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Summer of 1984

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

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

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

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

 As The Association, they watch each other’s backs. The boys think they’re home free until a couple of months before they graduate high school.  Cocaine is found in Everett Troy’s locker. His admittance to Julliard School of Music is rescinded; Jackson Vance and Mason Trent grades are tampered with, and they lose their scholarships to Ivy League schools; an unregistered hand gun shows up in Ryder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 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 - Ryder
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Chapter 1

 Lieutenant Ryder Wayne stood in front of his captain’s desk.  He’d been a cop for twenty-plus years and had never faced such a quandary in his career—no, his entire life. The heat coming from the legal document in his hand felt like he was holding the burning end of a lit torch.  

 “You actually expect me to do this?”

 Paul Clark took off his gold-rimmed glasses and carelessly tossed them on his desk. “How do you think I felt when I got a call from the prosecutor asking me to handle an extremely delicate situation that involved your girlfriend?  He’s afraid of a media blitz and wants to keep it in-house as much as possible.”  

 Ryder gripped the triple-folded piece of paper and pointedly thrust it in his captain’s face. “This is complete bullshit!”

 “You think I don’t know that? But we have to follow through on procedure, or we’ll be brought up on charges.”

 “This is going to destroy her and everything she’s worked for.”  Ryder almost choked on his own words.

 “Your choice. I thought it would be better coming from you. She’s going to need a lot of consoling. I could always send one of the young, rookie cops.”

 “I’d like to call you a piece of shit, but I can’t because you’re my superior.” 

  Captain Clark glanced at the time on his watch. “I deliberately waited until after the court offices closed so we don’t have a judge to hold a preliminary hearing. She’s officially in your custody and has to be in court Monday morning, nine a.m. Make sure she has a couple of good defense attorneys, if you get my meaning.”

 “That won’t be a problem.  I’ll deliver this piece of garbage, and then I’m off this weekend.  Don’t worry, she’ll be in my custody the entire time.”   

 He turned around to leave the office, but stopped when his boss called his name. “Ryder, you didn’t hear this from your captain but a good friend. Inside, you’re furious and you want to rip a few new assholes, but don’t.  There is so much more at stake. I want your promise that you won’t go off half-cocked and seek revenge by yourself.  We’re getting close, so keep that in mind. Console your lady. She’s going to need your strength and support. The media are going to have a field day. As your friend, I’m suggesting you make her unavailable.”

 Ryder nodded, understanding his hidden meaning. “Thanks, Paul. We’ll be going to my grandfather’s cabin.  Keep it to yourself, but I’ll also let The Association know where we’ll be.”

 “I’ll call my wife at the restaurant. The Plumb Beach will be buzzing with the news. Hannah is aware of what’s going on and will keep her ears open.  She’ll also be the first one to defend Jillianne.”

 “Tell her we both said thanks.”

 Ryder shoved the offensive piece of paper into his back pocket and walked past the closed doors of the court offices. That much was in her favor, he decided, and took his time going down the wide metal stairs to the first floor of police headquarters. His office was sandwiched between the one dedicated to the shift sergeant and the larger one used by the detectives.  The hustle and bustle of a big modern department was missing, but there were very few dull moments.  For a late Friday afternoon, it was relatively quiet, but he avoided the dispatch area, where he’d be drawn into a time-consuming conversation.

 He debated contacting her best friends directly to let them know what was about to go down, but decided to wait. They’d hear about it from their husbands. The six of them would be livid.  Once the news got out, it was going to cause a small riot throughout the seashore community. Jillianne was loved by everyone, but when it came to someone messing with other people’s finances, they could turn on her like a vicious cat.

 Grumbling snores greeted him when he walked into his office.  Watson had a dog bed from LL Bean with his name embroidered on the soft cover, but preferred to sleep on the old brown leather couch that came with the office Ryder had been occupying for five years.  The German shepherd was considered the station’s mascot.  Trained in drug and corpse detection, Watson seemed to consider himself human.  The other problem was he liked to smell the flowers and run after squirrels and would work only for steak, hamburger, and homemade dog cookies.  He could tell the difference.

