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DEDICATION

 

This book is dedicated to the “Treig Sisters” who inspired our family

with their love of music.

 

This Is Paradise

This is paradise, here with you.

The world is far away, just we two.

Soft winds murmuring seem to say

We’ll love forever, come what may.

 

Soft as a summer sunrise,

Pure as a cloudless sky,

Soft as a bed of roses,

Sweet as a lullaby

 

This is paradise, time unknown

It’s ours forever, it’s ours alone.

 

Lyrics and music by Marion Huff

 

 


 

 

 

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 His admittance to Julliard School of Music is rescinded; Jackson Vance and Mason Trent grades are tampered with, and they lose their scholarships to Ivy League schools; an unregistered hand gun shows up in Ryder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

 

 

The Association

Everett
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Chapter 1

 

            “Is there anything I can get you before we take off, Mr. Troy?”

            “No, thanks, Carla.  Once we’re in the air, I’ll take my usual.”  The hesitant expression he read on the flight attendant’s face had become the norm the past few weeks.  He settled against the padded backrest and prepared to offer up the reply he had down pat.

            “Is it true?  Are you really giving up all the glitz and glamour of Hollywood and the theater?  Retiring?”

 

            “Only from in front of the camera and audience.  I wrote a musical, and I’m pursuing my dream of directing musical theater.” He was pleased to see a smile of acceptance fill her face and not a frown of disapproval.

 

            “How exciting!  Are you planning to put it on Broadway?”

 

            Everett hated to kill the hopefulness he saw in her eyes. “Perhaps, but not right now.  I’m going home.”  The finality in his voice was meant to deter any other questions about where he was going to spend the rest of his life. 

 

            Hopefully, for better, not worse.

 

            “Just one last thing before I have to take my seat.  Thank you for always requesting me when you fly the private jet service.  It’s been a pleasure serving you.  The tabloids have portrayed you as a wild playboy having endless affairs with star wannabes.  The strongest drink I ever served you was coffee and Perrier with lime.”

 

            “Unfortunately, publicity can either make or break a career.  I’ve been on top for the past thirty years, and I’m going out my way.”

 

            “Good luck with your play, and as a devoted fan, you’re more handsome and distinguished with the little bit of silver in your black hair. Beware of husband-hungry divorcees.”

 

            “Thank you.  I’ll take that as a compliment, since I just turned fifty,” he said, rewarding her with the smile that had become part of his trademark. “I don’t plan on getting married this late in life.”  Not that I’d admit, but those plans can change, too.

 

            He sipped his Perrier and lime, telling himself for the hundredth time this was the right move.  His dream had been in the works the past eight months, but the text he’d received three days ago moved up his schedule.

 

            “The eyes have closed. They will see no more.” 

 

            The words shot an invisible knife into his gut, and all the horror came back, like it had happened yesterday, not thirty-four years ago.  Sixteen-year-olds weren’t prepared to face gruesome death, but he and his three friends would be forever gripped in the grisly horror of that Saturday night. 

 

            This evening, they were meeting at the Plumb Beach Restaurant, a favorite of the locals in Beacon Pointe. They had had a great time working as valets and bus boys during the summer months. To the citizens who’d known them way back when, it would appear the four men were having a mini-reunion, but the topic of the conversation would center on the night their lives had changed forever.

            

            Despite the trouble he and his friends were facing, his face muscles relaxed into a smile.  Jackson, Mason, Ryder, and he had been friends since the seventh grade.  In high school they’d formed a private group, The Association.  To their parents, teachers, and the principal, they were close friends who’d who made up the audio-visual team. To their classmates, they’d provided a special service.  The kids had known to go to a specific locker to purchase drinks and snacks, limited brands of cigarettes, and signed hall passes.  The secret retail location changed every other day. They’d also managed to collect keys for every door including the entrance to the school.

            In order to remain a member, you had to maintain an A average in all your classes.  They’d garnered a couple allies and schmoozed the vice-principal by giving him a box of his favorite cigars.  They’d gifted their favorite English teacher, who was also their adviser, with flowers and chocolate.  The day they’d graduated with honors, the principal had congratulated them on receiving their diplomas, but added they were the trickiest sons of bitches he’d ever had in the high school.  He’d known they’d been up to something, but had never been able to catch them at anything. 

            Everett finished his drink and set it in the holder next to the armrest.  Exhaustion took its toll, and he lowered the back of the comfortable seat.  His eyelids slowly closed, and he promptly fell asleep. 

            Three hours later, the gentle prodding of a hand on his upper arm woke Everett from a deep sleep.

            His eyes opened, and he slowly came awake.  “Haven’t slept that well in a long time.”

            “I’m sorry to bother you, Mr. Troy.  We’ll be landing in a half hour, and I thought you might like to freshen up.  I hope you brought a coat. The temperature at the small airport outside of Beacon Pointe is twenty degrees.”

 

            “Having lived so many years in the warmer climate, I’ve forgotten about the harsh winters in the Northeast. A limo is picking me up, and they should have the heat on. 

I’ll use the facilities and would appreciate a cup of coffee.”

