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Chapter 1

Georgie Barlow turned away from her computer screen and announced. “I have a boring life.”

“What did you say, dear?”

“I have a boring life,” she complained to Madge Armstrong, her friend, and co-worker at the Beacon Pointe Gazette. “I’ve just finished the political beat, obituary, and social columns. The mayor’s wife is president of the garden club, and if I don’t mention her posies on a weekly basis, I hear about it.  I used to love covering the town council meetings, but the same people attend and complain about everything, right down to the color of the hometown banners on Main Street.  A few of the pompous politicians look directly at me, thinking I’m going to report their words of wisdom.

“Sorry, I’m venting.  On a positive note, our boss asked me to cover the crime beat until the new reporter starts next week.  That might temporarily shake up my life.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.  You’re thirty-three years old.”  Madge wiggled her hips. “Some grand adventure and hot guy is out there waiting for you.”

Georgie pursed her lips. “And Frosty the snowman could survive in Florida. You’re on the other side of the coin because you have a wonderful husband. My bed partners are a Beagle and a Maine coon cat.”  

“At least Todd and Margo don’t steal the covers,” Madge added with a laugh. “I’ve been married to a wonderful guy for thirty years, and living with the county medical examiner is an adventure. I’m meeting Stan at the Plumb Beach Restaurant to celebrate his birthday.”  

“The most exciting thing I’ve done recently is going to Beauty Works and have Missi liven up my boring dark brown hair.” The stylist had taken a little length off the front.  The slicked-back look was easier to manage and less time-consuming.  There was still enough length to gather it in a ponytail or messy bun.   

“She did an amazing job. The oil slick blend of rust and rose gold melts together.” Madge opened her black leather purse and took out a makeup case that was bulging with cosmetics.  

Georgie watched her friend reapply her ruby gold colored lipstick without looking in a mirror. “You’re such a lady.  I don’t own a quarter of the amount of makeup in that bag. Half the time I don’t remember to put on lipstick before I go out.”  

“Are you planning to burn the midnight oil?” Madge asked, taking her keys out of her purse, and shoving them in the pocket of her teal knit sweater.  

“I’ve got to finish my column. I’m grateful Mason has given me the opportunity to syndicate Pet Tales and recommended the book publishing arm of Trent Media acquire the Pawsome 3.” 

“You claim to have a boring life.  You put all your adventures into your graphic novels for middle school kids. Do you have any pages ready for me to start the storyboards for their latest exploit?”  

“That’s what I plan to work on when I get home. Who would’ve thought Margo, Todd, and Merlin would become famous?  Thanks to you, my fantastic graphic-artist friend who brings their adventures to life.”

“I still can’t understand why you refuse to put your real name on the cover.  H. Jorge. People think it’s a guy.”  

Georgie shrugged her shoulders and gave her standard reply. “I don’t want the notoriety.”  How would her young readers feel if they knew the author of the Pawsome 3 had a father who was a dirty cop and went to prison? It’s something she’d had to live with almost her entire life.   

“Well, Jorge, I love doing the graphics, and the extra income is great.  My little nest egg is going toward a two-week cruise through the Panama Canal.” 

“The only thing I’ve got to look forward to is keeping a date with the portable scanner in case something “big” happens in our small town.  If anything, it will spice up my boring life.”

When the theme from Looney Tunes played on her cell phone, the song she’d assigned to Sherry Jankowski, her landlord, Georgie shook her head, already knowing it couldn’t be good. Sherry only bothered her when there was a problem, and his name was Merlin.

Be nice, she told herself, reaching for her phone from the side of her desk.  “Hi, Sherry.  How’s Las Vegas?”

“I was having a fabulous time winning at the slots until I got another phone call from the tenant in apartment C.  It sounds like a damn party is going on in your apartment.  Merlin’s squawking, ‘Rock, rock, rock.’  It’s been going on for over an hour. Why do you insist on leaving Alexa on when you aren’t home?”        

“I’m sorry, Sherry.  I’ve been putting in extra hours at the newspaper because we’re shorthanded, and Merlin needs someone to talk to. Unfortunately, his preference is rock music.  Since your tenant is a touring actor currently performing in Beauty and the Beast at the Footlight Theater, maybe I can convince Merlin to listen to show tunes?”

