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      February's thick snow silences Boston's Back Bay area and heightens frightful screams inside seven-hundred-eighty Boylston Street. Annoyed tenants, arriving home from work, hasten inside and swiftly close their apartment doors. Several minutes later, shuffling and whispering evolve in front of apartment 20A. Tom, worried neighbors reported the noise, looks through the peephole, finding an attractive brunette and several men staring back. He takes a deep breath, clears his throat, and opens the door a crack.

      “Yes. May I help you?” He asked, tempering remnants of anger in his voice.

      As the door opens wider, Ellen, his wife, joins his side. Immediately, aware of the camera crew, and their disheveled appearance, they both step back. Ellen brushes her hair in place and rolls a crinkled sleeve over newly formed bruises. Tom conceals a contused fist with his left hand and forces a grin. Unaware of the rampage moments ago, the television host and camera crew believe they're witnessing a couple surprised and nervous from unexpected events.

      “Congratulations! You're the new winners of the AHD Dream Home Sweepstakes,” the woman squealed, waiting for a response, only receiving wide-eyed silence.

      Now, curious neighbors spy through slit doors.

      Unprepared for the fortuitous moment, Tom flinches when the lively Alcott Home and Design's (AHD) TV host places the intrusive microphone at his mouth. She steps aside, directing the cameraman to move in and capture the winner's excitement. With a curious glance, she gestures her hand to induce some emotion from the straight-faced couple. “Are you excited?”

      “What? Is this for real or some hoax?” Tom asked. Shock, embarrassment, disbelief, and a mixture of emotions swell through their minds.

      “This is real,” the animated brunette said. “You and your family are the winners!”

      Only entering his name twice in the sweepstake, and never taking it seriously, Tom can't believe his name was chosen out of millions of people. “You're kidding … Right?” Moments later, realizing their reality is about to change, elation replaces incredulity.
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      A week later, they're chauffeured from their two-bedroom apartment in Boston to their new million-dollar home in Vermont. For a weekend, AHD's Dream Team treats them like royalty and proclaims, “Your life just changed for the better.” When the magical weekend concludes, they're given three sets of keys attached to a geometric keychain—a bronze triangular home inside a gilded circle and square—the keys to their beautiful Mountain Home. Boxes packed, old items discarded, they leave their two-bedroom apartment and never look back. Although Tom realizes the Dream Home might be too expensive to maintain, he vows to make their new life work.

      December 10, 2014, Vermont

      Two years later, remembering the Sweepstake Dream Team's promise of a new and better life, Tom stares at the elusive dream crumbling around him. “All lies, lies, lies …What do they think; they can give us this dream then take it away? No, they won't, not from me,” he mumbles with anger burning in his eyes. Reeling from the loss of his high-powered career, and pondering the uncertainties of his life, disillusionment soon turns to anger, vengeance, and now madness as he paces back and forth in his office.

      A sudden dizzy spell claims his balance. He holds his head and rubs his temples to contain swelling pain. For a moment, he pauses, takes a deep breath, and turns his attention to the layout in front of him, wondering if he can pull off his plan. Uncertain of the outcome, he merely understands the need to strike their hearts with fear. They must know what they've done, he affirms while staring at the circular trail of photos surrounding a picture of AHD's headquarter.

      His desk resembles a small-scale FBI crime lab. Photos of three females and one male are numbered one to four in executable form. Internet printouts from Google maps and other miscellaneous information are strategically placed beside each picture. Given the sweepstake team's celebrity, he's amazed he'd found all the information needed on the Internet. With a little cunning, he'd pretended to be the new architect for the 2016 Dream Home, acquiring the team's cell phone numbers from the ill-advised receptionist, Rebecca. As a gatekeeper, he couldn't believe how gullible she was, making no effort to confirm the real name of the architect. She will be useful as my plan unfolds.

      Magazine clips from personal interviews provide more intimate details about AHD's team. Tom scrutinizes the layout on the table and reassesses each picture and item of significance. Several photographs surround an image of AHD's headquarters. The first photo displays an attractive, African-American woman with massive waves of brown hair and almond-shaped hazel eyes. Below her picture lay two printouts from the web—a townhouse surrounded by cobblestone sidewalks and gas lanterns, adjoined to a photo of the Bakehouse Bakery Cafe with the caption Morning Coffee Stop. The second picture of a striking strawberry blonde with mesmerizing bluish-green eyes is stapled to a blue velvet ribbon. Underneath the photo, lays a printout with a red bullseye in the middle of a sprawling home labeled Alcott Estate. The third photo of an enchanting raven-haired female with piercing green eyes is surrounded by letters copied from AHD's blog site. Similarly, an image of a modern townhouse with massive oak trees sits under her photo.

      Tom ponders the picture of the only male, an African-American with hazel eyes, a strong jawline, and closely cropped brown hair. He wonders why he couldn't find personal information on AHD's Producer and Home Planner. His image sits alone with a bold red question mark he'll undoubtedly answer with time.