 

            Shortly after the plane landed, he walked down the portable ramp to the tarmac and was blasted by the bitter-cold January air.  Even though the ocean was five miles away, the air was still salty here, and he breathed it in.  He walked at a brisk pace toward the black limo waiting close to the small terminal.  When the rear door opened, he smiled at his friend and personal assistant.  The pink and white striped knitted scarf around his neck shielded part of his face, and his black coat brushed the tops of his boots, which were rimmed with faux fur. The knit cap that covered his bald head was neon pink. 

 

            “I hope you brought along some California warmth.  It’s colder than a witch’s tit!”

 

            Manny’s voice was muffled by the muzzle-like cloth over his mouth, but Everett understood every word.  The interior of the car was warm, and he settled back on the leather seat.  “You look like Nanook of the North.  This isn’t the North Pole.”

 

            Manny unwound the scarf, but kept the zipper of his coat close to his neck. “When you asked if I wanted to move east and live on the New Jersey Shore, it never dawned on me there are four seasons.  My blood will never warm up.  I’ve been told this is a mild winter because they haven’t gotten much snow.”  

 

            “Are you having second thoughts?”

 

            “Handsome, I’ve been with you for thirty years.  You can’t get along without me.  Before you ask”—Manny lifted the fleece-lined jacket on the seat next to him and passed it to his boss—“put this on before you get a chill.”

 

            “Yes, Mother,” he teasingly replied.  No, he couldn’t get along without his friend. He recalled how they’d met.  He hadn’t yet hit the big time, but had been making a decent living working in small theaters, enough to get his professional equity. Everett had been playing piano at a club in the Village, and Manny had come in with his friends.  The second time, they’d met at a party to celebrate the end of a show.  Manny, being eight years older, had worked in the theater longer. Everett had been approached by a fast-talker who’d wanted to become his agent.  Manny had known the guy was a bloodsucker and squashed the proposed business deal.  Manny had then introduced Everett to a reputable agent, and the rest was history.  They’d remained friends through good times and bad. 

 

            “Were you able to make all the arrangements?”  Despite the warmth in the car, Everett blew into his hands to ward off the chill.

 

            “When have I not wiggled my Bewitched nose and gotten you everything you’ve ever wanted?”

 

            Not everything

.

            “You really took me by surprise when you told me you’d be arriving today rather than two weeks from now.  You still haven’t told me why.”  

 

            “Let’s just say I was eager to get here and leave it at that.”

 

            “You would suck at trying to sell me a Jon Renau knock-off wig. I can always tell when you’re lying.”

 

            “Understood.  Fill me in on your progress.”  Manny had learned over the years to know when the discussion of a particular topic was at an end.

 

            “All of the walls in your Grandmother Bessie’s house have been stripped of that hideous wallpaper and are a refreshing soft green and beige. Your color choices, not mine.  The refinished hardwood floors look marvelous, and her Aubusson carpets have been cleaned. The workers and I found the original enamel-top table and vinyl-covered chairs and placed them in the kitchen. The only other rooms that have furniture are your bedroom and the space that will be your office.  Some of the pieces I found in the attic are priceless.  Her couch, love seat and two armchairs are being reupholstered, along with the cushions on her dining room chairs.”

 

            “What about her piano?”

 

            “I had it moved out of storage and placed in the room you called her music room, right next to your office.  With the high ceiling, the acoustics are wonderful.  The piano-tuner was here last week. I had the pictures on the walls carefully wrapped before putting them in storage. We’ll hang some of your photos on the walls.

 

            “I can’t believe you never told me that Bessie sang with Count Basie and Tommy Dorsey. There are pictures of her with Tony Bennett, Ella Fitzgerald, and Frank Sinatra.  There’s even one with Cab Calloway. You know, the guy who sang Minnie the Moocher in the Blues Brothers movie.  Your grandmother was some lady.”

            

            “That’s why I want to create the Bessandra Troy Museum.  Putting it in the rear of the theater is the ideal location. I’ve approved the paperwork from the lawyers for the sale of the warehouse. Set up the closing for next week so that I can meet with the architect to start designing the interior.  We’ll have the board of directors make the announcement, with the understanding this museum is to honor one of the town’s most-beloved citizens and is not directly associated with me.”  

 

            “Too bad you couldn’t have done something like this when she was alive.”

 

            “I wanted to, but she refused and claimed she’d feel too exposed. She presented herself as a flamboyant woman with a colorful personality.  Only a few people saw the real Bessandra Troy, the kind woman with loving warmth and generosity. 

 

            “She was devastated when my father and mother were killed in the plane crash.  They’d brought me to see her a couple times of year, but that was when she was still performing on the stage. She never married and always referred to my father as her love child.

 

            “Years later, Bessie told me when they notified her she was to be my guardian, she didn’t have a clue what it was like to raise a child since Dean, my father, had been raised by nannies. She’d semiretired by then and decided to love me with everything she had and never made me feel like I was a burden.  I want a few of those precious photos back.  That music room was hers, and now I’ll be sharing it with her memory.”

 

            “We’ve been together for thirty years, and this is the first time you’ve been so open about your grandmother and your past.”

 

            “When have we had the time to talk like normal friends?”