 The reports on Ryder’s desk that needed his signature weren’t going anyplace, and he shut down his computer.  For the first time since he was a teenager, he wished he wasn’t a cop.  He reached for his black leather jacket that hung on an old clothes tree, a gift from his dad when Dexter retired as head of the detective bureau.  “Let’s go, sleeping beauty.  We’re going to see your girlfriend.” 

 A head covered in deep gold fur jerked up, instantly leaving doggie dreamland. Ryder swore the dog smiled at the mention of Jillianne. “Be extra nice.  We have to do something very unpleasant. It’s going to hurt.”

 Watson’s long sleek back stiffened, and his grin turned into a menacing growl.  

 “No. I’m not going to do bodily harm, jug head.  Let’s go. You’re a cop, act like one.”

 Jillianne was anal about keeping a strict schedule and could be found working at her desk at the Footlight Theater on Friday afternoons.  Lately, all she did was work. She’d put her friendships on the back burner ever since she’d taken on the Burrows real estate account for her CPA firm.  

 His temper vibrated with barely controlled fury.  She’d just been stabbed in the back. His cop sense saw it coming a few months ago, but there had been no way to warn her without any proof.  They were using her as an example to punish him.

 To his unending frustration, their lives were controlled by her schedule and his shift work, but they had a standing dinner date two times a month. Then he’d take her home and they’d have what they jokingly called “reminiscent sex.” Three times during the year they’d enjoy a week’s vacation together, and they worked in occasional weekends for some much-needed alone time. They’d been best friends and lovers since high school.  Jillianne was his first and only love.

 Ten minutes later, he parked his motorcycle in the employee parking lot behind the theater.  Watson knew enough to wait until Ryder removed his specially made dog goggles and the strap harness before trying to hop out of the sidecar.  With the cool temperatures moving in, this would be one of the last few days he could use his motorcycle.

 It was after five, so the lot was empty but for a champagne-colored Lexus. Jillianne Bennett was independently wealthy from inheritance and hard work. Her vanity license plate read JILLY.  Only one person was allowed to use her nickname.  

 Since he was on the board of directors and oversaw security, he had a key to the administrative entrance and was familiar with the security code. Watson's nails tapping against the wooden steps filled the lighted stairwell to the second-floor administration area.  The other offices were closed for the day, and he headed for the only one with a light showing through the top of the frosted pane.  The gold lettering read, Jillianne Bennett, Endowment Curator and Director of Funds.  With each step, dread hung on him like a death shroud.  He didn’t need a sword to know he was about to cut her to pieces.

 He tapped lightly on the oak doorframe, but didn’t wait for permission to enter.  The moment he pushed open the door, Watson rushed in, offering up a happy bark.  Jillianne’s head of reddish-gold hair shot up, and she looked away from her laptop that occupied the center of her neat desk. She’d recently added lighter blond highlights to the sweeping length that brushed the underside of her chin. She had a beautiful smile, considering what her family had paid for her perfect white teeth.  In high school, he used to throw her retainers away on purpose.  

 It was the end of the normal workday, but she was still perfectly groomed in silk and pearls.  She was the only person he knew who actually lifted her pinky when she drank a cup of tea.  It no longer bothered him that she felt she had to reapply lipstick and check her makeup after they finished dinner. His uptown girl was the perfect lady, and he enjoyed watching her walk into a room and immediately command attention. The public and her employees saw her as the ultimate professional woman.

 His adolescent heart had gotten slammed the first time he saw her, standing in the guidance counselor’s office.  Jilly’s family had just moved to Beacon Pointe, and she was starting eleventh grade in her first public school. She was wearing a demure white cashmere sweater with a pink and light blue plaid skirt that brushed her knees, white knee socks and these girlie pink ankle boots.  A single pearl suspended on a real gold chain adorned the front of the sweater.  

 He eventually found out her grandmother had insisted a lady wasn’t fully dressed without her pearls.  His boots were black with silver chains, and he was wearing a worn leather motorcycle jacket.  She was Ms. Prim and Proper versus his rebel without a cause, her good to his bad.  It was the start of a beautiful, loving friendship. 