      On the table sits four silver gifts wrapped with blue velvet bows. He wonders if they'll understand the message the gifts contains. One last time, he scans the large graph paper and wonders if the information is enough to carry out his plan. It has to be, he affirms. With meticulous hands, he rolls the paper like an architectural blueprint and places it inside a black satchel with the silver packages. Tom sweeps his office from corner-to-corner, to confirm clues aren't left behind.

      Sadly, he glances around his home, wondering how life spun out of control so quickly. This is not my life, and won't be my children's, he maintains firmly. His vision blurs. Tom reels forward and clutches the desk's corner before black spots claim his sight. With a tight grip, he holds the desk's edge until dizziness elapses. A veil rolls over his eyes, like shades enclosing him in darkness. And with the same alacrity, his sight returns—spotty globs dissipate to light.

      With the return of sight comes another bout of anxiousness. The permanent dweller in his head taunts relentlessly. You can't handle this, Tom. How can you live with the pain you'll cause your family? Look at you; you can't even pay your bills. How do you expect to feed your family and keep this house? You can't! What sort of man are you! You're just like your father. He glares at stacks of bills hidden from his wife and snaps at the voice in his head. “You'll never understand what I'm capable of. I'm not my father!”

      A guttural sound escapes his mouth. Clenching his teeth, he tries to silence the noise rattling inside his head. Momentarily, the voice subsides, but anger reappears with the elusive dream fading around him. A delusional sense of entitlement and paranoia invades his mind. Sickness clouds his logic. No longer comprehending his personal difficulties, he blames others, not his illness for his troubles.

      A sudden surge of nausea overcomes him. Quickly, he runs to the master bath and dry heaves over the toilet bowl, but the bitter liquid refuses to surface. For several minutes, he sits on the floor, fearing another bout of nausea. Slowly rising to his feet, he heads to the medicine cabinet, rummages through multiple prescription bottles, and finds the mind-altering pill. Inadvertently, he catches a shocking, gaunt image staring back in the mirror. He's never been this thin. Unwilling to tolerate another listless moment, he disgustedly spits the tablet into the sink. “No more … I have to feel like myself again,” he affirms. Willfully, he empties the entire bottle into the toilet.

      With quiet steps, he exits the bathroom, pauses, and stares at his wife fast asleep under the down comforter. Backing toward the door, he makes his way to the children's room, standing over his four and five-year-old nestled fast asleep in the bunk bed. A lump forms in his throat as he fathoms the fragile security of their world. A few minutes pass before he snaps out of his reverie and he leans over and kisses them on the forehead.

      “I won't let them take this away from us.”

      With brevity, he hurries to the dining room and writes a note to his wife.

      
        
        Ellen

        There's an opportunity for work that involves travel. If I'd told you I'm going away for a while, you would have protested and I don't want to fight about this. Sorry for sneaking out. I'll call you when I reach my destination. Please give the kids my love. See you soon.

        Tom

        

      

      Tom envisions Ellen's morning routine as she proceeds to the fridge for a glass of water. He's certain she will see the note pinned to the refrigerator door. He takes his five-year-olds' favorite black and white spotted dog magnet and posts the note for Ellen's eyes. One last time, he heads to the master suite and watches Ellen's peaceful slumber. He remembers her joy when they moved into the home, and can't bear the thought of her pain and loss to come.

      With a heavy heart, he leaves his family in tenuous comfort. Steering the car out of the driveway, he glances back at the home's deceptive beauty and the mountain's perpetual grandeur. Determined to reach South Carolina, Tom exits Vermont and heads onto I-95 South, realizing he may never see his family again.
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      December 15, 2014, Charleston, SC

      In South Carolina, Mother Nature overlooked winter and soared full-fledged into spring, blitzing December with unusual warmth and balmy breezes. Along Charleston's Battery Promenade, Palmetto trees sway from coastal winds, and early risers, though stunned, welcome tropical weather as they start their morning ritual.

      In the French Quarters, harbor winds whip around Tara McPherson's townhouse and through an open window, banging blinds rowdily across the windowsill. Bolting from sleep, Tara stumbles downstairs in a somnolent trance, closes the window then plods heavy-eyed through the dark, bumping into the hall credenza. “Owww!” She squeals, stoops, and grasps her stubbed toe, sucking air through clenched teeth until the pain subsides.

      Slowly, rising from the floor, she shuffles one-sided, eyes down to the top of the stairs, and then abruptly stops when a strange light glimmers above. Rubbing sleep from her eyes, she steps onto the landing, glances about the window-less space, circles, and waves her arms about for the source, but finds nothing. Much too tired to solve the baffling light, she shuffles into the bedroom.

      “Darn,” She grumbles.