 

            “Good point, and back to what’s happening in your new life.  You have a housekeeper who will come in three times a week to clean and do your laundry.  I didn’t hire a cook because you like to prepare your own meals. Your clothes and other personal items arrived yesterday. The closet in your bedroom is the size of a shoebox.  The house is basically walk-in ready for you.”

 

            “It’s amazing what you’ve accomplished in six weeks.”

 

            “Money talks, hot stuff, and the people in this quaint town are eager for work in the winter.  I met this cute decorator, and he has some great ideas to finish the house, using most of her original pieces.  When you say the word, we’ll update her 1950’s kitchen, the five bathrooms and enlarge your closet. You read the inspector’s report that the furnace is older than dirt and the plumbing and electrical wiring should be upgraded.  The refinished widow’s walk looks fabulous and is the perfect place to escape and watch the ocean.  I’ve engaged Adams Security, the company that handled your alarm system in California, to install full coverage.  I found out they also oversee the security for the Footlight Theater.  Your friend Lincoln Adams surely gets around.”

  

            Manny sighed deeply. “You’re a well-known public figure, and that isn’t the house of a Tony and Oscar winner.”

 

            The doubt in his friend’s voice confirmed Everett’s suspicion that Manny didn’t think he was making a smart move. 

 

            “I disagree. It is me. I’ve had a mansion in Beverly Hills for twenty years that had the personality of an ice cube.  This decision was a long time in the making, and it won’t be easy getting everyone to accept me as their next-door neighbor.  My grandmother raised me in that house, and it’s the only real home I’ve ever had.  Are you sure you don’t want to move into the house with me?”

 

            “No, thank you.  That big old Victorian mausoleum is not for me. I’ve found a lovely, modern condo with a balcony that overlooks the beach and has my kind of neighbors. The same decorator who wants to do your place is doing me—whoops”—he giggled—“I mean, mine.”

 

            “Just don’t get hurt.” Manny was too soft-hearted and thought nothing of giving a friend the shirt off his back.  Everett had pulled Manny out of a number of bad relationships.

 

            “Don’t worry.  I can always depend on you to have my back.  At your request, you have a seven o’clock dinner reservation at the Plumb Beach Restaurant with The Association.  They’ll all be there.”  

 

            Manny took a contemplative breath. “I know there are things in your life that you’ve never shared with me.  I respect that, but if there’s anything I can do, I hope you know I’m here for you and the other three.  I have connections even you don’t know about.”

 

            There was a serious side of Manny very few people ever saw.  He was quite astute, extremely smart, and very well-off from a family who refused to accept his sexuality. “If there ever comes a time we need your help, we’ll let you know.”

 

            “Good enough. You have a couple of hours. Why don’t you stop by the theater before you go to the house?”

 

            The only other place that had had the greatest influence on his life was the Footlight Theater.  This was the third most important reason he’d needed to move back to Beacon Pointe.

 

            “Will it be open?”

 

            “Workers are there every day from nine to five restoring the interior.  It’s pretty much complete.  The house and front lobby look spectacular.  It would seem the foundation received a substantial endowment to restore the vintage building.  Last year’s fundraisers weren’t profitable enough to keep the doors open for this season’s performances.”

 

            “Take your tongue out of your cheek, Manny.  That’s between you, me, and my accountant.  I want your word that you’ll never tell anyone I’m their secret benefactor.”

 

            “I promise on my prized RuPaul black lace garter belt.”

 

            “Let’s go to the theater.”
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            “Ouch.” Laura put the tip of her pointer finger to her mouth to catch the drop of blood that appeared when she accidentally poked herself with the point of the needle.  “Thank goodness that’s the last button I have to replace,” she said and flexed the tight tendons in her fingers. “At this rate, I’d become a vampire reject.”

  

            Sewing on buttons was a brainless task, but she’d been distracted.  She eyed the faceless white Styrofoam heads covered with an assortment of colorful wigs that lined three long shelves of the wardrobe room.  “I knew this was going to happen someday.  The boy next door, the thief who stole my heart and my virginity, is coming home.” She stood up and put a hand to the small of her back when a sharp pain shot up her spine.  This year she’d turn fifty, but she decided age was just a number on a piece of paper.  She’d earned her back pain from teaching her granddaughter how to stand on her head.

 

            Confident her finger had stopped seeping, Laura carefully folded the shirts and put them in the tall wardrobe labeled West Side Story.  Of all years for the high school drama club to do the musical she’d starred in with Everett in their senior year.  Fate had no time clock. The memory created a gut-wrenching pain in her heart.  

 

            As the wardrobe coordinator and seamstress for the theater, it was her responsibility to make sure the costumes were in perfect condition for each play. Their budget was thin, but it was up to her to see that every show had the required costumes.  She’d found the fifties-style dresses the teenagers needed for West Side Story in secondhand shops and online.  The clothes for the men were much easier to find.  Her two professional sewing machines were put to very good use.  If she couldn’t find what was needed, she designed and sewed the outfits.  Although it was a lot more work, she was in her element when she designed costumes.

 

            Her eyes were drawn to the other side of the windowless room that had been her domain for twenty-five years and settled on the big trunk in the corner that held her very private keepsakes. 