Madge’s eyes twinkled in amusement, and Georgie stifled a laugh when her friend gave thumbs-up. She put her hand over the mouthpiece of her phone. “Sherry just gave me the theme for our next story.  They want to start a rock band without giving any consideration to disturbing their neighbors.  Lesson learned, 101.”

“I love it!  They’ll go in search of Bruce Springsteen to get advice since their adventures happen in New Jersey. I can’t wait to design their costumes.”

Georgie fluttered her fingers in a so-long wave, indicating that her friend shouldn’t hang around.  “Wish Stan a happy birthday,” she softly added.  The annoying sound of Sherry’s grating voice in her ear demanded attention.

“Georgie, if your late mother wasn’t my best friend, I’d suggest you move elsewhere!”

This was lecture number? Georgie had heard it so many times she’d lost count. When Sherry was on a roll, the flamboyant socializer totally forgot who took care of the house when the owner went on one of her many trips or spent a month in Florida as a snowbird. She also had a boyfriend.

“Sherry, I’ll leave a note of apology on his door and have a talk with Merlin.  Go on back to having fun.”

“I’m counting on you, Georgie. See you a few days.  Oh, I’m expecting a package from Frederick’s of Hollywood. Just put it in my apartment.”

“I will.  Have a good time.” 

Georgie was further convinced she had a boring life.  Her sixty-year-old landlady wore lingerie from Frederick’s of Hollywood, and her boring tighty-whities came from Kohls.   

“Stop feeling sorry for your boring self,” she announced to the empty office. She and Madge had pushed the front of their desks together, so they met in the center of the room. A row of picture frames personalized for their workspaces.  On one side were photos of Madge’s husband and two teenage children who were in their first year of college.  

Georgie’s side was similar, but she hadn’t given birth to the menagerie she considered her children.  Todd, her Beagle and Margo, her Maine coon cat, were the best of buds.  Last but not least was a picture of Merlin, her handsome African gray parrot.  He’d blessed her life since she was fourteen years old and inherited her mother’s best friend five years ago after she passed away.  

She blew him a kiss. “I love you dearly, but we need to have a long talk, or we’re going to lose our happy home.” For the next few days, Alexa would have to remain mute. Merlin wouldn’t be happy, but she’d give him a couple of extra treats.

Shortly before seven-thirty, she uploaded her column to Trent Media. It would appear in all the online and print editions of their group of newspapers. By tomorrow letters to the Pet Tales e-mail address would come in.  She loved reading the stories from her followers.  Some were fun and made her laugh. Others drew tears, reading about precious pets that had crossed over the rainbow bridge.

She lifted her special mug that bore pictures of her babies and a birthday present from Madge and sipped her tea.  Their break room in the restored Victorian home included a kitchenette. Coffee and cold drinks were available at all times, courtesy of the owner.  He also supplied breakfast treats every morning from one of her favorite luncheonettes, the Book and Brew.  The owner just happened to be Mason’s wife, Mollie.

A churning sound from her stomach was a reminder that lunch was five hours ago, and all she’d brought was a salad with grilled chicken.  All her life, she’d fought the never-ending battle to keep her weight down.  So maybe she wasn’t a skinny Minnie, but had nice curves.  It was a good thing she liked fruits and vegetables.  

It would be close to eight o’clock when she got home, too late to cook.  Scannelli’s, a favorite of the locals, made the best pizza around and was five blocks from her house.  She’d pick up a couple of slices and bring them home.  

“Time to go home to my critters.”  She opened her bottom drawer to take out her purse.  The paisley print cloth bag was roomy, and she reached inside to get her keys, but that was the other problem.  Too much space, but she knew exactly what she carried around on a daily basis.

“The keys should’ve been on top,” she said and started taking everything out and setting it on the desk.  Wallet, a package of tissues, nasal spray, a bottle of Advil, a brush, and a plastic bag of dog and cat treats.  

Georgie held up a can of ladies’ mace and a personal key chain alarm. “I’d be mugged before I could pull these out.”             

Her fingers were searching the bottom of the bag when she found the large key ring among loose change, but her hand encountered a piece of paper that she’d never seen before.

“What the heck?”  The piece of map measured approximately three by three in size.  It wasn’t just the surprise of finding some strange object.  Cold hard reality said someone had invaded her personal property. Who had the audacity to go into her purse?