      Catching time on the clock, she realizes the alarm will chime in two minutes. Tara sighs and deliberates jumping back in bed. With a deeper sigh, she drags her weary body to the shower; unaware the glow trails behind.
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      Thirty-five minutes later, Tara's bedroom appears a hurricane's aftermath. With clothing strewn pell-mell about the room; she searches for a suitable outfit to wear in the unseasonable weather. Fretfully standing undressed in the middle of the room, hair flying in voluminous curls, she sighs and peers toward the large walk-in closet. At the back, she spies her spring wardrobe and ponders two dresses suitable for the temporary warm spell. Improvise; improvise.

      Finally, she tugs a simple tan dress around her narrow hips and slips into a pair of suede pumps, wishing she could wear a pair of jeans and T-shirt. Maybe it's time for a new dress code at work—casual dress, jeans and a blouse; no sneakers or flip-flops. “Hmph,” she deliberates with a smirk. However, Southerners prefer formality and she's certain casual attire is unacceptable. Anyway, as Managing Director, I must dress accordingly.

      Standing at the vanity mirror, her father and mother's features appear dominant this morning. Never one to wear much makeup, she applies modicum lipstick, blush, and mascara, stares at her massive curls, and toys with the idea a simple ponytail. But instead, she wears it loosely about her shoulders. At first glance, Tara appears a Southern Belle, that is until her northern dialect reveals her native origins. Her nationality isn't always apparent given indistinct facial features. With honey brown skin and wavy chestnut hair, she borders on African, Indian, and Latin-American. She abhors racial labels and will never deny her mother's African American heritage or her father's Irish roots. She realizes the appropriate representation is biracial, but she prefers African-American for the sake of simplicity.

      Tara scoffs at laws prohibiting interracial marriages, prevalent in South Carolina before the 1970s. Life is so absurd. If she'd been born in Charleston, the probable outcome would have been imprisonment or worst for her parents. The thought infuriates her; the ignorance makes her boiling mad, but she appreciates what her parents endured to make their lives possible. Although years ago, racial mixing was forbidden; she's certain it was merely concealed in Southern towns like Charleston. Nonetheless, neither race nor anti-miscegenation laws prevented her parents from marrying, but at the cost of uprooting themselves from their beloved Charleston. Moving to New York City, they married in 1975, several years after interracial marriages became legal in South Carolina. The McPherson's made a life in New York, and Tara grew up a city girl, which was probably for the best.

      With her father's connections, she entered New York University's Business School and two years later, acquired her Interior Design degree from Parsons School of Art and Design. She recalls Nyla's surprise when she decided to enter business school. “You're just like your dad.” However, Tara suspects she's more like her mom than she lets on. Tara perceives she inherited her business acumen from her father, an astute Corporate Lawyer, but she also inherited her mother's aesthetics for architecture and interior design. Nyla postponed her career to raise her daughter, wanting to give Tara a healthy home environment and the relationship she'd had with her mom. Aware of her mother's decision to abandon a cherished career in Interior Design, she'd often ponder Nyla's success if she hadn't been born. Nevertheless, Nyla always upholds, “Honey, you're my greatest piece of work, and nothing else compares.”

      At the age of fourteen, Tara sensed her mom's desire to resume her career. She laughs at her futile attempts to prove her maturity. “Mom, I'm old enough to take care of myself,” hoping to persuade her to restart a stunted career. Finally, when Tara turned sixteen, Nyla took a position as an Assistant Interior Designer with a small design firm where she worked many years before leaving New York City.

      Tara's parents loved and missed the South's simple lifestyle and longed to move back. There wasn't a single day she didn't hear about their beloved Charleston. She grew up eating her mother's Southern cooking of butter beans, fried green tomatoes, buttermilk biscuits, bread pudding, pecan, peach, and blackberry pies, and her favorite—blueberry cobbler. Just thinking about her mother's cooking makes her mouth water. It's a wonder I didn't grow up porky, she thinks while glancing in the mirror. Tara's relieved she'd not only inherit her dad's business acumen but also his long, lean figure.

      Years later, at twenty-four, Tara made her first trip to South Carolina. A grandfather she'd never met and who had no interest in meeting her was her parent's impetus to move back to Charleston. Her father, James, inherited the entire McPherson estate. There was no inkling of her family's wealth and prestige in Charleston. Because of her grandfather's animosity toward his marriage, dad spoke of him rarely and usually in a disparaging tone.

      One poignant morning, her father was hesitant to take a call from his dad. His semblance of defiance swiftly dispersed to uncertainty, reverence, and then tears. “Hi, dad…” His composed voice reverted to an unexpected boyishness. “It's been a long time, but I'm happy to hear your voice.” His powerful figure softened as Tara hid, listening in the hallway. Swiftly, James' pained expression warmed to affection. Never had she heard her father's voice so light. Years of anger vanished with one phone call, a conversation so intimate, Tara felt uncomfortable watching.

      That unexpected call settled her parent's decision to return to Charleston. She'd heard James say, “Nyla, the old man must have forgiven me for running away from the family business and marrying you.”