 

            She moved away from her cluttered sewing table and skirted rows of costumes in clear protective bags, shelves of perfectly aligned plastic shoe boxes, flamboyant hats, and her choir of headless mannequins she liked to call the Bodettes.  

 

            The moment she raised the heavy lid on the aged trunk, the years vanished.  Her mind and heart conjured herself standing beside Everett onstage.  As Tony and Maria, their voices had blended in One Hand, One Heart.  They’d poured intense personal sincerity into the poignant scene that had garnered them a standing ovation.  From the very first time they’d sung the song, their hearts had merged into a love that was timeless.  For her, it had withstood the test of time and never died. 

            

            With a trembling hand, she opened the white tissue paper that protected the delicate headpiece of silk stephanotis with the ecru-colored veil and carefully placed the cherished heirloom on her head of golden-brown waves.  Her hair no longer swept the middle of her back, but brushed her shoulders.

 

            A sentimental tear ran down her cheek when she lifted out the top hat that Everett had worn.  The warmth and strength she’d enjoyed when they’d joined hands had never gone away.  And the kiss…  They’d been so caught up in the beautiful moment that the drama teacher had yelled, “Stop, cut,” declaring their passionate embrace was too long.

 

            For her, it had been real and life-changing.

 

            “Laura, you’re a forty-nine-year-old fool, but then again, no one said there was an age limit on being lovesick.  Life has come full circle, and now you have to deal with him, and the secrets Bessie begged you to keep.”  She carefully replaced the items and closed the lid on her very precious memories.

 

            She glanced at the time on her Mickey Mouse watch, a gift from her granddaughter and realized it was almost dinnertime.  Supper was in the Crock-Pot, and she would add homemade biscuits.  Her daughter, Noreen, needed to get a few hours’ sleep after they got the children to bed.  Her job as a nurse in the emergency room at Beacon General was very demanding.  Since her son-in-law was a Navy corpsman, currently deployed with a SEAL team, it was convenient for Noreen to live at home, especially with a two-month-old baby and an almost-eleven-year-old daughter.

 

            Laura stepped out of the room and locked the door.  The quiet building was a welcome relief when she walked down the hall, passed the wooden door leading to the stage and headed for the lobby.  The restoration workers had gone for the day and had been working nonstop the past six months getting the theater ready for the high school’s play that was being held at the end of March. 

 

            The theater’s first professional play would be in April, and auditions had been held in New York two months ago.  On-site rehearsals would start in March.  She’d already been given the measurements of the two main stars and the supporting cast, but she had a number of questions about their wardrobes and wanted to speak to the director.

 

            If it hadn’t been for the five-million-dollar endowment, the seventy-five-year-old theater would have gone dark.  She’d worked here since she was a teenager, and the building and its history were part of who she was, inside and out.  So much had happened within these walls, precious moments that would be forever stored in her mind and heart.

 

            Stepping into the lobby always brought a smile to her face, but now that it had been brought back to life, her heart smiled, too.

 

            The thickness of the blue and gold patterned carpet felt soft under her boots, and the rebuilt antique crystal chandelier, when lighted, would sparkle like thousands of stars.  Its ornate beauty made her think of The Phantom of the Opera. The six stained-glass windows had been refinished and added a rainbow of colors to the high-ceilinged space.

 

            Rich mahogany walls supported framed pictures of the famous stars that had graced the stage.  The picture of Everett Troy, clutching his Tony Award, gave her pause.  He wasn’t smiling, and his intense blue eyes said, I’ve worked hard and deserve this award.  He had, and his grandmother had been so proud of him. 

 

            The sound of a keyboard being struck echoed throughout the lobby, and she quickly turned away from her lost love’s picture. The office and maintenance staff left at four thirty, so she was supposed to be the only one in the building.  Over the years, a few ghosts had been spotted on the third floor in the vicinity of the operations booth, but she’d never encountered one.

 

            “Burglars don’t announce their presence by playing a piano.”  She took hesitant steps across the lobby and entered the house through one of three doors.

 

            She almost faltered walking down the carpet runner and stopped.  Three specifically directed spotlights illuminated the piano on the stage. Her hand went to her throat, and her breath caught.  One Hand, One Heart filled her head.

              

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

 

            The moment Everett stepped into the building, the richness enveloped him in welcome.  The newly refurbished lobby looked magnificent and confirmed he’d made the right decision.  It was the theater that had drawn him through its doors and helped bring his talent to life. This was where he belonged.

 

            His grandmother had seen the talent he’d denied for years.  His juvenile mind had decided playing the piano was too feminine, too girly, but now he was grateful she’d insisted he follow through and take lessons.  She’d tolerated his teenage eagerness to also play the guitar and drums.  Through it all, she’d kept her secret smile.

 

            He needed to see the house and moved quietly over the opulent carpeting that led to three doors. The only lights were the thumbnail spots at the end of each pew and the exit signs. The stage was dark, and that wouldn’t do.  He knew the layout of the interior like the back of his hand.  The odor of fresh paint was strong when he opened the door to the stairway leading to the third-level projection booth.  He stepped inside, and his eyes widened at the upgraded electronics that controlled the lights and sound system.  His money had been wisely spent.

