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Welcome to Beacon Pointe. Don’t let this quaint, seaside town on the New Jersey shore fool you. The residents are charming and friendly, but the secrets they hold can be hair-raising as well as chilling.

 

“One More Night With You,” will introduce you to the couples you’ll meet in my new romantic suspense series launching in April.  Matilda, Virginia, Ginger and Irene, four sisters are given “keys’.  They’ll have to discover what each one opens.  I haven’t made their quests easy, and their well-ordered lives are put to the test. 

 

The “KEY” series is a spinoff of the “Association,” the romantic suspense series that started it all. You’ll recognize some of the characters.  See the town through the eyes of  Everett, Jackson, Mason and Ryder, and their loves, before you start the new series.  

 

You don’t want to miss the “Key” series.  Page-turning romantic suspense.
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Chapter 1

 “Iris Templeton, tell me you’re not going to do it!”

 The annoyance in her sister’s voice filled Iris’ office, and she turned off the speaker option on her cell phone.  Petunia had obviously read the same article about their class reunion in the on-line edition of the Beacon Pointe Gazette.  

 

 “Thanks Petunia, for calling me by my real name once in a while.  It makes me feel normal.”

 

 “I hate it when you call me Petunia.  It makes me sound like a sissy fairy who lives in a flower patch.”

 

 Her twin sister couldn’t see Iris’ smile. “What else would you expect a horticulturist to name her twin daughters?”

 

 “I coach women’s professional basketball and my plants keep dying. You’re so good at redirecting my train of thought away from something you don’t want to talk about.”

 

 Iris took a neon yellow marker from the holder on her desk and circled the date.  Everything that was happening in her life was on her Google calendar, but she liked to be able to look at the pad that covered the center section of her desk.

 

 Fifteen hundred miles separated them, but her sister always knew what Iris was thinking.  She went to rub her eye, but stopped, remembering she was wearing her contacts.  Even they were different from the color of the green she was born with.

 

 “So what is it you think I’m going to do?”

 

 “Now you’re being obtuse. Izzy, I wish I had a magic wand to erase that fateful night eighteen years ago.  We would’ve been able to see each other every day, not sneak around the country so we can meet up in non-descript locations, so we’re not seen.”

 

 “And your point would be?”  Iris knew exactly what her sister was getting at, but this time her anticipated lecture was going to fall on deaf ears.

 “You’re a fifty-three-year-old smart ass, not that you look your age, but I was born first so I’m your ‘older’ sister.  Knowing you, you’ve already made flight arrangements and rented a car.”  

 A deep sigh filled Iris’ ear. Her sister was definitely part psychic.

 “Does this reunion really mean that much to you?”

 Don’t watercolor the situation. Be honest with Petunia. “So much of my life has been stolen, and I want to feel normal, be the person I was for just a little while. Who thought being a good Samaritan would mean losing everything, even my own name.  I had to give up my life and stay away from you, my twin sister.  Talking to you is breaking all the rules, but if I didn’t stay in contact with you, they might as well have shot me dead, too.  Have you ever felt like someone was watching you?” 

 “I never said anything, but right after the trial and you were whisked out of my life, the police had a couple of undercover cops staking out my apartment, just in case,” Pet replied.  “After a month, all was still quiet.”

 “My mind is made up and I’m going to attend our 35th high school reunion.  I’ll stay at Hennypenny’s B&B.  Matilda went through high school with us so, I’ll be around old friends.”

 “Old friends, like your blond-haired, blue-eyed Scandinavian hunk, Leif Nielson?  I wonder if he’ll be there.”

 “Of course, you had to remind me about him.  We were best friends, and he didn’t care that I was overweight, my teeth weren’t perfectly straight, and I was a nerd. Going to the prom with him made me feel special.”  

 There was more, so much more, but it was something she’d never shared, not even with her twin sister.  Her life was going to change again, but that, too, was something she didn’t want her sister to know.  Pet would drop everything to be with Iris, not caring she was putting her own life at risk.    

 “Make sure you have a name tag.  You certainly don’t look like the girl who graduated thirty-five years ago. The boys who called us the flubber-dubber twins will be eating their hearts out. You’ve got blond hair, thanks to the miracle of hair color.   You’re slender from healthy eating.  You’re a successful fashion designer, not that people know you’re the Iris behind, Iris Designs.”

 “Pet, I’m not going there to flaunt myself and brag about success.  That chubby black-haired teenager may not be the same on the outside, but she’s that girl who had her life taken away.  I was happy being me and that’s who I want to be again, even if it’s only for a short time.  I’m going in a day early to enjoy the town we grew up in. Are you sure you can’t make it?”

 “Too much is riding on this last game. Winning will make us eligible for the championships.  If we don’t win, that’s the end of the season for us.”