 He was one of the few who knew the real Jillianne Bennett. More important, he knew her better than she knew herself—the unselfish side that would do anything to help her friends; the strong, inner person who fought for the underdog; the side that anonymously supported charities that focused on children; the take-a-chance, laugh-at-herself side.  

 The cop side of him was prepared to handle the kaleidoscope of emotional stages she would go through, but as the man who loved her, he was wavering on innate turmoil.  

 “Hi,” she greeted and removed her reading glasses and set them on her neat desk.  A faint blush of sky-blue eyeshadow called attention to her pretty hazel eyes. “Tell me we didn’t have a date tonight. Not that I wouldn’t love to spend the evening with my guy, no, both my guys.”  

 She laughed when Watson hopped up and put two large paws on her desk so he could give her a tongue-lapping kiss on her cheek. “You’re the only one I’ll let get away with that, considering I’m a neat-freak prude.” She pulled open her bottom drawer and took out a Ziploc container of special dog cookies she kept just for him.  “Here, my sweet love.”

 Watson accepted the treat and gobbled the cookie in a couple of bites.  The look he gave Ryder when he sat on the floor and leaned against Jillian’s hip said, I’ll protect her.

 “To what do I owe this unexpected pleasure?” Jillianne asked, running a hand with perfectly manicured fingernails over the top of Watson’s head.  “You know I hate that you’re a cop, but I love my guy in uniform.”

 He was being torn apart. One side wanted to take her into his arms, but the professional side won the battle. He kept the desk between them.  Do it. Get it over with.  

 “Jilly, love, I’d give all that I own, no, my life, not to have to do this, but I don’t have a choice.” Ryder pulled the paper out of the pocket of his uniform trousers and placed it next to her laptop.  

 She picked it up, and her smile faded before her mouth dropped open. Her fiery-hot eyes shot to his.  Phase one: questioning disbelief.

 “What the hell is this?” she challenged.

 “It’s a warrant for your arrest.  You’re being charged with embezzlement of a hundred thousand dollars from the Burrows Real Estate Organization.” 

 “Ryder, I know I’ve been working a lot lately, but this is a sick joke!”

 “I wish I could say April Fool’s, but wrong month.”

 “You’re serious?”

 The hitch in her voice said she still didn’t believe him.  “I’m deadly serious.”

 Jillianne shoved up from her seat, making the chair roll toward the window behind her. “You’re saying Cornelius Burrows initiated these charges against me?”

 Ryder only nodded and prepared for phase two: outrage

 “That conceited, ego-driven son of a bitch!  Embezzlement?  In a pig’s eye!  Two of my top-notch accountants and I have worked our asses off the past six months to straighten out his financial mess that we tracked back to over thirty years ago. I’ve a meeting with him next week to show him the details of numerous discrepancies that I’ve brought to his attention.”

 Ryder momentarily closed his eyes, comprehending what Jillianne had just revealed.  She had access to the accounts he and The Association needed to help prove their case the two generations of Burrows and Magellan’s were up to no good. That also posed another problem. She was being charged with embezzlement and would no longer have access to the records.  First thing they had to do was clear her name.

 “What was his reaction when you spoke to him about the discrepancies?”

 “Cornelius said I’d probably made a mistake, but would be glad to speak to me.”

 “Inferring you made a mistake was like waving a red flag in front of a bull.”  Jillianne never made mistakes when it came to her business and personally stood by her work.  What Burrows was doing to her made too much sense.  Burrows knew The Association was getting close in their investigation, and he couldn’t take the chance she’d help her friends.  That was Burrows’ plan all along.  Let her straighten out his financial accounts and then damage her reputation and credibility.

 Jillianne moved to her desk and reached for her phone. “I’m going to call that back-stabbing shit right now!” 

 Ryder quickly put his hand over the device.  “Wrong move, Jilly.  I’m sure he’s expecting you to call, but the only call you’re going to make is to your lawyers.”

 “But…”

 Watson woofed when Ryder’s phone gave off three short barks that sounded only when one of The Association was trying to reach him. The text was from Mason. 911. Call me right away re Jillianne’s arrest. 