 

            The switches on the control panel were clearly marked.  He flipped the one that said Center Sage Spot and grinned.  “Leave it to Manny.”  Directly under the beam was a canvas folding chair.  The back panel read Director.  “That’s why he suggested I come to the theater.”  There was something glittery sitting on the seat, but he couldn’t make it out from so far away.

 

            He headed down the stairs and walked the newly laid carpet runway and took the wooden steps to stage right.  Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed the upright piano backed by a red velvet curtain.  With all that had been going on the past few weeks, he hadn’t found time to sit down and play for his own enjoyment.  No time like the present.

  

            Everett sat on the wooden bench and adjusted his legs under the keyboard.  Like an experienced maestro, he lifted his pointer finger and slowly depressed the key of C.

 

            The acoustics in the old theater had always been spectacular, and the one note reverberated and echoed off the high ceiling and walls.

 

            “You always did know the right key to play in music and my life.” 

 

            The sound of her voice cut right through him.  He lowered his hands to his lap and watched her approach the steps to the stage. She was the first reason he’d had to return home.  He gave her a genuine smile.

 

            “Laura.”

 

            “Troy.” 

 

            Everett moved off the bench, folded his arms across his chest and rested his hip against the side of the piano. “You and my grandmother always called me by my last name.  I once asked her why, and she confessed to loving Troy Donohue.”

 

            “I didn’t have anyone famous in mind.  I always called you that so you would remember who you were.”

 

            He nodded in approval of her reasoning. “There were times during my career I got close to losing my identity.  Too bad you weren’t around. What’s it been, five years?”  He knew exactly how long it had been since he’d set eyes on the only woman he’d ever loved.

 

            “Five years since you came home for the film festival and gala held in your honor.  You were so mobbed by all your fans and the people who wanted to kiss your ass we never got a chance to talk like normal human beings.”

 

            Everett’s cheeks lifted in a smile at her honesty. “You were never cowed by my popularity.”

 

            “No. I knew you as a person first, but I’m very proud of what you’ve accomplished.  Hell, my former boyfriend is an Oscar-winning movie star and Tony Award winner.”

 

            He’d always wondered why she’d never sold their teenage love story to the media. “How come you never capitalized on how well you really knew me?”  

 

            “What we had was no one’s business, and I didn’t want to bring notoriety to myself and my family. You look distinguished with the silver in your black hair.” 

 

            “You’re the second woman to tell me that today.”  

 

            “The one you kissed goodbye?”

 

            Everett ignored the facetious tone in Laura’s voice. It would be too much to hope it was jealousy.  “No, the flight attendant on my flight home.  You still look like the teenager who wore my high school ring. Technically, you’re still my girlfriend since you never gave it back to me.”  

 

            He appreciated she was still small in stature and the well-worn jeans hugged very nice legs.  Her bulky sweatshirt bore a picture of Barry Manilow in concert.  He wasn’t about to tell her he’d been in Barry’s company a number of times.

 

            “I hate to burst your bubble, but I believe there’s a statute of limitations on boyfriend- girlfriend status.  Thank L’Oréal for my golden-brown hair and contacts so I don’t walk into anything.  My daughter, Noreen, had another baby two months ago, and helping to raise Marion, her ten-year-old, is like déjà vu. They keep me hopping.”

 

            She took a few steps closer. “So is it true?  You’re really home to stay?”

 

            Everett, too, moved in her direction.  He really wanted to pull her into his arms and find out if her kisses were still as sweet, but that would come in time, he hoped.  He had a lot of years to make up for. 

 

            “Yes, it’s what I’ve wanted for a long time.”

 

            “Why now, after all these years?”

 

            “Think of why you call me Troy.  I’ve lived under the thumb of agents and publicists. I’m scrutinized by my fans. Everyone wants to run my life or demand something from me.  Tabloids say I’ve been engaged a half-dozen times to women I’ve never met and suffered through a paternity suit, and they’ve called me a playboy womanizer and a drunken lush.  You know none of that is true.  It’s time to take my life back.”

 

            Everett took a determined step to the director’s chair.  His arm and hand swung out in a sweeping motion.  “This is what I’m ready for.” 

 

            His speech had come out strong, and he really wanted her to understand his sincerity and what he was feeling. “Only the principal of the high school and the drama teacher know I’ve agreed to help out with the production of West Side Story.  I’m not looking for notoriety.  I want to influence others, teach them what I’ve painstakingly learned through trial and error and help them become better actors.  I want these kids to feel the words, let the music live within their bodies, become the person they’re portraying.”

 

            When his staunch soliloquy ended, Laura clapped. “Well done.  Is that from one of your movies?”

 

            Everett was surprised by the callousness in her question. What had he done to deserve her hostility?  He didn’t try to hide the disappointment in his voice. “No, it isn’t.  I thought you, of all people, would understand what’s inside me.”

 

            “I apologize. With your help and guidance, it will be a wonderful show.”  

 

            He watched her walk over to the director’s chair and pick up the gold mask.  “I’ve never seen this prop before,” she said.

 

            He was confused when Laura brought it to his face and held it in front of his eyes.  She was so much shorter, but he held perfectly still.

 

            “Does this symbolize the secrets you’re keeping?”