      Nyla had summed it up as aging. “Sometimes age and mortality give one a better perception of what's important. James, he never stopped loving you. He just made peace with your decision.”

      Tara hated her grandfather's callous disregard of their marriage and will never make peace with his racist thinking. She'd never possessed any interest in visiting the South, given the disdain for racial mixing and her family's ordeal. However, Tara instantly fell in love with Charleston's lifestyle and architecture. When she'd decided to join her parents a year later, her father's name and connections landed her a position with Alcott Home and Design (AHD), where she'd worked her way up to Managing Director.

      Tara glances at her image in the mirror. Something's missing … Too much brown. Her skin tone melds with the tan dress, creating one brown monotone silhouette. She glances at the jewelry box on top of the dresser, pondering seldom worn gems it contains. She's never been one to wear much jewelry, sometimes, perhaps simple earrings and a necklace. Inside the silver box, she stares at various rings, pendants, and crystal charms Nyla gave her over the years. The most recent addition to her collection is the blue Lapis-Lazuli stone necklace. She remembers Nyla telling her of the gems unique powers. “The crystals will help develop your intuition.” Tara wore the gift once, and Nyla scoffs whenever she's without it—as if the stones hold some magical power.

      The Cabochon Chakra pendant catches her attention. The different abilities of each stone and their vibrant colors always fascinate Tara. Her mother, the guru on crystals and stones, is never without some beautiful crystal necklace or ring. She remembers what Nyla told her about chakras and the seven points in the body circulating energy or prana. But she can't remember the unique abilities of each stone. One day, she thought she'd find time to learn more about crystals and gems, but with her demanding schedule, there's no time. Dangling the necklace mid-air, Tara admires each stone. Well, if Nyla says they will clear my chakras I believe her.

      Just as Tara wraps the chakras necklace about her neck, the sacred-seven-stone pendant sparkles brightly in the jewelry box. How could I forget the pendant? The last time she wore it was in New York. The colors always soothed her. She'd memorized each gem—Amethyst, Quartz, Rutile, Goethite, Cacoxenite, Lepidocrocite, and Smokey Quartz Crystal. The pendant was a twenty-fourth birthday present from her father, but she'd immediately recognized Nyla's role. James would never buy her jewelry. Nyla would always affirm, “The stones will help you become who you're meant to be,” words of her all-knowing mother. Has it worked yet? She wonders.

      She places the chakra pendant back in the box and replaces it with the sacred-seven pendant. The stones glow radiantly, catching the overhead light. She takes another look in the mirror, touches the stones, and wonders if they indeed hold some magical power. “I hope so. I'll need all the help I can get today.” From the antique dresser's top drawer, she takes a striped indigo and ivory silk scarf, double wraps it around her neck with the pendant dangling at her heart.

      Collecting her bags and turning off the foyer light, the mysterious glow appears again, shimmering like an illumined body of water at night. An unusual electrical aura surrounds the space, causing hairs along her arms to prickle. Unnerved, Tara swiftly leaves the foyer and exits the front door. From the porch of her townhouse on Gillon Street, strong harbor winds knock her off balance. Like an accordion, the newspaper whips back and forth at her feet. Picking up the paper, the front page unfolds to Marion and Anson Alcott's picture. Headlines herald:

      Real Estate Donated For Medical Research Facility By Alcott Foundation

      Hmmm, another philanthropic venture … She's not surprised. The Alcotts are always involved in some major affair. Curiously, Tara glances back at the foyer. Her intuition screams, something's wrong. If she believed in the supernatural, she'd say the townhouse has a visitor this morning. Tara closes the door and hopes the glow is gone when she returns.

      Lifting her head toward Charleston's Harbor, a sunrise painting splays spectrum of colors, signaling a glorious December day in the Palmetto State. Savoring the unusually warm breezy autumn day, she decides to walk to the office. Charleston's French Quarters stir with morning noise. But she relishes Charleston's morning calm, a drastic contrast to New York City's rush-hour. Cautiously, Tara passes private homes, wary of cars backing out of side alleys. From horse-drawn carriages, curious tourists spy on Charleston's antebellum architecture.

      A few minutes later, on Cordes Street, Tara's heels sink into jagged cobblestones. “Darn, I've forgotten my flats,” she mumbles. Finally, arriving at East Bay Street, she makes her way inside her favorite morning haunt—the Bakehouse Bakery Café. Coffee is Tara's foible. She can't start her day without the bitter aroma brushing her nose, filling her mouth, and jolting her senses awake. She's tried almost every coffeehouse in Charleston, finding the Bakehouse Bakery Café makes the perfect cup of Joe. She considers many customers she's referred to the coffee bar and muses; I could be their marketer as she walks through the door.

      “Morning, Tara. Will it be your usual?” The barista asks in a thick Southern drawl.