 “This isn’t good. Mason wants me to call him. Word about the warrant for your arrest has already gotten out.”

 “This is absolutely ridiculous!  I haven’t done anything!” 

 He turned his hand over and gave hers a gentle squeeze.  Phase three: personal defense in the face of cold, hard reality. 

 “Let me call him.”  The phone barely rang before Mason answered.

 “Put it on speakerphone!” Jillianne hurriedly demanded.

 “What the hell is going on?  Fred got a call from Liam Thompson’s wife asking about Jillianne stealing from her clients and helping herself to Cornelius Burrows’ money.”

 “I’m with Jillianne right now, and you’re on speakerphone. He’s accusing her of embezzlement of funds from his real estate corporation.”

 “That’s a crock of horseshit!  She wouldn’t steal a penny from a blind person!”

 “Thank you, Mason,” Jillianne called out.

 “I’m sure the masses will agree. I was given the unpleasant duty to serve her with the warrant for her arrest.  She has to be in court Monday morning at nine, with counsel.”

 “Arrest! Burrows is out to ruin her, just like he tried to do to my wife.”

 “That entire scenario still bothers me,” Jillianne added.  “I don’t know why he wanted to destroy Mollie’s restaurant.”

 Ryder concentrated on running his hand over Watson’s head.  Bite your tongue.  This isn’t the time to tell her what’s going on.  We need to save her reputation first. 

 “Jillianne, I can get something out on the weekend edition,” Mason said, “a personal message from you.  I don’t mean to scare you, but the cold hard reality is, people and their money don’t want to be separated, even if these charges aren’t true.”

 “Mason, you’re one of the few people who knows how important it is for me to keep my reputation spotlessly clean.  I’ve been running my business for twenty-four years and have never been questioned about anything.”

 “I agree with you, but people panic and react without thinking,” Mason said.

 Jillianne reached for the string of pearls around her neck and gave them a nervous tug. “If I put out a note, I’m practically admitting I’m guilty.”

 Her voice wasn’t quite steady.  Phase four: apprehension and acceptance. Ryder needed to join the conversation. “Jilly, by keeping quiet, people will wonder if you have something to hide.”

 “So I’m damned if I do and damned if I don’t.  Okay, put out a message from me apologizing for the unpleasant situation.  It’s all a big misunderstanding, and their accounts are secure.  It will be business as usual. They can contact the office, and we’ll provide a full accounting of their financial records.”

 “That will work,” Mason said. “I’ll also let the others know what’s happening. My suggestion is get out of Dodge for the weekend.  Knowing that conniving asshole, he’s going to start turning the tide in his favor, especially with the media.  That doesn’t mean they won’t start harassing Jillianne to get her side.”

 “Paul gave me the same advice.  We’re heading for my grandfather’s place and will be back Sunday.  The cell service is spotty, but I’ll try to check in to find out what’s happening.  Thanks, Mason.” 

 Ryder shoved his phone into his pocket, and the extra pair of handcuffs he always carried fell out onto the floor.  He picked them up, but didn’t immediately put them away. “We need to leave, right now.”

 “My God!”  Jillianne stepped back and put the dog between them. “You’re actually arresting me.” She held out her arms and pressed the insides of her wrists together. “I’m a hardened criminal! Better put the cuffs on me.”

 “It wouldn’t be the first time,” he teased, “but no, you heard what Mason said.  I need to get you out of town.  People know where you work and live. You’re officially in my custody, and I have to make sure you’re in court Monday morning. Grab your coat and purse.”

 “This whole thing is insane,” she muttered, shutting down her laptop.  She put it away in her Vera Bradley computer bag, but he crossed to the desk and put a hand on the zipper.

 “Do you have any of Burrows’ accounts on your laptop?”

 “Of course.  I can retrieve his records from his central accounting program.”

 Once again, he was being torn between doing his job and getting the information they needed to help The Association. “I’m sorry, Jilly. I can’t allow you to access his information since he’s the one who made the accusations against you.”

 “I figured that much, but it’s my personal laptop.”

 “Sorry. I’m going to have to impound the device.  I’ll store it in a safe place until we report to police headquarters Monday morning. The two accountants at your CPA firm who worked on his business records are also banned.”

