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To Cheryl, Sally, Ellen and Terry

The bravest women I know.
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NOTE: The Posse was originally written in the third person.

It has been re-edited to the first person in order to match with the other books in the series.

If you would prefer to read it in its original third person POV, you can go here and download a free copy.

 

Logan

 

“To Daniel.”

“To Daniel.” Five glasses clinked together, but instead of the raucous laughter and jives that would normally have followed such a toast, there was only silence. The men around the bar looked at the floor, the wall or into their glasses—any place but at each other, where someone might have to acknowledge the deep sadness sunk into each face.

Eric Fleming sniffed once, long and loud. “Can’t believe it’s been a year.”

“Hell of a year for Jude, too,” put in Matt Spencer.

“The real hell for her was the year before.” I reached beneath the bar and pulled out another bottle of beer. “Taking care of Daniel, watching him disappear right in front of her.”

We all nodded, wagging our heads in unison. No one in this crowd would ever dispute the way Jude Hawthorne had nursed her husband during his fight with cancer.

“Dammit, did you see her face today? When we let go his ashes? I’m telling you, I’ve never seen anything sadder. But she held it together, man. Like she always did. Like she always does.” Cooper Davis rubbed a hand over his eyes.

“Hell of a woman,” Matt said.

“To Jude.” Mark Rivers held out his beer. “My baby sister. She and Daniel. . .” His voice trailed, and he coughed. “They were amazing together.”

“What’s she going to do now?” Cooper dropped his empty into a nearby barrel and popped another top. “I mean, she’s holding onto the Tide, right? She’s not going to sell?”

Mark shook his head. “Nah, why should she? It’s hers. It belongs to our family.”

“I think the Tide and the kids are what kept her going this last year.” I traced the path of a drop of condensation down the side of my glass. “She won’t give that up.”

“The kids are going back to school, right?” said Eric.

“Yeah, Meggie’s heading up to Savannah this weekend, and Joseph is driving to Gainesville with some friends next week.” Mark stood and stretched. “I gotta head home. Back to school tomorrow.”

“You can’t go now. I’ve still got a bottle of Jack and three six-packs.” I glanced around the room. “Plus, we’re not ready yet. To end this.”

Mark sat down again without argument. Going home would mean more than the end of just the evening. Even though we had left the last of Daniel’s ashes in the rolling waves of the Atlantic that afternoon, as long as we remained here in Logan’s house, talking about our friend, he wasn’t really gone. Once we left, it would be over.

The posse would be finished.

“What if Jude doesn’t stay?” Eric spoke up from his perch in the corner. “What if she meets someone?”

“Who’s she going to meet here in Crystal Cove?” Mark shrugged. “And I don’t think she’s even interested in that kind of thing.”

“Not now. But she’s not exactly a washed-up old lady, you know? And people come to the Cove. Tourists. Someone could stop at the Tide for breakfast, sweep her off her feet—”

Cooper laughed. “You been hitting the romance stack at the library again, Eric? Sweep her off her feet, huh?”

Matt took a long pull of his beer. “Could happen. Stranger things, you know.”

Mark shook his head. “Jude won’t leave. Her life is here.”

“Daniel was her life,” I said. “And he’s gone.”

“She can’t. If Jude leaves, the posse is done for real.” Eric’s mouth twisted into a worried frown.

We were silent again, each considering. If any of us was tempted to point out that with Daniel’s death, over thirty years of unbroken friendship was gone anyway, no one did. Jude had always been an unofficial member. She stood for Daniel now; there wasn’t any need to voice that.

“What can we do?” Mark slumped back into his chair, covering his eyes. “Free world. We can’t make her stay. If she meets someone else, falls in love—or whatever, what are we going to do? Tell her no? As her big brother, I can promise you that doesn’t fly.”

“It could be us. One of us could be the one to sweep her off her feet.” Matt’s words were measured, careful. “I mean, why not? We’ve all known each other forever. If I was married and then I was—well, wasn’t here anymore, I’d want one of you guys to take care of my wife.”