      Tara loves Southern hospitality. She's more at home here than she'd ever been in New York. “Hank, one of these days I'm going to surprise you and order a triple-mocha latte,” she says with a smile.

      “Well, you're one of our favorite customers. If you ask for something different, I'm going to do my best to please.”

      Playfully, and she feigns a Southern drawl with a wink. “Al' righty Hank, I'm sure you'll do your best.”

      A hearty laugh escapes Hank's mouth as he prepares the coffee. “Almost there, Tara, just work on your drawl a bit more, and for sure, no one will know you're a Northerner,” he says with encouragement.

      Tara prefers her own dialect, but now and then, resorts to her family's vernacular. “I'm working on it, Hank.” She picks up the extra-large coffee and redistributes her bags to one shoulder. Looking down at her feet; she wishes she'd brought her flats. With a wobble, she prays her heels won't catch in the cobblestone, sending her careening flat on her face. What an embarrassment that would be. She frowns at the image of her body splayed on the ground—dress up exposing her underwear, and bags and coffee flying in the air. A chortle escapes her mouth. Now that would be a comical sight.

      “Happy thoughts?” Hank asks.

      Tara winks, trying to contain her laugh. “Always. Have a good day, Hank.”

      Outside the café, she pauses, takes a sip of coffee, and stares at the unassuming three-story structure across the street. McGrady's, a social gathering spot for prominent Charlestonians, has been around since 1778. She takes another sip, and cast a dubious peek at her high heels, wondering if she'll make it to work without a blunder. Relishing the glorious weather, she decides to chance it and continues with careful steps past Rainbow Row—colorful eighteenth-century townhouses painted brilliant pastels. In the distance, she spies AHD's headquarter and expects her staff is busier than usual. The sweepstake period began only five days ago, and the entries have been staggering.

      Taking another sip of coffee; she stares at the Pink Lady several homes away. There's a sense of déjà vu as she grows closer to AHD's headquarters, an old colonial built in the late 1700s. She feels she'd seen AHD long before she moved to Charleston. Perhaps in a dream, she ponders. The first time she saw the home, she named it the Pink Lady. It felt as if she'd been saying that name all her life. The appellation prevailed. Soon, the entire staff dubbed headquarters the Pink Lady.

      She wonders why the Alcotts, with their considerable real estate, donated this particular home. An Architectural Digest article explained the home was granted to AHD with hopes of furthering their passion for architecture. However, every article she's read about the Alcotts' affluence, failed to mention fortunes their ancestors made as slave-owners. As much as Tara wants to forget slavery, she's finding it difficult in a town steeped in history.

      The uncanny familiarity lingers as she makes her way closer to AHD's gate. The home's immense Southern charm always causes her to stop and gape at its quintessential antebellum design. The three-level home, bound by a dark wrought iron gate, old-world gas lamps, Palmetto Palms, and tall Angel-Oak trees, sits at a distance from the street. Tara especially likes the oak trees in spring and summer—dripping with Spanish moss. Painted a pastel pink, the home's steep white columns and sweeping white piazzas give it an old-world charm. Suddenly, there's a tinge of recollection in her memory.

      A vibrating sensation tickles her hip. Stopping a few steps from AHD's gate, she quickly retrieves the vibrating cell phone from her tote. “Tara McPherson.”

      Silence …

      Glancing at the phone, there's no call or text. That's odd. Suddenly, the sun catches the phone's silver rim. She squints and quickly places the phone back in her bag.

      

      
        
        Tom

      

      

      After two weeks of sleepless nights and planning his trip to Charleston, sheer vengeance is the only force driving Tom. Parked a few blocks from AHD's headquarter, he waits anxiously for a glimpse of the Dream Team. Dressed in clothing he's worn two days, hair unkempt, face unshaven, he appears vagrant as he sits idly waiting.

      Across the street from AHD, he watches vigilantly from a bench. Moments later, he notices a tall, slender woman walking slowly while sipping coffee. A striped silk scarf adorns her neck, and a knee-length, honey twill trench coat, displays long slender legs accentuated by brown suede pumps. She's every bit the cosmopolitan woman with a large tan leather tote hanging from her shoulder and a laptop bag in her hand. She's a balancing act in motion as she manages coffee in the other.

      Discreetly, Tom snaps a picture of Tara approaching AHD's front gate. Just as he snaps the photo, she pauses across from him, pulling a cell phone from her tote. Sunlight catches the phone's silver rim, altering her quizzical frown to a flinch. Tom squints at the luminous light, pondering the sudden radiance circling Tara's body. With the same alacrity as the light, Tara replaces the phone in her bag.

      Unwaveringly, Tom watches Tara open the large gate with difficulty, pick up her laptop case, close the gate with one foot, and saunter wobbly on the cobblestone pathway until AHD's front door closes behind her. He stands, crosses the street, and stops at the gate. Frozen, he hesitates before making his next move.