 “If I know Burrows, he’s already had his techs change the passwords. He’s going to need a shady accounting firm to go in and adjust the records to reflect the money I embezzled.”

 “He’s probably had that done without your knowledge. His lawyers are going to have to produce the figures for the court.”  

 “That won’t be good enough. I’m going to demand an independent accounting firm review those accounts.” A cunning gleam filled her hazel eyes. “That horny deviant thinks he’s dealing with a stupid woman. Well, I’m one step ahead of him.”

 “Stop!” Ryder shot his hand up like he was stopping traffic. “Horny?  He made a play for you?”

 Watson sensed a threat and barked an alert.

 Jillianne gave the dog an affectionate pat on the head. “Both of you back down. It didn’t take but a few minutes in his company for me to recognize he’s a dirty old man. He charges his hooker fees and Viagra to his business entertainment account.”

 “That’s another reason my fist is going to meet with his ugly face.” Ryder grabbed the case that contained her computer and opened the door. “Let’s get going.  We need to pick up my truck, and then we have a forty-minute drive to my grandfather’s cabin.  The media and bloodhounds won’t be able to get to you there.”

 “How did you get here?  Don’t tell me you drove your motorcycle.  It’s November.”

 Ryder shrugged his shoulders. “When we left the house this morning, Watson hopped into the sidecar, plus the weather cooperated.” 

 “I need to let my housekeeper and brother know what’s happening and get some clothes.”

 “We don’t have time to stop at your house. You can call Winifred and Neil on the way. After that, you won’t be able to get a signal.  I’ll loan you some of my clothes.”

 They were headed down the stairs when she abruptly stopped.  Watson had already reached the bottom and stared up at them as if to say, Let’s get going. You’re wasting time.

 “I’m wearing nine-hundred-dollar wool blended trousers and an Adalyn silk blouse.” She lifted her leg to show him her Burberry block-heeled boots. “These babies were not meant to be worn on a motorcycle. Where am I supposed to sit?”

 “Behind me, where you usually sit. I’ve got your helmet and leather jacket in the storage pouch on Watson’s sidecar.  What more do you need?” he asked with a laugh. “You’re wearing pearls.”   

 “Funny, Sherlock. What about my car?”

 “I’m going to have it towed to the impound yard.”

 “My white Lexus? Are you crazy?  That car is registered to me personally, not my business!”

 “I know that, but there’s a method to my madness. It’s going to get back to Burrows that you were arrested, and your car impounded.  He’ll enjoy the small thrill thinking his plan is working, ruining you and destroying your reputation.” 

 A watery film covered her eyes and her chin quivered slightly, announcing she was slipping into phase five: giving up.  

 Ryder cupped her chin to keep his eyes steady on hers.  “Jilly, love, he’s playing a game, and we need him to think he’s winning, but we’ll be laughing behind his back, all of us, The Association and the Fabulous Four and the rest of your friends. I’ve never lied to you.  Do you believe I’m a man of my word?”

 Jillianne focused her gaze on him and nodded. 

 “I swear this will turn out okay and that bastard will be holding hands with the devil.”  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 2

 Jillianne reluctantly followed her handsome jailer and his four-legged sidekick.  Watson hopped up into the sidecar and patiently waited for Ryder to fasten the safety harness and adjust the strap on his doggie goggles. 

 He’d parked next to her Lexus, and she gazed longingly at the comfort she was forgoing. A brisk November wind snapped at her cheeks and penetrated her thin cashmere jacket.  She shivered and swaddled her arms around her waist. 

 A scattering of dead leaves scratched against the surface of the parking lot, and her eyes were drawn to the barren tree limbs. Two weeks ago, the mighty limbs bore leaves of red, gold and rust.  It was the perfect reflection of her day that had started out beautifully and turned ugly. Her arms tightened around her waist, and she didn’t know how much longer she could hold it together.  