Faces of the people she considered trusting friends exploded in her mind.  Mason Trent, the owner, and editor of the paper maintained an open-door policy, so the office doors were rarely closed.  

Eight to ten employees frequented the newspaper at various times during the day and night.  Reporters occupied two other offices.  Mason had his own, as well as Frederica, the office manager. Debbie, their receptionist, handled walk-ins and assisted people with personal ads. It was also her job to deliver the mail to each office. 

Larry, the in-house computer tech, managed subscriptions and want ads. He’d be in and out to consult with Madge on graphics.  Janet, their circulation manager, oversaw home delivery, and carriers stopped in to see her.  Bernie, the reporter who handled entertainment as well as the publicity for the Footlight Theater, came in and out of their office on a daily basis. 

That left her with the same disturbing question.  Who’d been in her purse? Touched her personal possessions?  Just as important, what was the significance of the map?

She studied it more closely. The Garden State Parkway was clearly marked, and the exit for County Road 48 was a direct route to Beacon Pointe. 

“Why would someone give her a section of a map telling her where she lived? This is nuts,” she sighed in frustration.  “Someone likes to play mind games, and I’m not playing.” 

She put everything back in her purse and decided to toss the piece of map into the circular file, but stopped when she read what was written on the back.  “More to come.”

“Oh great, another teaser.”  Female curiosity had her putting it in an envelope and filing it in the side drawer of her desk under Lost and Found.
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Dean Hollis used the white towel to wipe the sweat from his forehead before taking a drink from his water bottle.  These kids were getting better at playing racquetball and kept him hopping for the past fifty minutes. He enjoyed volunteering at the community center. The vigorous activity helped keep him in shape in case he had to chase down lawbreakers.  

His class of eight middle-school students had scheduled competitions with play rehearsal, baseball, and soccer games.  Marion Cavanaugh and Chase Vance were two of his best students, so he was able to spend quality time enjoying his favorite sport. The best friends were sitting together on the floor, sharing a book and laughing.      

“Lesson’s over for today.” Rather than have them get up, he lowered to their level and sat next to them. He picked up the soft-sided book, totally unfamiliar with graphic novels.  “The Pawsome 3 Meet the New Jersey Devil.”

“Those books are so good!  They’re about a dog, cat, and a talking bird,” Marion explained.  “They’re best buds and go on crazy adventures in New Jersey.  The parrot is a talking encyclopedia.”

“He talks to Alexa and gets fun facts.” Chase added.

“The bird asks questions of Alexa.” Dean flipped through a few pages and shook his head at the absurdity. H. Jorge.  The guy used a unique way to get kids to read about their home state. He passed the book back to Marion.

“Let’s review a few of the rules.  Marion, when you serve, your foot is not to be over the serve line. Touching is allowed, but not over.  Chase, I know you’re eager to hit the ball once it bounces off the front wall, but you have to wait until it crosses the encroachment line.  The hash marks on the floor are there for a reason.”

“I know. It will be a point for my opponent if I step into the safety area, but Marion is taller than me.”

“But when you lobe the ball, you have a little more power, so you both have different advantages,” Dean pointed out to Chase.

“You’ve told us a million times that safety comes first.  Anytime you think you’re going to get hit with the ball, turn away and protect your face with the racquet.”

“Marion is correct, and that means,” he prodded, staring at Chase.

“Make sure you’re out of center court when the ball is being served, keeping safe.”

Dean glanced toward the glass wall of the gym and noticed Chase’s father standing on the other side, grinning with obvious pride. Marion had already informed him that Mr. Vance was doing car-pool duty. 

He stood up and offered a hand to each kid. “Your ride is here. Put your equipment and water bottles in your backpacks,” he reminded them before they scrambled to the door.

“Dad!  Did you see me?  I lobbed the ball into the wall, and it came back straight and didn’t go up to the ceiling.”

Excitement filled Chase’s voice.  Dean was really proud of their achievement.

“I did, and I’m very proud of you, Chase, and Marion too!” 

“I caught the tail end of your class.  Dean, you’re a brave soul to enclose yourself in a cracker box-size room with a bunch of kids swinging racquets,” Chase’s father said, passing the kids their nylon windbreakers.

“Thanks, Jackson.  It’s a lot easier keeping kids contained in a 20 x 40 room than a soccer field.  You handle many more as principal of the high school.”