      

      
        
        Tara

      

      

      Inside ADH's foyer, there's a sense of past and future converging. Two massive white columns flank the foyer and open to cantilevered marble stairs lit by a cupola. A large floor medallion etched in stone and crystal inlays, sit at the stairwell's center, glistening from ceiling lights. When leaning over the stairs above, the geometric symbol lay prominently as if the home was designed around it. Tara always wonders if the circle enclosing a square enclosing a triangle holds any significance. Perhaps it holds special meaning for the Alcott family. However, it looks curiously cultish.

      Pausing a second, Tara peers past the stair hall toward a reception area boasting historic and modern features. Decorated with plush oversized white sofas and two sleek black leather chairs at opposite ends, marble floors span the entire first floor, creating opulence. As she does most mornings, she cast a glance about the room; ensuring miniature architectural models are in their perspective places. Four flatscreen televisions hang on the wall, broadcasting various AHD TV programs.

      Adjacent to the fireplace, a large, glossy, mahogany desk swallows a young, copper-haired woman busy manning the phones. Quickly, she answers one call after another. “AHD, how may I help you Sorry, ma'am, you'll need to visit our website to enter the sweepstake. You'll find the address and information online,” Rebecca says in a soft, lilting drawl. “You're welcome, ma'am. Have a pleasant day. Good Morning AHD…” Besieged with incessant calls, Rebecca is oblivious to Tara's entrance.

      Too anxious to speak with staff this morning, Tara rushes past Rebecca through the foyer and up the stairs on quiet staccato steps. One long black and white blur forms as she sweeps past former sweepstake homes showcased in dark frames. Similarly, at the top of the staircase, pictures of the Sweepstake Dream Team hang prominently, enclosed in antique mahogany frames.

      Endearingly, Tara greets her colleague's pictures. “Good Morning Cody, Laura, and Leanne.” Cody Darling, Producer and Home Planner, Laura Alcott, Senior Interior Designer, Leanne Davis, Website and Blog Coordinator and Tara McPherson, Managing Director of AHD Sweepstakes, hang etched in time. The photos, placed under the cupola above, glow an angelic halo. Angelic, she smirks, knowing the Alcotts arranged the pictures in that spot intentionally. Her photo is a reminder of a younger self eight years ago—eager and driven, and she wonders if she still has the same drive.

      Stifling warmth and a strange glow greets Tara at her office door, presumably morning light streaming through the windows she thinks. Oddly, the luminosity resembles the glow in her townhouse. Setting the coffee and bags on the desk, she opens the door leading to the piazza. Outside, she takes off her trench, unravels her scarf, and breathes the warm, welcome breeze, while viewing waterways and Fort Sumter in the distance. In her periphery vision a man stands dazed, and then suddenly recovers from stillness. As he starts to open the gate, a bright light illuminates his face, causing him to flinch and glance upward. A frightening chill cascades down Tara's spine as her eyes lock with Tom's.

      

      
        
        Tom

      

      

      A few minutes pass before Tom shakes off dizziness that once again claimed his sight and balance. Finally, he finds the strength to open the gate unaware Tara stands above on the second-floor piazza. Just as he reaches for the iron knob, sunlight bounce off vibrant hues of Tara's sacred-seven pendant, catch his wedding band and blind his eyes. At that exact moment, Tom squints upward, Tara peers down. Surprised, he freezes, uncertain whether to enter or flee. Tara's odd expression and chilling stillness heighten his alarm.

      

      
        
        Tara

      

      

      Tara's gut knots. She ponders the man's startled expression and his quick retreat in the opposite direction. “Hmmm … Odd,” she mumbles. Gripping chills presage something malevolent. The last time she had chills like this was on the night of Daniel Alcott's death. Hours before the accident, she felt something horrible was about to happen, sending chills through her body. And seconds before the fatal accident, a formidable chill ran down her spine.

      All women on her mother's side of the family possess the gift of foresight. But she's reluctant to call it a gift when it feels like a curse. Tara's insight has always caused her unease, and she seldom shares her forebodings. Knowing something bad is to happen, but not knowing how, when, or where is frustrating. The dilemma is to alert someone and risk ridicule, or keep silent and endure guilt if they're harmed. A double-edged sword Tara has yet to reconcile.

      Again, glancing at the front gate, she wonders why the man walked away so quickly. Maybe it's nothing. But in her mind, an alarm sounds. If I'd only warned Laura that fatal day, maybe Daniel would still be alive. Is my intuition trying to warn me again?

      Inside the office, the phone rings. Tara rushes from the piazza, throws her trench coat and scarf on the chair, and grabs the phone quickly. “Good Morning, Tara McPherson.”

      “Good morning, Tara. How's lovely Charleston today?”

      For several days, she's anticipated Cody's call. Worry melts with his mellifluous voice. “Cody, you won't believe the weather we're having; feels like summer.” She glances at the caller I.D. and ponders the 530 area code. “Where are you calling from?”