 Before getting on the motorcycle, she put the black biker’s helmet on, crushing the perfectly styled layers ​Missi, her expert stylist, had just refreshed. As soon as she zipped up the black leather jacket, she felt blessedly warmer.  If the teetotalers from the country club could see me now.  Ryder had given her the custom-made jacket and matching leather pants two years ago for Christmas.  She’d surprised him with two Bluetooth-equipped helmets that synchronized with the Bluetooth and GPS system on his bike.  

 It wasn’t that she didn’t enjoy riding a motorcycle.  She loved the free-spirit experience and clinging to her love, but at the appropriate place and time. She had a reputation to uphold and maintain.  Jillianne, right now your reputation isn’t worth a plug nickel.

 “Your turn,” Ryder invited before glancing own at her feet. “At least you’re wearing boots.”

 He grinned at his own joke, but his smile didn’t reach his eyes, and she sensed his heart wasn’t in the trying-to-be-funny remark that was meant to cheer her up.  The phrase opposites attract fit them perfectly.  She took life too seriously.  He did, too, because of his job, but Ryder had the unique ability to make her laugh, more so at herself, and pull out the side that only her best friends enjoyed.  With them, she didn’t have to be any of the three P’s that had been drilled into her head since she was a child: perfect, prim, proper. 

 “Funny, Sherlock. Where’s my laptop?”

 “Secured in the sidecar with your four-legged bodyguard.”

 Watson woofed in confirmation, and she cupped his strong jaw. “I can always depend on you to take care of me. The next time you see Cornelius Burrows, you have my permission to bite him on the ass.”

 Ryder lifted the face-protecting visor on his helmet.  “That’s after I’ve beaten the living shit out of him.”

 Jillianne was surprised at his vicious statement. Her cop was generally cool, calm, and collected, and it took a lot to set him off. “I appreciate you want to be my knight in shining armor, but I’d never expect you to jeopardize your career and a job that you love.  It’s also not your style. You have the unique skills of a negotiator.”

 “Let’s just say this is a unique situation and leave it at that.  We better get going. The sun is almost down, and there aren’t any streetlights where we’re heading once we leave my house.”

 Jillianne made herself comfortable behind him and adjusted the padding on the helmet that protected her chin.  “Could you take the back streets?” His chuckle came through the speakers in the helmet.

 “Why?  Don’t want anyone to know you’re a sexy biker babe who wears black lace bikinis under her leather trousers?” he teased. “No one can see your face.” 

 “Right, and no one will recognize Watson riding in the sidecar of a motorcycle wearing WWII flying goggles and helmet. Please? I’ll make you breakfast in bed.”

 “You couldn’t find your way around a kitchen with a compass.”

 “You don’t have to be such a smartass. Please, don’t make me beg.”

 “Jilly, whining isn’t very becoming. Hold on tight, love.”

 The helmet muffled the sound of the powerful engine when he drove out of the parking lot.  She sighed with relief when they pulled out onto the almost empty Main Street in front of the theater.  In another hour, theatergoers would be arriving to attend the sold-out performance of A Christmas Carol.  

 Ryder was true to his word and made his way down quiet side streets of well-maintained older homes with a Victorian influence.  A squirrel cut in front of the bike, and Watson barked up a storm.  Her cell vibrated in her pocket. Normally, she’d accept the call since she’d connected her phone to her helmet, but she really didn’t want to talk to anyone right now. A dog barking, cell phone ringing, ignoring a call—all were normal, everyday things, but life as she’d known it when she’d gotten up this morning had changed forever. Memories that she’d buried from long ago threatened to come back to life, but she slammed the door in her mind to keep them at bay.  

 Concentrate on the present, she told herself. What had she done to Burrows that he would turn on her and want to destroy everything she’d worked hard to achieve? 

 “You’re awfully quiet back there, Jilly.”

 His smooth, comforting voice came through the speakers in the helmet. “Just thinking about Burrows and why he wants to destroy me.”

 “Like I said before, he won’t get away with it. We should be at my dad’s house in a couple of minutes.”

 “It still boggles my mind that you’re fifty years old and still live in the same house you grew up in.”

 “You know when I ended my tour in the Marines, my mom took sick, and my dad couldn’t handle things alone.  He was like a lost soul when she passed away, so I never moved out.” 