“Daniel asked us to look after her.” Cooper poured another glass of whiskey. “I guess that’s true.”

“Seriously?” I shook my head. “What is this, the Middle Ages? Our friend dies, so one of has to jump into his spot. Since when do we buy into arranged marriages?”

“Who said anything about marriage?” Matt asked. “But a relationship between two consenting adults—old friends, who know everything about each other—why not? Why wouldn’t it work?”

They all mulled it over. It was crazy, but we’d done worse. And when we thought about Daniel, about Jude. . .there wasn’t anything any one of us wouldn’t do.

“So who goes for it?” Cooper was the first one to speak. “How do we figure that out? Draw straws? Pissing contest?”

“Well, Eric and I are both out. Wives might raise a fuss, plus—” Mark hooked two thumbs to his chest. “Brother. It’s between the rest of you.”

“Why don’t we let Jude choose?” I flickered my eyes between Cooper and Matt.

“Are you crazy? Jude will never agree to that.” Matt rolled his eyes.

“I don’t mean we tell her. I mean, we all. . .you know. . .like, date her. What do all the girls say? Court her. And whoever clicks, that’s the one.” I flipped up a hand.

“You, me and Cooper?” Matt nodded. “Okay. Hey, I got nothing to lose. It’s not like women are beating down the door.”

“If Jude gets wind of this, she’ll blow a gasket.” Mark crumbled his napkin, aimed for the trash can and missed.

“I think we can keep it quiet. Nice shot, by the way.” Cooper punched his friend in the shoulder.

“Basketball’s not my game. But listen, I’m serious. How are you going to keep this from her? Take turns?”

“No.” I spoke definitively. “We act natural. We do what we would anyway—check in with her, take her to dinner, whatever. And then we see what happens.”

“And no hard feelings, right? No matter who she chooses. We say it right up front now, Jude is the final word. Agreed?” Cooper laid a hand on the oak bar, a gesture that was old as our friendship. Matt slapped his own hand down on top, followed by Eric and Mark. I was last, unfurling a fist on the pile.

“Deal,” I said. “Now let’s break out the good stuff.”
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Jude

 

The black velvet sky was giving way to vague bands of pink as I climbed up the cement steps that led to the side door of the Rip Tide. The restaurant sat at the edge of the beach, ugly and unassuming in its dingy white brick glory. When I was a little girl, I had thought the Tide looked as though it had grown out of the sidewalk and gravel parking lot. The raised porch that jutted over the sand had been added about ten years before I was born, so it was practically brand new. My dad screened it in just before my ninth birthday, and we’d had my party there that year.

As I did every morning, I took a moment, leaned against the bricks and looked out over the beach into the waves. I wondered how many times I’d done this, stood here at five AM and let the rare solitude wash over me.

I had been opening the Tide since the summer after I turned sixteen. For the first two years, I came in with my dad, riding shotgun in his old black pickup, learning how to start the day. When school resumed that fall, my father had given me the option to sleep that extra hour, but I had chosen to spend it with him instead. He never said it outright, but I knew he was proud of my choice.

After graduation, I took over opening on my own. My mother worried about me all alone on the dark mornings, but I overheard my father saying, “It’s the Cove, Maggie. She’ll be safe.”

I didn’t miss an opening until my wedding day, and only then because my mom put her foot down and insisted. Daniel and I spent our honeymoon in the mountains of Gatlinburg, a wedding gift given reluctantly by his parents, who hadn’t been able to convince their son to wait until after college graduation to marry me.

I didn’t miss opening the Tide the day I gave birth to Meghan, because my daughter had kindly waited to be born until eight in the evening. Joseph was another story; he’d made his appearance at four in the morning. I could still see Daniel, a full-day’s growth of beard on his tired face, holding his son and grinning up at me.

“Hey, if you get up now, you could still make it to the Tide for opening,” he’d teased, and exhausted from laboring for ten hours, I hadn’t even had the strength to throw my pillow at him.

I took off four weeks after each of my children was born. And then I missed opening the day my mother died, because I wouldn’t leave my dad and my brother Mark in that empty, hopeless hospital room where Maggie Rivers had just drawn her last breath.