      “I'm in beautiful Lake Tahoe. We're getting ready to shoot the promo for the new Dream Home location. You're going to love it, Tara. Right now I'm looking at the Sierra Nevada Mountains. The view is gorgeous!”

      “Lake Tahoe…”

      “Actually, the location is Martis Camp, one of the many residential villages surrounding Lake Tahoe.”

      “Sounds fantastic; I can't wait to see the promo.”

      “Tara, it's going to be awesome! We decided to shoot the preview with the fresh snowfall.”

      “Cody, hurry up. Let's get this shot before we end up like the Donner Party,” the cameraman yells in the background.

      “Man, don't be so morbid,” Cody shouts with a loud chuckle. “Tara, check your inbox. I emailed info and photos on the new site. Gotta go; we'll speak soon.”

      “Thanks, Cody. Hey, what's the Donner Party?”

      Cody laughs again. “There's a bit of history there, Tara, but I'll give you the short version. Back in the late 1800s, a wagon train became lost in the Sierra Nevada Mountains, and the group resorted to cannibalism to survive.”

      “Yikes, sorry I asked. Okay, Cody, keep me updated, and good job with the new location. Have fun with the shoot.”

      Checking her email, a picture of Lake Tahoe in big bold words declares, “This is it, the next site for the 2016 Dream Home.” Clicking the link, a small community of Martis Camp materializes—a community of luxury mountain homes surrounded by the Sierra Nevada Mountains and Lake Tahoe as the center of attraction. Tara squeals in delight. “Yes, another Mountain Home!” AHD's last Mountain Home in Vermont was one of their best projects, and their fans were hoping AHD would give them a similar architectural design. Tara responds to the email.

      
        
        Cody,

        Congratulations on finding the site of our 2016 Dream Home; and, as usual, it's a beautiful place. Our fans will love the way Tahoe looks in the wintertime. Have you met with the developers and builders yet? Let me know when you find the lot selection and the builder's management contract. Hopefully, we can get the preliminary budget signed and approved. Let's make this a seamless process. Keep me posted Cody.

        TM

        

      

      “Yahoo! Here we go again,” Tara yelps quietly. Her mind is already spinning with ideas. Tara reaches over to make another phone call, but the phone rings in her hand. Recognizing the number, she swiftly answers, “Mom, you're calling early.”

      “Honey, I was just thinking about you and thought I'd give you a call … Anything happening this morning?”

      Tara's always possessed an uncanny ability to sense her mother's emotions. At this instant, she detects a little concern in Nyla's voice. “No, business as usual … I just got off the phone with Cody. He's found the new location for next year's Dream Home in Lake Tahoe. I'm so relieved. Now I can start the building process.”

      “Honey, you'll be fine. You stress about this every year, and the project always turns out beautiful.”

      “I know, but the building process can be so tricky. You realize it takes anywhere from six to eight months just to get contracts signed, and preliminary budget approved, the architect and home engineer's documents—”

      “There you go again, Tara,” Nyla interjects, “stop stressing. So, it's definitely Lake Tahoe this year?”

      “I just got the news, mom.”

      “I've never liked the place much myself. It gives me the chills.”

      “Why? It's such a beautiful area of the country.”

      “I wish I could explain, but it's just one of those places I dread.”

      “Well, wait until you see the beautiful home we build, maybe you'll change your mind.”

      “Tara, has your intuition been telling you anything this morning?”

      “That's a strange question. Should I be feeling something?” Noticing the long pause, Tara wonders why Nyla's concerned with her intuition. She never mentions it unless something's wrong. “Mom?”

      “Honey, just be aware of your surroundings today. Heed any feelings or intuitions you may have, okay?”

      “I usually do.”

      “Of course, but today, just be more alert, sweetie. I have to go, but I'll call you this evening.”

      “Okay, bye, mom.”

      Why didn't I tell her about the strange man at the gate and the cascading chills? Tara realizes every time she's had a major intuitive warning, her mother somehow knows as if they're connected spiritually. Well, after Daniel Alcott's accident, I'm heeding my intuition.

      “Okay, Tara, get to work,” she mumbles. Taking a sip of coffee, her face contorts in disgust as she spits oily, tepid dregs back into the cup. Suddenly hot from vents spewing heat, she grabs a folder and fans her face and neck. With the warm weather, she's surprised the heat is still on.

      Staring at the Lake Tahoe picture, she mulls over the 2015 fiasco, hoping project 2016 will be problem free. Just as she remembers the previous year's setbacks, her left eyelid flutters. Hmmm … Does a twitch in the left eye mean bad luck, or is it just an old wives tale. She hopes the twitch's inauspicious timing is mere coincidence, not bad luck. Dispelling worries, she tries to concentrate on the new Dream Home site, but her mind drifts again. How'd I managed so many years without burnout? Overseeing the sweepstake project and its diverse group of talent isn't easy. It can't be just my keen sense of business. Maybe it's some other God-given talent? Perhaps my intuition is stronger than I believe.