 “That was twenty years ago.”

 “We give each other space and don’t interfere with each other’s lives.  Hell, my father has more of a sex life than I do.”

 “I’ll take that as a personal dig.  I’m the only one you have sex with, but our lives are determined by our jobs.”  Jillianne tensed, waiting for him to say, You don’t have one right now.  But all was silent.

 “I hope your dad doesn’t think I’m guilty and will want to help convict another member of the family.” She hadn’t meant to sound so sarcastic, but that, too, was something she had to worry about.  She was no longer a teenager who had to live through an embarrassing scandal, but was now an adult who’d been thrust into another scandal not of her making.

 “You’re not being fair, and he’s the last person to think you’re guilty. If he ever heard you say that he’d be very upset.  He had a job to do, just like me. He felt sorry for you as a teenager and regretted the embarrassment reflected on your family.  He was a cop and will want to help clear your name.”

 “Isn’t it funny how history is repeating itself?”

 “Jillianne, now you’re being maudlin.  Unless you decide to start wearing a funny red nose, nothing is comical about the current situation.”

 “Sorry.  I’m not thinking clearly.”

 Five minutes later, Watson barked, announcing their arrival to the entire neighborhood made up of Cape Cod homes with grayish blue weathered siding. Here, too, the trees were bare, and the flower gardens that dominated the front of the Wayne residence were already sleeping.  Dexter’s hobby was woodworking, and spotlights shone on two life-size Thanksgiving turkeys he’d staked on either side of the front walk.  One held a sign that read, Happy Thanksgiving. The other read, Eat Ham.  

 Sensor lights on the corner of the house came on when Ryder pulled down the driveway that led to a three-car garage. He pushed a button on the handlebars, and one of the three doors opened up.  Additional lights came on when he pulled in and shut down the motorcycle beside a black Ford F-350 with an extended cab and cap.

 While she removed her own helmet, he took care of Watson. The moment the dog was free, he jumped out of the seat and headed for the doggie flap built into the back door of the house.

 Jillianne twisted her hands together. “Maybe I should wait out here.”

 Ryder stored their helmets in the pouches built into the rear storage section of the sidecar and retrieved her laptop and cupped it under his arm. “I’ve never known you to be a coward. Plus, you’re being ridiculous.” He took her hand in a firm grip. “We have a forty-minute ride from here, and you’ll want to hit the powder room.  You can also make your phone calls.”

 She nodded and squeezed his hand that still had hers in a firm hold. “You seem to be the one thinking clearly.”

 Ryder opened the back door that led directly into the small country kitchen, and she hesitated before stepping inside.  His father wasn’t alone. Dexter and Polly, his girlfriend, were in a full-body clench, sharing a serious lip-lock.  Both were in their early seventies and had let their full heads of hair turn a natural white.  He was a good eight inches taller, but their height difference didn’t hinder showing their affection.

 Ryder purposely slammed the back door, making the short frilly curtain fly out.  “You two should get a room.”   

 They jumped apart, and a blush covered Polly’s cheeks that she’d coated with a pale pink blush.  The kiss had eaten away at her deep pink lipstick.  Jillianne folded in her lips to hold back a smile.  The rest of the lipstick was on Dexter Wayne’s mouth.  

 He must have been making something in his woodworking shop, and was still wearing his work apron over his trousers and green T-shirt.  Polly was on the curvy side, and her head came to the top of his shoulders.  She followed the popular trend to wear colorful leggings with a print tunic.   

 “Oh, sweetie, this is so terrible!” Polly rushed over to Jillianne and threw her arms around her shoulders. “I was so upset when I got that damn paperwork this morning, and I couldn’t wait till I got out of there.  Dexter picked me up.”

 Jillianne stepped back before her eyes shifted to Ryder’s father. She’d been so silly thinking he might believe she’d done something wrong.  His eyes were filled with sympathy and understanding.  His lips tightened in a small smile, and he opened his arms.  It was the invitation she was hoping for, and she let his long arms pull her in for a comforting embrace. 

 “We’re going to make this right,” he whispered in her ear.