I did open the Tide hours after my father passed, though, because I knew that was where he needed me and where I needed to be. I came the morning after Daniel had died, too. I couldn’t stand being in that house one more minute, knowing I’d never see my husband again.

I smothered a sigh, gripping the chilled metal of the doorknob just as I heard my name.

“Jude!”

It was rare that anyone was out this early, and I turned in surprise, a frown between my eyes. It took a moment of focus to recognize the man jogging up the sand toward me.

“Good God, Logan, what the hell are you doing up so early? I thought you’d all be ringing in the wee small hours last night.”

Logan had the good grace to look a little winded, even as he managed a grin. “We did. Around two, I gave up the ghost and told them to turn off the lights and lock up before they went to bed.”

“Two? And you’re up running at five?”

He shrugged. “The body clock won’t be turned off. I couldn’t get back to sleep, so I figured I’d get in a jog before everyone else woke up.”

I unlocked the door. “I’ve got to get the grill on. Want some coffee? Or a bottle of water?”

“How about both?”

I shot him a grin as I flipped on lights and headed for the kitchen. Logan climbed onto a barstool, and I reached into the small fridge to pull out the water. I slid it across the bar to Logan and then moved through the kitchen, setting up the coffee and turning on the grills.

“You look like you could do all that with your eyes closed.” Logan took a long chug on the water before recapping it.

I laughed. “Some mornings I do.”

“Do you ever think about giving it up?”

“The mornings? Nah. Like you said, the body clock gets me up at four every morning anyway. I’d be awake worrying even if I turned it over to someone else.”

Logan shook his head. “Not the mornings so much as the whole thing. Running the business.”

“The Tide?” I snagged two mugs off a shelf and filled them with steaming coffee. “Give it up? No.” I doctored Logan’s coffee with a sugar and a healthy dose of cream before setting it in front of him.

Leaning my elbows on the bar, I blew into my own cup. “Funny, just before you showed up, I was thinking about how long I’ve been pulling morning duty. Almost thirty years, give or take. Some days I think. . .why? I want to stay in bed, I just want a day to myself. But you know, it’s a part of me. Might be a pain in the neck sometimes, but it’s who I am.”

Logan watched me sip the coffee. My black hair was skinned back into a pony tail, just as it was every day, and even as I felt his eyes on me, my eyes stayed fastened on the dark wood of the bar top. With one finger, I traced an ancient gouge in the wood, but I was sure Logan knew I wasn’t seeing it. I drew in a deep breath and set the mug on a coaster.

“So what time did my kids leave your house?”

He drank before answering. “Before midnight. You weren’t up when they got home?”

“They crashed here, upstairs in the apartment. They were going to have a few friends come over, hang out. I wanted the peace.”

Logan frowned. “I thought they were going to be with you last night. They left you alone?”

“Logan.” I covered one of his large tanned hands with my own smaller one. “I’m telling you, I wanted some time. If I had said I needed them, you know they would’ve been there. They’re good kids.”

“Yeah, they are.” He turned his hand beneath mine to grip it briefly. “You going to be okay when they go back to school?”

I returned the hand squeeze for just a minute before pulling loose and turning to the large refrigerator at the back of the kitchen.

“Yeah, I’ll be fine. They need to go back. This last year, and the one before, it was tough on them. They need to go be kids again. We’re all ready for it.”

“Okay.” Logan drained the last of his coffee and rounded the bar to rinse off the mug in the huge sink. “You know where we are if you need anything. All of us. You only have to ask.”

“I do know.” I shot him a smile. “Now get out of here and let me get cooking. The early birds are going to be here in a few minutes wanting their pancakes and eggs. And you have a house full of hung-over men you need to kick out.”

“Right.” Logan grabbed the bottle of water to take with him. “Thanks for the drinks, Jude.”

As I watched him stride toward the door, the muscles on his back evident through the tight running shirt, light brown hair curling on his neck, I felt an almost foreign warmth shoot down my spine, straight to my knees. I paused for a moment to appreciate the view, and then shook my head.

