footlight Theater in the morning,” Jillianne volunteered.  “After the class, I have to schmooze a couple of guys with deep pockets, give them a tour and then take them to lunch.”

 “I’m available for afterschool pickup if you have a problem,” Laura said.

 “Me, also,” Mollie spoke up. “The Book and Brew closes at three.  Just let me know.”  

 Tamie’s heart lightened with happiness, and she held up both hands so they could share a high five. “We’re not called the Fabulous Four for nothing. Any of you know a Mrs. Doubtfire?”

 

 

 

    

 

 

 

  

 

 

Chapter 2

 It was after one in the morning when Tamie and Chase walked into one of the two guest rooms in her house.  Chase hadn’t said a word since he’d said goodbye to Marley and hesitated at the end of her driveway to watch the trolley go down the street.  His shoulders were turned in, and he held back from stepping into the strange room.  

 Tamie turned on one of the white ceramic bedside lamps. “I know it’s kind of girlie with the white ruffled curtains and yellow quilt, but it can be changed more to your taste.”  She took his hand and brought him over to the adjoining bathroom and turned on the overhead lights.

 “This will be yours, too.”

 His eyes widened in surprise. “All by myself?”

 “Yes. My bedroom is right across the hall, and I have my own bathroom.  Did you pack a toothbrush?”

 “Yes.” He hurried over to the backpack he’d set on the floor by the door. A Ziploc bag held his toothbrush and a sample tube of Crest.

 “I got this little toothpaste from the dentist when I went for a checkup.”

 She couldn’t help but smile. “That’s fine.  We can get a larger tube from the store.  Did you happen to pack any pj’s for your adventure?”

 He pulled out a pair of Star Wars-themed sleepwear.

 “Perfect, why don’t you go into the bathroom and brush your teeth? Don’t forget to wash your face and hands before putting on your pajamas. Feel free to use the towels and facecloth hanging on the rack next to the sink.” 

 As soon as he closed the door, she quickly went through his backpack.  She didn’t consider it snooping, since she needed to find out what he’d packed. Two well-read books: Cars and Big Book of Monster Trucks, a few Hot Wheels cars, a Ziploc bag of LEGOs and a well-loved Woody from Toy Story.  Curious to hear what the character had to say, she pulled the ring and laughed when Woody twanged, “Howdy, partner.” A zippered change purse held seven dollars and twenty-three cents.  He’d packed one pair of underwear and socks. She suffered a sadness and gladness of the heart when she removed an inexpensive framed picture of him with his mom and dad happily celebrating his ninth birthday.  She set it on the nightstand in plain sight.

 From studying his file, she knew his birthday was June twenty seventh.  Come hell or high water, Chase was going to have a birthday party.

 She turned down the coverlet, fluffed the pillow and offered him a smile when he came out of the bathroom.  He’d folded the clothes he’d taken off and set them next to his backpack.

 “Come on, get in.  Here,” she said and handed him his favorite bed buddy before tucking the covers around him.  She caught the scent of mint from his toothpaste.  “I think Woody could use a hug.”      

 He eagerly brought it under the sheet. “The other boys laughed at me because I like to sleep with Woody.”

 “Don’t worry about them. When I was a little girl, my favorite bed buddy was a fluffy pink elephant.  I named her Cotton Candy.”

 “Do you still have her?”

 “You betcha!  In the morning, go over to the window seat and look at the big pond at the back of my property. The deer usually drink in the morning.  It’s my favorite place to go freshwater fishing.”

 They both turned at a duet of meows that announced the arrival of her two cats.  Never shy, they jumped up on the bed and made themselves comfortable beside Tamie.  “I was wondering when you two were going to say hello.”  She patted one and then the other on their heads.  As expected, Chase’s eye widened at the sight of their middle-of-the-night visitors.

 “What are their names?”

 “I call them the Blues Brothers.  You’ve probably never heard of them.”

 “My dad likes to watch that movie, and I like the cars crashing at the end.  Some parts he won’t let me watch. He said it isn’t nice for me to see.”

 “The black one with the white on his tail is Jake, and the other one is Elwood.  His front paws remind me of white boots.  I got them as kittens two years ago at a rescue shelter.  They’re really good mice catchers.”

 “Can I pet them?”

 “Sure, they love when you show them affection.”

 “Do you let them go outside?”  Chase ran a gentle hand over their heads.  Their ears twitched, and their tails swished in response.

 “I have a cat door, and they come in and out.  They like to sit on the end of the dock and watch the fish and mallards.”

 “They like me.” He grinned when Jake brushed the top of his head against Chase’s knee and softly purred.

 “When you open your eyes, don’t be surprised if they’re sleeping at the bottom of your bed.  And speaking of sleep, it’s very late.”

 Her cats had done the trick and made Chase more relaxed. When he snuggled his head on the pillow, she adjusted the covers over him and Woody before kissing him on the forehead.  “If you need me, I’ll be across the hall.  My door will be open.”  She turned to leave, but he called her back in a voice that trembled with fright.

 “Ms. Harris, would you sit with me until I fall asleep?  My mom sings to me.” 

            “I’d love to.”  She sat on the side of the bed and made a mental note to bring the rocking chair down from the attic. Jake and Elwood curled up at the foot of the bed.  “Any special song she used to sing, or shall I just wing it?” 

 “I know it’s silly and I’m big now, but she sings, ‘Come on, all you kiddies, put your playthings down.’”

 “I don’t know that song, but my mom used to sing ‘The Skye Boat Song.’  Now close your eyes and I’ll stay until the Sandman takes you on a grand adventure.”

 The quiet room was filled with her mellow soprano voice when she sang, “Speed, bonnie boat, like a bird on a wing.  Onward! The sailors cry; Carry the lad that’s born to be King, over the sea to Skye…” 

Tears filled her eyes as she remembered when her mother would affect a Scottish accent when she sang the folk song.  She went through the song twice, and his eyes finally closed in surrender.  

 Inside, her heart was breaking for this beautiful little boy.  If only she had a magic wand she could wave over his head and give him beautiful dreams. In sleep, his long eyelashes swept pale, narrow cheekbones.  His ash brown hair had reached the shaggy stage and skimmed the middle of his forehead.  He could definitely use a haircut.   
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