 

            She can’t know, he told himself and lifted the mask from her hand.  Manny was probably playing one of his games.  He tapped her on the tip of her nose that was still covered in delightful freckles.  He liked that she didn’t try to cover them up with makeup. At one time, he’d tried to count every one with kisses. 

 

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

 

            “Are you ready to go?” Manny asked from the back of the theater as he walked closer to the stage. “I’ve brought your wheels, and you can drop me home before you go to dinner.  Oh, I see you two have met.”

 

            “Actually, Laura and I are old friends,” Everett said and reluctantly stepped back. “She was my steady girlfriend our senior year in high school.”

 

            “Perfect!  That will make things a whole lot easier,” he said with a light chuckle.

 

            Everett crossed his arms over his chest and wondered why Laura didn’t seem the least bit surprised by Manny’s statement.  “What am I missing?”

 

            “Laura is going to be your housekeeper and will make sure your tighty-whities are sparkling clean.  Unless she plans to get into them again,” he added, wiggling his eyebrows.

 

            Everett shared the embarrassment he recognized on Laura’s face.  “Manny, open your mouth so I can put my foot in it.”

 

            “What?” he asked in confusion, looking from one to the other.

 

            “I’ve got to go,” she said hurriedly and made her way down the steps and up the aisle.

“Half the time he wasn’t wearing any to cover his cute ass,” she muttered to herself, before calling out, “Make sure the front door is locked when you leave!”

 

            “Just great!” Everett said, jamming his hands on his hips.  

 

            “What did I say?”

 

            “I’ll tell you in the car.  Let’s get out of here.”

 

            Everett grabbed his jacket, which he’d left over the back of a seat in the front row, and walked up the aisle.  Manny followed quietly behind him.  

 

            The streetlights were just coming on when they exited the building that dominated one of the main street corners of town. Come the spring, the surrounding boxwood gardens would start to bloom and the cherry trees that lined the double-wide brick path would sprout beautiful pink flowers.  He remembered his Grandmother Bessie had been a member of the garden club that made sure the landscaping outside the building was planted from early spring to late fall.  She had also been part of the committee that decorated the outside for Christmas. 

 

            This building was so much a part of her.  That was why it was the perfect place to base her museum.  He hadn’t told anyone that he’d established the Bessandra Troy Foundation to award yearly music scholarships for two graduating high school seniors.

 

            They hurried across the street to the parking lot used by the theater. The surrounding area was a combination of residential and commercial establishments.  The only car in the parking lot was Everett’s classic 1970 Mach 1 Ford Mustang.  He got inside and appreciated the lingering warmth of the interior. 

 

            Manny put his seat belt on and opened his scarf.  “What did I say that has you so pissed?” 

 

            The car started with a powerful hum, and Everett gripped the wheel with two hands. “I finally see the love of my life after five years, and you send her running with some off-color joke.”

 

            “Wait! You never mentioned the L-word or her when you said we were moving to Beacon Pointe.  When I think about it, you never talked about her, ever. I thought it was the theater that brought you back here.” 

 

            “The theater, yes, and Laura Davis.  She’s one of the few people who has always seen me for me.  When I came home, everyone was on me like ants at a picnic. ‘Oh, Mr. Troy, this,’ and ‘Oh, Mr. Troy, that.’  Bullshit,” he sneered.  “She’s never entered the ring of phonies and talks to me like a normal person.  She helped take care of my grandmother and went to see her in the nursing home even though Bessie’s mind was gone. She held me when I cried at my grandmother’s funeral and still puts flowers on her grave.”

 

            “How do you know?”

 

            “Jackson went to the cemetery to place flowers on his wife’s grave and saw Laura putting flowers by Bessie’s headstone.  I sent her a note of thanks and enclosed a check.  She sent it back torn into little pieces and said she would take care of Bessie’s final resting place out of love.”

 

            “I’m sorry, Everett.  I never meant to insult either of you.  She’ll be living right next door.”

 

            Everett’s sigh filled the interior of the car he’d owned since he was a teenager.  “It’ll be just like old times. I should’ve given you a heads-up. I’ll drop you off and then head home.  I want to take a shower and change before I meet the guys.”

 

            “If you don’t need me tomorrow, I’d like to go to AC.  There’s a drag-queen competition, and a couple of my friends have entered.”

 

            “No, I’m good. You’ve worked hard and deserve time off.  How are we going to handle publicity? The mask you left me won’t help. Nosy reporters are going to show up, big-time.”

 

            “Try not to do anything to draw attention.  Your publicist is going to take the heat for your disappearance.  You’ve gone into seclusion to write.  I didn’t leave the mask.”

 

            “If you didn’t, who did?”

 

            “Handsome, someone sent you a subtle reminder of the secrets you’re keeping.”

 

            “Manny, you don’t know the half of it.  Stay out of trouble.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

            Laura parked her six-year-old Ford van beside her daughter’s late-model SUV.  With all the running around she had to do for her small cleaning business and the theater, the cargo area was put to good use transporting cleaning supplies and props for the shows.

 

            The Footlight Theater was only a ten-minute drive from her home, and she needed a few minutes to reflect on her encounter with Everett. “I’ve actually called him by his first name.  Don’t forget who and what he is.”