 She lifted her forehead from his shoulder.  Fierce pride had her swallowing back the tears that had begun to gather as soon as Ryder told her she was under arrest. “Thanks, ​Pop Wayne.  We’re going to need the help from the Almighty to prove I’m innocent.”

 Polly ran a soothing hand up and down Jillianne’s back. “Come on, sweetie. You have to eat. I made a pot of chicken soup, and the biscuits just came out of the oven.”

 Jillianne offered a tense smile to the caring couple. Eating was the last thing she wanted to do.  She looked around the kitchen that had been built in the sixties and had been gently cared for. Watson was slurping water from a silver water bowl. “Where did Ryder go?”  

 “He went upstairs to get out of his uniform before you left for Pop’s house.  He also mentioned he wanted to put your laptop away,” Dexter offered.

 “I’ve got to call my brother, housekeeper, and my lawyers before we leave.  The cell reception out there is spotty to none.”

 “I’m sure you’d like some privacy.  Go in the den,” Polly suggested. “You know the way.”

 The wood-paneled room shouted men only. A flat-screen television was mounted on the wall above the fireplace mantel.  Two recliners were strategically placed to get the best view.  Occupying the table between the two chairs were Ryder’s handcrafted pipes in the mahogany and walnut pipe stand she’d given him for his birthday a few years ago. 

 They’d added a three-seater couch against the outside wall to accommodate guests. A magazine rack was overflowing with dog-eared copies of magazines on wildlife and woodcrafts. The four-legged member of the family hadn’t been left out. An oversize dog bed occupied the slate floor in front of the hearth.  Ryder must have recently smoked one of his pipes. She caught the pleasant scent of cherrywood.

 She walked over to the side-by-side glass curios that displayed a variety of trophies and framed awards from Ryder’s growing-up years.  The award he won in the fourth grade always brought a smile to her face.  First place in Pie-Eating Contest.  She was stalling. The words I’ve been arrested for embezzlement stuck in her throat.

 She retrieved her phone from the pocket of her trousers, turned it on, and the incoming texts sounded like one continuous ring. Thirty in less than an hour.  She sat on the edge of the recliner to review the messages.  The Fabulous Four were outraged and were there if she needed anything.  Calling her lawyers wouldn’t be necessary. Kaitlyn Griffin had let her parents know what was happening with Jillianne. Sean and Nancy Harrigan were in Florida but would be home Sunday morning. She wasn’t to speak to anyone, and they’d be at her home Sunday night at six.  If she needed anything, she was to call. Kaitlyn was available to Jillianne if she had any problems. 

 Before calling her brother, she sent a group text to her friends letting them they would be going to his grandfather’s cabin.  It hurt to read the messages she received from irate customers demanding to know whether the allegations were true.  So much for thinking they’d believe in her integrity and ignore the false accusation. 

 Now Neil.  What would she say to the man who’d become her stepbrother when her socialite mother had given up on the idea that love didn’t exist and found a man who made her genuinely happy?  No way was she contacting her mother and stepfather, who were currently on a cruise down the Rhine river as part of a three-month tour of Europe celebrating their ten-year wedding anniversary.  

 Neil was her family, even if there weren’t any blood ties.  As the lighting and sound manager for the theater, she saw him when she worked at her office in the theater and spoke to him a few times a week. She looked upon his daughter, Paige, as her niece.

 He was number two on her speed dial.  Ryder was number one.  Neil answered on the first ring.

 “What the hell is going on?” he demanded before she could open her mouth. “Are you okay?  I tried to call you, but it went straight to message.”

 “I turned my phone off.  Ryder is taking good care of me, and we’re going to his grandfather’s house in the Pinelands. How did you find out so quickly?”

 “Liam Thompson’s wife and her niece were waiting to have their hair done at Beauty Works and didn’t care who heard them say you were arrested for embezzling money from Cornelius Burrows Real Estate. Missi heard their conversation, and your favorite beautician went ballistic. She asked them to leave and politely announced that if anyone helped spread that vicious rumor, they were no longer welcome at her salon. She called her mother, Diane, who works for Mollie, and the word spread like wildfire. Your office manager called me when he couldn’t get a hold of you.”
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