“I don’t have to elaborate on what you handle as a police detective. As one of the board members overseeing the community center, we really appreciate you taking your time to work with the kids.”

“It’s my pleasure, considering it’s how I stay in shape, and it’s a great stress reliever.”

He gave Marion and then Chase a high five.  “You guys did great. See you next week.”

He headed down the hall toward the men’s locker room.  Not all the kids the police volunteers worked with were as cooperative and innocent as Marion and Chase.  The officers strived to help turn around the lives of the troubled kids that frequented the center.            

A quick swim in the pool would cool him down, and he’d shower when he was done. He didn’t mind working twelve-hour shifts four days in a row. Other than his Dad, there wasn’t anyone to welcome him home. It was something he didn’t think about.  On his days off, he worked with his father. 

He entered the pool area and his skin immediately felt clammy from the change in the atmosphere. Only three people occupied the pool, and he offered them a friendly wave, recognizing them as his father’s plumbing and heating customers.  He dove off the deep end and the instant chill of the water on his hot skin was refreshing.  He shot toward the surface and regrouped the strength to his arms and legs, plowing through the water.  At the end of his five laps, he felt invigorated. 

After a quick shower, he thought about dinner. Stopping by Scannelli’s for a few slices of pizza would suffice.  

The spring evening was mild when he walked outside.  Cherry trees in full bloom and the green lawn in the front of the building was a sure sign that winter was over.  He headed for the parking lot on the side of the building. His car was currently at the service station, so he was driving one of his father’s commercial vans.  Hollis Plumbing and Heating. 

Personally, he thought his father had a sick sense of humor when he added a stenciled logo on the side of all their trucks. Plumbers do it best at the crack of dawn. At seven-thirty on a Tuesday evening, it wasn’t unusual to encounter a full parking lot at Scannelli’s. The locals knew a good thing, so it was always busy. 

The place was started seventy years ago by Rocco Scannelli, Sr., who occasionally kept his hand in the dough. Now his son and grandson, the next Rocco’s, ran the place, still retaining the fifty’s style theme.

Dean pulled open the glass-paneled front door. The smell of freshly baked, brick oven pizza blended with the aroma of Italian spices and freshly grated cheeses seduced your taste buds. The old-fashioned jukebox that commanded one corner was blasting Bill Haley & His Comets’ “Rock Around the Clock.”  

The well-trod black and white tile floor sported a recently waxed gleam.  All but one of the square tables with plain wooden chairs was occupied.  Getting to sit in one of the padded booths that lined the walls was an unexpected pleasure.

The owners spared no expense in advertising their menu.   On the wall behind the counter where you placed your order, a sign read: Scannelli’s Pizza. Plain Cheese; Pepperoni; Sausage, Peppers, and Onions; Meatball; Garbage.  No-a-changes.  Drinks came in only two sizes, small and large, and you helped yourself from an ice and soda machine.

Two people were taking orders from the customers. The woman wore jeans with a red T-shirt with “Scannelli’s Pizza,” silk-screened across the front. She secured her ponytail with a red scarf and enhanced to the 50’s era by wearing cat’s eye framed glasses decorated with rhinestones.

He recognized Lorenzo Scannelli from the community center.  The seventeen-year-old was a pitcher on the Beacon Pointe PAL baseball team.  The good-looking kid with Italian heritage was currently flirting with two female customers close to his own age.  Typical.  

He’d debated eating the pizza in the restaurant because he enjoyed the atmosphere, but preferred not to sit in the only unoccupied table close to the front entrance.  He placed his order to go.

“What can I getcha, honey?”

He was about to give the woman his order when a female voice in the back of him spoke up.         

“I’ll have my usual, Dee.  A slice of meatball, sausage, peppers, and onions.  Could you add a slice of plain cheese for Merlin?  It’s to go.”

Dean shifted around and was about to say something to the woman in the back of him who rudely called out her order before him, but she suddenly realized what she’d done and quickly blurted. 

“Oh, my bad.  She meant you.”

“Yes me. If you didn’t have your nose in your phone, you’d know what’s going on in front of your face.  Look around.” He gave her his back and ordered his food. “I’ll have the same, and it’s to go.”

“The plain piece, too?” Dee Dee asked, scrawling the order across an order pad on the counter.