 

            She used the headrest to support the back of her head and closed her eyes. After all these years, the hurt still smoldered.  They’d been alone in the theater, and she’d missed the perfect opportunity to tell him how devastated she’d been when he’d left town without telling her, how she’d cried in his grandmother’s arms, why she’d never pursued her dream of being a costume designer. Their youthful affair had ended years ago, and senseless anger was a waste of energy. Now he was going to live next door, again.  Could she handle loving him from afar?  How long would it take him to figure out why she could never marry someone else when the only man she loved was very much alive in her heart?

 

            Laura walked up the paved driveway, avoiding patches of ice, and opened the gate to the backyard framed in a cyclone fence.  The border along the fence line was barren of the crocus, daffodils and hyacinths that would sprout in another month.  Along with her love of working at the theater, the time she spent tending her flower garden was relaxing.  Flowers made her happy. 

 

            She glanced at the big tree that separated her house from the house next door. Supposedly, her great-grandfather had planted the acorn that gave birth to the mighty oak.  The strong branches held a tree house that Marion considered her private hideaway. 

 

            It was a good thing that trees weren’t able to talk. Two of the main branches had created a bridge between her bedroom and Everett’s.  Late at night, when their families had been sleeping, they’d met in the center cavity and talked about their hopes and dreams.  It had also been a very private place to share kisses that neither one had wanted to end.  Under a blanket of green leaves and a starry spring night, they’d confessed their love. It had been a magical time she would always remember.  Would he?

 

            She entered the back door of the one-hundred-year-old Victorian home that once belonged to her grandparents and then her parents.  Wanting something smaller with a lot less maintenance, they’d moved to a retirement community in Florida ten years ago and were having fun with their friends.

 

            The neighborhood of well-kept homes that touted elaborate gingerbread trim was considered prime real estate, since the street ended at the main drag that bordered the beach. Beyond the dunes was the Atlantic Ocean.

 

            A blast of warm air immediately enveloped her body when she stepped into the small vestibule.  She hung her coat, like she’d done since she was a child, on one of the ornate brass hooks her father had attached to a wide board along a wood-paneled wall.  

            

            She shook her head at the assortment of scattered footwear that resembled a shoe store disaster.  The shoe rack was there for a purpose. “If I kept my costumes like this, all the actors would walk around naked.”  

 

            She sat on the short wooden bench and removed her UGG boots and placed them on the rack.  Her fleece-lined slippers were buried under a pile of Marion’s shoes and boots.  

 

            She stepped into the cozy kitchen and was greeted with a welcoming hug by her vivacious ten-year-old granddaughter. 

 

            “Grandma! I’m going to recite Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address in the school play!”  

 

            “That’s wonderful.”  Laura wrapped her arms around a bundle of energy. Marion was tall for her age and would be well above Laura’s height of five-foot-three in another year.  Marion was blessed with her mother’s slightly wavy black hair and cool blue eyes.  She favored jeans, T-shirts, and colorful scrunchies around her ponytail.  When Marion went missing for any length of time, the first place they looked was in the tree house.

            

            “Did you finish your homework?”

 

            “Yes.  Mommy helped me with my math.  She took Owen upstairs to give him a bath and put him to bed.  She already ate and then was going to lie down.”

 

            Laura pumped a few squirts of liquid soap into the palm of her hand before washing them in the aged enamel sink.  The kitchen had been updated forty years ago with oak cabinets. The beige-and-brown-marbled Formica suffered from wear, and five years ago, she’d been forced to replace the old linoleum floor with ceramic tile.  The rest of the kitchen needed updating, but it would cost too much, and she really didn’t want to let go of the memories associated with her parents and grandparents.  

 

            After drying her hands, Laura hung the kitchen towel on the rack next to the sink. “We’ll eat as soon as I make the biscuits.” 

 

            “You don’t have to. I made them without Mommy’s help.”

 

            Laura put her hands on her hips, puzzled when she didn’t see any mess on the counter.  “Who cleaned up?”

 

            Marion went to the drawer next to the stove and took out two soup spoons and knives and set them on the table.  “I did.  Mommy said, ‘Grandma won’t appreciate a messy kitchen when she gets home from work.’  If I was going to make a mess, I had to clean it up.”

 

            “I’m so proud of you.”  Her granddaughter was great at many things, but cooking and baking wasn’t one of them.  Her culinary efforts either yielded under baked or burned results—literally kitchen disasters.

 

            Laura dished out two bowls of savory chicken stew and sat down at the round table next to the big window that overlooked their yard and the narrow side street that ended at the beach.  Beyond was the Atlantic Ocean.  Her eyes were momentarily drawn to the white caps that were visible in the dimming light as they crashed against the sandy shore.  This was one of the last undeveloped sections of the beach that hadn’t been ruined by condominiums and retail stores that accommodated beach goers.  The town depended on the money tourists spent because it was healthy for their economy, but she preferred the quaint, small-town life.

 

            “Wait until you taste these.” Marion placed a golden-brown biscuit on the small plate with a nautical design in front of her grandmother. “When they came out of the oven, they were very soft, but now they’re kind of hard.  I used great-grandma’s recipe for baking powder biscuits, but I couldn’t find any, so I used baking soda.”