Pull it together, Jude. Here comes the breakfast crowd.
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Jude

 

Meghan stumbled down the narrow steps from the apartment over the Rip Tide. She yawned as she rounded the corner into the main dining room and plopped onto a bar stool.

I was across the room, chatting with a couple of tourists. I stood with one leg bent onto an empty chair so that I could point out something on the simple one-laminated-page menu.

“It all looks good,” the woman told me. “It’s just that my husband here wants lunch, and I was hoping to have breakfast.”

“It’s almost eleven. Too late for breakfast.” The man shook his head.

I smiled. “I know it says we only serve breakfast until ten on weekdays, but I can whip you up some pancakes and eggs. How does that sound?”

“That would be perfect.” The woman shot her husband a triumphant look, and he rolled his eyes.

“And how about one of our special Ripper burgers for you, sir?” I cocked my head.

“Sounds good.” He handed me both of the menus, and I moved away from the table, back to the open kitchen.

“Hey, sleepy head,” I greeted my daughter. “Late night?”

Meggie shrugged. “Not too bad. I’m just stocking up on sleep before I go back to school. I’ve got that early class every single day.”

I placed my hand over my heart. “You poor child, having to get up before eight o’clock five days a week. . .”

“Whatever!” Meghan’s grin softened the words. “Do you have any coffee back there?”

“What do you think?” I filled a mug for my daughter and slid it across the bar before getting to work on my customers’ order. “Hey, Mack, would you make up a Ripper, please? I’ll take care of the breakfast order.”

The bald man standing in front of the griddle waved his spatula in acknowledgement and pulled a beef patty from the fridge. Meghan’s nose wrinkled as the smell reached her.

At my end of the stove, I poured pancake batter into a pan and broke eggs into a bowl. My hand moved at lightning speed as I whipped them into a yellow froth.

Meghan frowned as she watched. “You know, you’ve always been in good shape, Mom, but the last two years, you’ve gone right past slender into skinny. Those shorts you always wear to work are downright baggy. And your arms are almost bony.”

“Thanks.” I shot her mock glare over my shoulder. “I appreciate the love.”

Neither Joseph nor Meghan had inherited my dark hair, but they both had my eyes and my bone structure. Meghan and I were both used to people commenting on how much she looked like me, but as I ventured a glance down at my own body, I realized that she was right. We used to weigh almost the same, but I wouldn’t be surprised if she had a good ten pounds on me.

“Are you going to be okay, Mom?” Meggie blurted out the words, her eyes anxious. “When Joseph and I go back to school, I mean?”

I flipped a pancake and forced a wry grin. Catching my daughter’s worried expression, I flung one hand over my forehead. “Oh, Meghan, after you’ve gone, whatever shall I do?”

Meggie scowled. “Shut up, I’m serious.”

“Sweetie, you and your brother have gone away to college before. I’ve made it here without you. I love you, but I think I’ll survive.”

“Yeah, but before, you had Daddy.” Even now, tears filled those green eyes, and I had to look away, busying myself with stacking pancakes and pouring the eggs into the hot pan.

“I’ll be fine. I promise. Please don’t worry.”

“Will you be lonely, though? All I can think of is you, all by yourself, sitting in the big empty house.”

“Nope. First of all, if I were, I would call up Aunt Janet and Aunt Sam, and we’d go hit the bars. Maybe that new male strip club in Daytona.”

“Mom!” Meggie covered her ears. “That I don’t want to hear.”

I laughed. “And second, do you think the posse is going to leave me alone long enough to get lonely? Uncle Logan was here this morning when I opened. He claimed he couldn’t help waking up, but I know him. He was making sure I was okay.”

“That makes me feel better. It was just that Joseph and I were talking last night, and it hit me that we’re really leaving you this time. Not just to come back at the weekend. I won’t be back home until Thanksgiving.”