 “Okay, I’m flying out of Portland to Chicago, Thursday morning. Then it’s into Beacon Pointe.”

 “Have a good time, Izzy and stay safe. That means stay out of trouble.”

 There was one more person she was supposed to let know that she was going out of town: her handler.  After all this time one might think she’d gotten used to reporting what she did to a keeper.  She couldn’t live her life the way she wanted.  Like a teenager who’d been told they couldn’t do something, she knew exactly how they were feeling.  Rebellion reared its head big time, like a monster that shot up from the ocean. Yes, it could mean her life, but damn, this was her life.  And she wanted one more night with the only man she’d ever loved.
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 “Return to Sender.”

 Leif reread the three words stamped on the half dozen envelopes scattered on his desk.  “What happened to you Iris Templeton?”  The other question was, why had he saved the letters that were twenty-eight years old?  The circular file was to the left of his desk, but something was holding him back from closing the door on a part of his life that had brought him a lot of happiness.  A tap on his office door made him look up and smile.

 His beautiful daughter Sandra, and just as beautiful, was his eight-year-old granddaughter who ran around his desk and threw her arms around his neck. 

 “Grandpa, make sure you put my recital on your calendar.”

 He tugged on one of her dark brown pigtails.  Heather’s light brown eyes were the same as her mother’s.  He pushed back his chair so the bundle of energy could make herself comfortable on his lap. If only his wife was alive to enjoy the life-renewing feeling.

 Sandra rested a hip on the corner of his desk.  “Dad, do you ever stop working?  You spend your life putting bad guys away.”

 “I wasn’t working, and the bad guys never stop coming,” he quickly explained, and reached for the letters to return them to the shoebox he’d kept on a high shelf in the closet of his in-home office.  Unfortunately, he wasn’t quick enough.

 “Wait, not so fast.”  Sandra selected one of the letters that just happened to be the last one he’d sent.  “Why are these all marked, ‘Return to Sender’?”

 He told himself there wasn’t anything to be embarrassed about when she removed one of the soft green velum notes.  “Daddy, you had a girlfriend!”  

 “Grandpa, aren’t you too old for that lovey-dovey stuff?”

 Leif was actually insulted by his granddaughter’s declaration.  He’d kept himself in shape and ate healthy whenever he could. “I guess I’m too old to go roller blading and play soccer with you and your friends.”

 “No, you’re not too old for that, but you can’t have a new wife.  There isn’t any room for her in our house.”  

 This discussion was going in a direction that shouldn’t be discussed in front of young ears. “Heather don’t you have homework to do?”  

 “Yes, I just wanted to remind you about my recital.”  She kissed his cheek before sliding off his lap, and hurried out of the office.

 “I’ll be up to check on you in a little while,” his daughter called out, leaving them very much alone to discuss something, no someone, he hadn’t thought about in a long time.

 “Do you want to talk about it?” Sandra asked.

 “Why?  Do you think I’m too old to have a special lady friend?”   

 “Daddy, I never heard you talk about having another love interest, other than mom.  You’ve been a widower for ten years, you occasionally date, but you’re always working.  To be perfectly honest, I didn’t think you were interested in starting a new relationship.”

 “Why, because I’m too old?”  Where had the sarcasm in his voice come from?  Touchy subject.  

 “Hubba hubba,!”  She grinned. “This woman who you’ve lost touch with must have been very special, if you’ve kept these letters for such a long time.”  

   “You know I spent my growing up years in Beacon Pointe, New Jersey and my parents moved when I started college.  Iris was a local too.  She was one of those girls you palled around with because she wasn’t a threat.”

 His daughter’s brow furrowed. “What do you mean by threat?”

 “Not to blow my own horn, but I was one of the popular guys the girls wanted to go out with. I was quarterback for the football team and president of the student council.”

 “I saw pictures of you in your yearbook.  Daddy, you were a blond-haired, blue-eyed Adonis.  You still are.  Your hair is so blond it’s hard to see the gray.” 

 “Stop.”  He hoped he wasn’t blushing.  “I was just me and I was shy.  Iris was an all-around good friend who’d listen if you had a problem and helped you with your schoolwork.  She was in all honor classes and considered a nerd.  Iris didn’t fit in with the skinny girls since she was on the chubby side, but she was okay with that.”  Leif laughed in remembrance. “She was always doodling, drawing stick figures with these outlandish outfits.”    

 “So, she really wasn’t your girlfriend?”  Disappointment filled his daughter’s voice.

 “No. She didn’t have a date for the senior prom, so we went together to commiserate with each other.”  Things happened between them he wasn’t able to talk about with his daughter.  The night was one he’d never forget.

 “After graduation, we made a pact to meet up when we graduated college.”

 “Did you?”

 “We met in New York and went out to dinner. I was in my third year of law school. She was on her way to Paris to study. We agreed to keep in touch and planned to meet up with each other every five years.”