 

            Laura forced herself not to cringe, but made her mouth tighten into a forced smile. “I’m sure they’re fine.”  A serrated knife was needed to saw the biscuit in half.  Laura dunked it in her stew to make the biscuit palatable.  “Aren’t you having any?”

 

            “No, I ate three before you came home.”  Marion took three hearty bites of the savory chicken and vegetables and barely finished swallowing before she started talking. “Grandma, you know what?”

 

            “No, but I’m sure you’re about to tell me.”  Laura wondered when Marion was going to get out of the habit of prefacing her statements with you know what?

 

            “An old actor is going to live in Grandma Bessie’s house.”

 

            The hard lump of biscuit almost lodged in the back of her throat.  Old! “Who told you that?”

 

            “You know our music teacher, Violet Johnson, the one who wears red beads around her neck? Sometimes she wears a pin on her dress that looks like a bunch of cherries. Her breath stinks because she is always sucking on those lavender breath candies. She said he’s famous.” 

 

            “Mrs. Johnson said this guy is old?  She’s no spring chicken herself.”

 

            Marion crinkled her nose.  “What does a chicken have to do with Mrs. Johnson?”

 

            “Sorry, bad joke. Continue.”  

 

            “He was in a movie with the guy who played Han Solo, and he’s old.”

 

            Harrison Ford is still hot, Laura silently argued, but followed up with, “Do you think I’m old?”

  

            Marion turned out a serious face and tapped her mouth, deep in thought.

  

            She’d never thought of herself as old before posing the question to her granddaughter. She took care of herself, ate pretty healthily. There was too much she wanted to do with her life. She hadn’t shared with anyone that she’d been taking online courses the past two years to get her degree in costume design.

  

            Her granddaughter was taking an awfully long time to answer. “Has your brain gone to sleep like Rip Van Winkle?”

 

            “Grandma! You say the funniest things. You’re kinda old, because you cover the gray in your hair with the dye you keep in your bathroom, but you’re not like those Golden Girls that go out with old men with no hair and fat bellies. You really don’t need wrinkle stuff because you have a pretty face, and you shop at Old Navy. You have a smartphone, a laptop, a tablet.  No, you’re modern.”

 

            “It’s nice to know my mind is still alert and that my face is somewhat wrinkle free.” Laura forced herself to eat the last of her biscuit.  “Since you finished your homework, how about joining me in my room and we can watch a movie before you go to bed?”

 

            “That’s a great idea, but I would rather watch Cupcake Wars Kids on YouTube.”

 

            Laura didn’t cringe, but offered a smile in agreement.  God forbid Marion gets too interested in baking gourmet cupcakes.
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            On the other side of town, Everett parked his Mustang in the huge lot adjacent to the Plumb Beach Restaurant. He recalled the summer he’d worked as a parking valet. At seventeen, he’d gotten his first taste of sitting behind the wheel of hot cars and fed his dream to own a Mustang Mach 1. He’d found one in a junkyard that had been badly wrecked in an accident.  After a year of hard work and considerable financial help from his grandmother, he’d restored the car to her original beauty. Everett laughed at another sign of the passage of time. His pride and joy had antique license plates.

 

            The wind coming off the nearby ocean chilled him to the bone, and the crashing waves sounded like gentle thunder.  There weren’t many cars for a weeknight in late January, and he wondered how long he’d be able to keep his anonymity.  Fortunately, Hannah Clark, the manager and owner, was a longtime friend.

 

            He opened the wooden door giving entrance to the eatery and tensed, waiting for the gushy greeting from the lovely young hostess who stood behind a softly lighted podium. He figured her age to be in her late twenties. As expected, her large brown eyes elicited excitement that acknowledged his popularity, but he was surprised when their gleam dimmed.

 

            “Good evening, Mr. Troy. Your friends are already seated.  Right this way.”

 

            Some of his apprehension eased as they walked down an aisle bordered on one side with padded booths fronting a wall of windows that afforded a view of the ocean.  The bar area took up a huge section on the other side of the rustic-themed room.  There were two other dining rooms Hannah would open in May.

 

            His three friends were seated at the table they’d always occupied in a secluded corner of the room.

  

            “What can I get you to start off?” the hostess asked.

 

            “Perrier and lime.”  Everett brushed the sleeve of the young woman’s sweater with his fingertips. “Thank you for not calling attention to my presence.”

 

            “You’re very welcome, but Mrs. Clark told everyone if they made a fuss over you or asked for an autograph, we could find other employment.”

 

            “Good enough.”

 

            He sat in one of the comfortable chairs and gave his best friends—Jackson Vance, Mason Trent, and Ryder Wayne—an appreciative smile.  He’d seen them individually over the years, but this would be the first meeting of The Association in five years. 

 

            They’d all dressed casually in long-sleeved sweaters and chino-like trousers.  The calendar had aged them, but no one would take any of them for fifty years old. They’d taken care of their bodies and hadn’t developed middle-age paunches. Jackson’s hair was still light blond, which camouflaged any white that might have materialized.  Mason’s thick ink-black hair had a soft blending of silver.  Ryder’s russet-brown hair was so short it was hard to determine whether he had any white strands. The one thing his best friends had in common was their welcoming smiles.  Now he was really home.
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