“And that’s the way it should be. I’m grateful that you came home about every weekend last year. And Joseph taking his classes this year at the community college was a blessing. But it’s time you both got on with your life. It’s what Daddy would want.” I paused to plate the eggs, add an orange wedge garnish and turned to take the burger plate from Mack. “Speaking of your brother, was he awake when you came down?”

“Nah. I’ll go toss his butt out of bed.” Meggie rose as I carried plates to the waiting table. At the door to the stairway, she turned back around and dashed to me.

“I love you, Mama,” she said, half-choking as she hugged me. She ran upstairs, passing Sadie as the older woman carried a tray of dishes into the sink area.

“You got a special girl there.” Sadie wiped suspicious moisture from her eyes when I came back around the bar.

“Makes you wonder how that happened, doesn’t it?” I teased.

“Sure does, ‘cause you for sure were a mess when you were her age!” Sadie pulled the ball cap tighter over her grey hair.

I stopped for a minute, thinking. “I was married and pregnant with her when I was Meggie’s age,” I reminded the older woman.

“Yup. Like I said, a mess.”

“Did I ever stop being a mess?”

Sadie pushed a glass against the iced tea dispenser, refilling it for her customer. She tilted her head, considering.

“Maybe you’re not so bad as you were. You gonna clean that egg pan or leave it there to get hard?”

I shook my head and grabbed the pan. Some things never changed, I thought. I might own the Tide, I might be over forty, but Sadie still ruled the roost.
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Matt

 

I couldn’t decide what to do.

I had walked back to the storage room at The Surf Line three times and returned to the main shop empty-handed three times. Karl, the high school junior who worked part-time at the store, glanced up when I stalked back the last time.

“Uh, Mr. Spencer, everything okay?”

“What? Oh. Yeah. I’m just trying to make up my mind about something.” I ran one hand over my shaggy blond hair. “Karl, you got a girlfriend?”

The boy grinned. “Nah. My mom says I shouldn’t get tied down. I just, you know, date. Meet girls, take them out. Why, do you have someone I should meet?”

I stared at him blankly for a minute. “No. Who would I want you to meet?”

Karl shrugged. “I don’t know. You’re friends with Meggie Hawthorne. I thought maybe you might want to fix me up with her. She’s hot.”

“Meggie? My God, Karl, she’s like my niece. I’ve known her since before she was born. I’m not looking to hook her up with you. And she’s like four years older than you.”

Karl smiled again, crinkling his blue eyes in his tan face. “I like older women.”

I rolled my eyes. “I just bet. Well, Meghan went back to Savannah today, so you’re out of luck.” I moved over to fix one of the displays and then leaned out the door, looking down the sidewalk.

“You looking for someone?”

“I’m trying to decide—” I sighed and bit the bullet. “Karl, what do you say to a girl when you want to ask her out? On a date?”

Understanding washed over Karl’s face. “Mr. S., you like someone?”

I waved his hand. “None of your business.”

“Well, you just asked me, so—”

“Karl, you know how I let you do consulting with some of the customers? Give them advice on surfing? Think of it like that. I need to consult with you, but you don’t need details.”

“Okay.” The boy nodded. “So when I want to ask a girl to go out with me, I say something nice first. You know, like she’s pretty, or she looks hot, or I like her hair. Girls like that. It softens them up. And then if I know there’s something we both like to do, I ask her if she wants to go with me to do it. Like, you know, we both play Xbox or we like the same music. And then. . .” He spread it hands. “It just kind of happens from there.”

“It happens? What happens? No.” I put up both hands. “Never mind. I don’t want to know. I was seventeen once. About a thousand years ago, I think.”

I glanced outside again and took a deep breath. “Karl, keep your eye on things here. I’ve got to go down the street for a little bit. I’ll be right back.”

I strode out, well aware that Karl was probably going to scramble over to the door to see where I was heading the minute my back was turned. I could just imagine how rumors would begin, what people would say.

Matt Spencer’s sniffing around after Jude Hawthorne. How long’s it been since his friend Daniel died?

With a growl deep in my chest, I jerked open the door to the old restaurant and stalked inside.