“Yes.”

“Rocco just put a meatball pizza in the oven.  Wait time will be twenty minutes.  Have a seat, and I’ll call you up when it’s ready.”

The one table was still unoccupied, so he sat down, regretting his snippy comment. Cynicism wasn’t part of his nature.  He rested his arms on his jean-clad legs and looked around. He was rarely out of cop mode and focused his attention on what was going on around him. Three-quarters of the customers were occupied with their phones while they were eating. 

He hated cell phones. The personal hell he suffered was fed by never-ending guilt.  Eyes the color of the Caribbean Sea, and a sweet smile filled his head.  An innocent soul was taken before she had a chance to experience life and love.  If only he’d responded to the message she’d left on his phone sooner, maybe… 

Dean sat up when the woman who’d been in the back of him set her tent-size purse on the table.  It landed with a clunk, and he wondered what the hell she was carrying around.   

“Watch,” she boldly announced and placed her phone inside, and closed the zipper.  She sat down in a chair on the opposite side of the table and politely folded her hands. Then she opened up. 

“You didn’t have to be so rude! Your snide remark implied my life revolves around my phone, well, it doesn’t.  I don’t owe you an explanation, but I got a text from my neighbor letting me know that the smoke detectors went off in my apartment.  She went inside and double-checked, but it was just Merlin.”  

Was this babbling woman for real? The only Merlin he knew was a magician.  She was cute and chatty. The unusual color of her bluish-green eyes held his attention. A hint of iridescence appeared from annoyance.

“If he’s that bad a magician, maybe he should change professions, or is he just a bad cook?”

“Magician!  Oh, no,” she said with a short laugh.  “Merlin is a parrot.  He mimics every sound he hears. Sherry, my landlord, is the bad cook and sets off the smoke detectors.”

“A talking bird.  Must make for an exciting life.”

“No, I have a boring life,” she added with a heavy sigh.

Dean noticed Dee Dee set two small pizza boxes on the counter and waved in their direction.  “Our food is ready.  You can go first.  Mustn’t keep Merlin waiting.” 

She slipped her arm through the handles of her purse and took him by surprise when she moved to stand in front of him.  Her lovely eyes shifted from right to left before she leaned in close.  “There are enough hard asses in the world. Your face wouldn’t crack if you smiled once in a while.  Enjoy your dinner.”

The set-down was insulting, but his expected anger never materialized.  She’d issued the scolding with a smile that reached her lovely eyes.  There was a bounce to her step when she approached the counter. A flirty skirt drew attention to her lovely legs. Chatty, snarky, beautiful eyes and legs.  A very nice combination.  

An incoming text from his father broke his concentration. “Coming home from Vegas a few days later.  Let the foreman know. Sherry and I have a BIG surprise.”

Sherry? His father’s girlfriend? He shook his head. “No, it couldn’t be the same one,” he muttered and waited for his cute, gabby friend to finish paying for her food. 
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You just scolded that gorgeous guy and blurted that you have a boring life. Why don’t you just take out an ad in the Beacon Pointe Gazette?  She stepped up to the counter and took out her wallet. “Dee Dee, I just insulted the guy sitting at my table.  Do you know who he is?”

Black mascara-lined eyes opened wide, and her red lips drew up in a smile.  “Sure do.  That hottie came to my house last winter with his father, who owns Hollis Plumbing. Water pipes connected to my hot water heater broke.”  Dee Dee handed Georgie her change and lowered her voice. “You know that old saying about a ‘plumber’s crack’?”

“You mean?”    

“All I can say is he’s got a cute ass.”

Georgie avoided looking him in the face when she walked passed him on her way out.  The vibes coming off him said he wasn’t a happy person.  She had no right to cast judgment, telling him to smile.  Her reason to smile was in her apartment waiting for her to come home. It was time to return the favor someone had done for her the other morning at the Book and Brew.  She’d brightened his life when he went to pay for his food.  She’d paid it forward.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

The following day, Georgie removed the press pass clip from the pocket of her chocolate brown blazer that she’d paired with her crème colored slacks and turtleneck sweater.  Her morning had been a great deal more exciting than listening to blowhard politicians or prissy garden club members.  She’d presented a confident, professional persona getting the story on a car that crashed into the front of a building.
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