 “Oh, Daddy, you two were like that old movie, An Affair to Remember with Cary Grant and Debra Kerr. So, did you meet up with her?”

 He shook his head.  “No. I was in the middle of a big case, and she couldn’t get the time off.  We scheduled our next meet when we were thirty-five.”

 “By then you were married, and mom had her hands full with me.  Did she ever know about your first girlfriend?”

 “Yes. She saw pictures of us in my yearbook and technically Iris was never my girlfriend.  Just a very good friend.  We corresponded with a few letters.  When it got closer to the date we were to meet, I sent her a letter, but it was returned.”  He nodded toward the stack that was now in the box.  “I was persistent, but gave up after the last one was returned.”

 “Didn’t you have an email address for her?  How about Facebook?”

 “If she had one, she never shared it with me and yes, I searched her name, and nothing came up.”

 “Daddy, that’s so sad.  So why are you looking into this now?”

 He pulled open the top drawer of his desk and showed her the flier he’d printed out from the email he’d received.  “Our high school is having a 35th class reunion.”   

 Sandra took it from his hand and read it over. “How ironic, you were to meet when you were thirty-five.  Maybe this is a sign.  You have to go.  Maybe she’ll be there.”

 “Why?  She didn’t bother trying to reach out to me.  She knew where I worked.  Hell, she could’ve Googled my name.  I’ve been in the news enough dealing with high-profile cases. For all I know, she could be dead.”  Realizing what he said, heaviness settled in his chest, piercing his heart with sadness.

 “Dad, you had special tender feelings for this Iris.  I think you should go.  If she’s there, find out what went wrong.”  

 He pondered a moment, thinking about the happy times he enjoyed in his growing-up years. “I haven’t been to Beacon Pointe in many years.  Even if she isn’t there, I’d like to see what the town looks like. There was this special place we used to go to that had the best pizza, Scannelli’s.”

 “You just made up your mind, considering how much you love pizza.”  She pulled her phone out of her back pocket.  “I’ll even find a place for you to stay.”

 When his daughter walked out, he called up the email, but hesitated before replying yes, he’d be attending.  Their last brief visit had ended with her hinting she considered him more than a best friend.  The word “love” was something he’d never considered with Iris.  They were pals, secret-note friends, commiserating buddies. If she’d been interested in taking their friendship to the next level, why hadn’t she kept in touch? 

 “Stop procrastinating.”  He typed in “YES” and hit send. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 2

 Tension became Iris’ best friend from the moment she’d walked into the airport in Portland, Oregon early Thursday morning.  It stayed with her until she signed for her rental car at the small airport in Beacon Pointe.  Instinct had her looking over her shoulder as she flew across the country, but that was crazy.  Who or what was she looking for?  She didn’t resemble that scared, out-of-her-mind person she was eighteen years ago. That chubby, black-haired girl was only on the inside.

 Driving on the interstate was a challenge, considering how much time she stayed alone in her home that was far off the beaten track.  Surrounded by ten acres, her neighbors were seasonal residents, so she spent much of the year alone.  She had to drive to the general store that was seven miles away to pick up her mail.  Oregon was a beautiful state, but she missed living on the New Jersey shore.  

 The exit for Beacon Pointe was just up ahead. She stopped at the light.  In front of her was a billboard listing some of the attractions in the popular shore town.  From the number of things to do, they’d grown quite a bit.   With Atlantic City, the gambling haven for the state, thirty miles north of the town, people escaped to the quaintness of the small, seaside community. 

 The female voice on her GPS indicated she had to turn onto Seagull Drive and then a quick turn onto Canal Road​.  One side of the road followed a canal she remembered came with a lot of history from having done a paper on it in high school.  The canal was 2.9 miles long and ended in the Delaware Bay. Constructed by the Army Corp of Engineers during WWII, it was the final link to protect, as well as allow coastal shipping to travel along the coast to reduce the risk of attack from German U-boats operating off Cape May Point.  It became a part of the intracoastal waterway.

 From what she could recall, the Nazis had never accessed the waterway.

 The farther she drove down the two-lane road, the more the tension in her body eased.  The sign up ahead, Hennypenny’s B&B, made her smile.  ​This smile was natural and came from inner happiness when she spotted the familiar Victorian mansion.  The round turret dominating the front, reminded her of a castle.  Intricately carved gingerbread trim framing the eves and along the open, wrap around porch, were painted snow white, complementing the pale-yellow siding and black shutters on the windows.  Thriving fern plants hung between the arches of the porch. 

   Oh how she’d missed this. ​Growing up, she could remember sitting in one of the rocking chairs and having a rocking competition with Matilda and her stepsisters.  Then Matilda’s grandmother would invite them in for tea.