I had been walking into the Tide for more years than I cared to remember. My dad brought me to the restaurant for breakfast every Saturday when I was a little boy, calling it our man time, a once-a-week escape from a house full of females. Then when I was old enough to ride my bike to the beach, I had joined Daniel, Cooper, Eric and Logan on summer days, dropping our bicycles near Mark’s in the side of the parking lot. Mr. Rivers let us sit up at the bar while he served us chips and soda. He used to grouse about Mark getting distracted from his busboy job when his friends descended on the place, but then he always let his son leave with us and run down to the beach.

I’d brought my first date to the Tide, too, I remembered. Lonnie Severnson was the leggy blonde I’d finally asked out at the end of freshman year. I had been so nervous when I took her in, hoping against hope that none of my friends would be there that Friday night. As it was, only Jude and Daniel were in the restaurant. Jude was working tables, and Daniel sat at the corner of the bar, books open. Even then, before they’d officially become a couple, neither of them had eyes for anyone else.

But Jude had been kind that evening, talking to Lonnie and taking our order without any of the winks or leers I had dreaded. And Daniel only offered a grin and wave before his eyes fastened back on Jude as she wove between the tables with all the grace of a ballerina.

Remembering that gave me the courage I needed to make my way into the Rip Tide. It was the afternoon lull. In the height of the season, the place would be full, but now, with everything winding down, kids going back to school, there was only an older couple, sitting by a window with burgers and fries, and a few locals at the bar.

Jude was bent over the grill, scraping it with a long-handled blade. She stopped to blow a tendril of hair off her forehead and wiped the side of her face with the back of her hand. Spotting me, she smiled.

“Hey, Matty! What’s going on?”

The nickname was a leftover from elementary school, and I tolerated it from a select few. I eased up on a barstool and tried to remember the words I’d planned on the way over.

“Not much. Quiet here.”

She grinned. “Just a little. How’s it down your end of the street?”

I lifted one shoulder. “About the same. We got a surfer meet this weekend, though, so it’s going to be busy.”

Jude dried her hands on a towel, reached under the bar and pulled out a bottle. She popped the cap and slid it across to me.

Yes. Liquid courage. I took a long swig and then tilted the neck toward Jude. “Join me?”

“I’ve got another two hours before Emmy takes over for the night, so I’m sticking to water.” Jude lifted the bottle and drank.

I watched her closely. I tried to figure out whether or not the slim column of her neck above the black scoop neck shirt struck a chord. Did I feel anything for Jude other than the warm affection we’d always shared?

There was only one way to find out. I chugged down more of my beer and took a deep breath. “So the kids went back this morning? Both of them?”

“Yes.” Jude sighed. “Joseph was supposed to wait until Monday, but he’s living in an apartment with a bunch of guys, and one of them decided to bring down a truckload of furniture today. He needed help moving it in, and I think Joseph was ready to go. So. . .yeah. The nest is empty once again.”

I nodded. “Do you want to have dinner with me tonight?”

Jude’s eyebrows rose. “Dinner?”

“Yeah.” I worked hard to keep my tone nonchalant. “You know, it’s that meal at the end of the day. We can go over to that new Italian place in Elson. I’ve been wanting to try it.”

She leaned against the bar, frowning. “Matt, you take out a different girl every week. Why haven’t you taken one of them there?”

“You don’t take a date to an Italian place on the first date, Jude. Too much garlic. You got to wait until a month or two in.”

Jude laughed. “Okay. And you never get that far in.”

I had the grace to feel a little uncomfortable. “Not recently, no.”

“But I’m safe. I get it. All right, you got a deal. Can you give me until seven? Emmy gets here at five, and I’d like a little while to unwind, shower off the day.”

“Sure.” I felt extraordinarily lighter. “I’ll pick you up at your house. See you then. Thanks for this.” I drained the rest of the bottle and pushed it across the bar.

Outside in the sunshine, I walked back toward the store with more spring in my step. I paused just beyond the door to the Tide and squinted down the block at the bright yellow house that was fronted by scaffolding. It was going to be a bed and breakfast, the last project Holt/Hawthorne had undertaken before Daniel died.
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