 She turned down a driveway that led to a spacious parking area, and another smile filled her face when ​she went to the back of the car to get her luggage.  Colorful chalk figures decorated the blacktop, along with hopscotch squares with numbers.  Matilda must’ve married and had a family.

 ​The walk that ran the length of the house was bordered with red and white geraniums.  A vine of purple lilacs traced the center arch over the front porch.  The colors and scents alone gave her a warm greeting.  She pressed a bell before opening the front door that displayed beautiful etched glass.  In the center was the letter H.


 ​The last time she’d stepped into this foyer she’d been seventeen years old.  Despite the passing of time, she felt a familiar welcome. The surroundings had been well maintained and the interior foyer was pleasantly cool from the central air conditioning.  




 The focal point was a circular ottoman-type settee that could accommodate three people.  The olive-green upholstery complemented the taupe and beige walls.  Above the half-round sign-in table to the left of the entrance way, was a large gilt-framed photo of Margie, Matilda’s  grandmother and Marshall Holcombe, her uncle. 




 An expanded doorway on the right gave entrance to the living room.  Here, too, the Victorian-theme furniture was complemented by bright colors and round backs of the two brocade couches.  Lace doilies decorated the antique burl wood and pine accent tables. 




 Rather than cover the long windows with heavy velvet drapes, balloon valances draped the six windows.  Oval rugs covered the cherrywood floors that bore a well-cared-for shine.




 When her old friend hurried into the foyer, wiping her hands with a linen towel, Iris knew she was home.  Matilda was still beautiful with her head of strawberry-blond hair that almost reached her waist.  Still slender and wearing one of her long skirts, she’d maintained her Bohemian style of dress she’d favored in high school.  Over the front of her long paisley print skirt, was a half apron decorated with fine lace.




 “Welcome to Hennypenny’s!” The greeting smile got bigger when her eyes opened in recognition.  “Oh my God!  Iris!”




 Friendly arms gathered her in, and she welcomed the warm hug. “I know big difference.”




 “You look amazing.  The different color of the hair is what threw me the most.”




 “You mean the chubby me is gone.”




 “I never thought of you that way.  We were good friends and you made us all laugh with your bubbly personality.  If it weren’t for you, a few of us never would’ve graduated high school since you tutored us.  I’m so happy you’ve returned for the reunion.”




 “The place looks amazing.  I’m waiting for your grandmother to come out and say there’s tea and cookies on the sunporch.”




 Her old friend’s eyes shadowed in sadness. “She passed away fifteen years ago.  I miss her terribly.”




 “I’m sure she’d be pleased to know you’ve kept everything the same.”  




 The grandfather clock in the entrance way bonged three times and her friend’s eyes moved to look out the front door. “Get ready for the stampede.”




 “I saw the chalk drawings in the parking area.”




 Matilda opened the door, and three little girls came rushing in.  When they saw that their mother wasn’t alone, they abruptly halted. All three had light blond hair and were wearing backpacks.  Two had pigtails that were drooping, but the older one had one neat ponytail.  




 “Sorry, Mother, we didn’t know your guest had arrived,” the tallest one apologized.




 Matilda put her arm around the oldest daughter’s shoulder.  “Faith, Hope and Charity, I’d like you to meet a very dear friend who will be staying with us.  This is Iris Templeton, and we went to high school together.”




 A chorus of shy voices announced, “Hello Ms. Templeton.”  




 “Put your backpacks upstairs, wash your hands, and snack is on the sunporch.  Then you can start your homework.”




 “Mama, did you forget we don’t have any more homework. School is over in two weeks.”




 “Thanks for the reminder, Hope.  No homework.  You can start your chores in the barn a little earlier.”




 Iris waited for them to protest at hearing the word chores, but smiles filled their faces.  Three pairs of feet hurried up the steps that led to the second floor.  The carpeted treads muffled their footsteps.




 “They’re adorable!  When did you get married?”




 “I’m not married and that too, is a long story.  I adopted them five years ago.”




 “That’s wonderful. So, what’s in the barn?”




 “Chickens, a rooster, and pigs.  They’ve asked for a cow and a horse, but I’ve nixed the idea for now.   Enough, we’ll have plenty of time to reminisce.  Let me show you to your room. Breakfast is between 8:00 and 9:30. Since you’re more than just a guest, if you’re here around dinner time and you’re starving, you’re welcome to join us.”




  Matilda’s, you’re like family welcome, is what she needed to hear, and Iris knew she’d made the right decision to come. “I appreciate that so much, but I plan to do a lot of exploring.”  




 “You’ll find a brochure in your room listing the attractions around town.  My stepsisters and I operate the Railroad Shops right here on the property, but we’re only open on the weekends.”




 “I’ll be sure to stop in. I’m anxious to see Virginia, Ginger, and Irene, too.”  She hesitated before asking.  “Do you know how many will be attending the reunion?”
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