      Fanning her face, she glances around at the eerie glow. The room has never appeared so unreal. For better words, the office feels ghostly. Another chill fills her spine, and a sudden thought scratches her consciousness. She clicks an icon on her desktop. On the screen, a list of esteemed Tahoe architects appears and a particular name tugs her gut. Inadvertently, she highlights an architect named Michael Anders and types a brief note to Cody.

      
        
        Cody,

        See the attachment. These are a few architects you might consider in the area. Please let me know the outcome. I'm excited about your choice. I'll contact Laura and tell her about the new site. Cody, good job! Let's get this ball rolling!

        TM

        

      

      Momentarily tranced, Tara clicks send and stares at the screen. With the room's eeriness and the prompt decision to email the architect list, unease fills her mind. Was it my intuition again, or did something else trigger my actions? Get a grip, Tara. What else can it possibly be?

      With a shoulder shrug and head roll, she tries to dispel growing worries. But a sudden thought enters her mind. Today makes thirteen years—the thirteenth Dream Home sweepstake. Thirteen … Another omen she wonders … First, the eye twitch, and now the dreaded number thirteen. She's never liked that number but shirks the thought and superstitious beliefs. As much as she wants to stifle ominous warnings, she can't, not after Nyla's phone call.

      Before Nyla rang, Tara was about to call Laura Alcott, AHD's Senior Interior Designer, with news of Lake Tahoe, but instead, she sends an email. In the subject line, Tara types in large caps, LAKE TAHOE. With worries of finding a new Dream Home site behind her, tension starts to fade. But with the room's eeriness and the strange man at the front gate, a new concern invades her mind.
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      December 15, 2014, Alcott Estate

      The tap of fingernails on laptop keys resound throughout the sizable master suite, as Laura Alcott delete tons of junk email accumulated while on assignment in Maine. Annoyed, she considers deleting all, but fears she'll erase important messages. Sitting with her laptop in the four-poster bed, surrounded by soft pillows and textures, Laura wants nothing more than to relax in the comfort of her space. However, disassociating emotions from her last assignment, the beautiful interior design for the 2015 sweepstake home, is challenging.

      After months of watching her designs come to fruition, the beautiful Maine home was hard to abandon. And as usual, like every assignment she's completed, separation anxiety will subside when a lucky sweepstake winner claims the new home. Laura diverts her yearnings back to reality. The reality of a widow, she thinks while rubbing the empty space that once cushioned her husband. Quickly, she focuses on her present life.

      Home for two weeks, she ponders the approaching Christmas holiday and her plans for Christmas Eve with the girls. Sammie, her Bichon Frise, sitting at the bottom of the bed glares expectantly with sporadic barks at the laptop. Laura recognizes that face. Sammie knows the laptop means less attention for him. “Just a minute Sammie, I'm almost done,” she placates and brushes her well-manicured toes against his white fur.

      Appeased for a moment, Sammie stops barking and lowers his head on her ankle. With the sullen expression, a stab of guilt invades Laura's mind. Look at those sad eyes. She ponders the many months away from him and can't bear ignoring him any further. Resolute, she closes the laptop. “This can wait.” With the click of the latch, Sammie's head pops up with an inquisitive stare. “Come on Sammie, let's get some breakfast.”

      Jumping off the bed, Sammie follows Laura to the staircase, hopping and pausing between leaps. Laura turns around with a chuckle and scoops him up, making her way down the long, winding staircase. At the stairwell, crystal inlays on the large floor medallion twinkle, catching light from the chandelier. Respecting the Alcott family crest, she veers around the colophon as she always has. Something about the symbol is so sacred. She's noticed over the years every home owned by the Alcotts contains this medallion—even the Sweepstake Dream Homes.

      “It's a family thing,” her husband Daniel had revealed their first night in the home. She remembers his warm, engaging voice as he explained in detail. “The symbol represents a harmonious balance between heaven and earth.” Circling the outline, he'd deferentially stated, “The three symbols—circle, square, and triangle—together represent the persistent effort required to achieve a supreme goal.”

      This always fascinated Laura. Over the years, she'd learned the espoused symbol belongs to the Gowan women, her ancestors. Curious about the medallion, she'd researched and studied the importance of the combined symbols. The circle represents a sacred space of unity, wholeness, and female power. The square symbolizes a quest to find one's true path in the world. And the triangle's three points signifies the past, present, future—mind, body, and soul, and the process of growth, and attainment of spiritual transformation.

      As she makes her way past the stairwell, the home's sweltering heat sends her veering toward the thermostat. She lowers the temperature then circles to the back door of the veranda—letting in the warm breeze off Charleston's Harbor. A strong gust rushes through the door, brushes her face, and ruffles Sammie's fur. He squirms and leaps from her arms, scampering with delight onto the veranda. For an instant, Laura glimpses the multicolored skyline inspiring sensations of a new day and new possibilities. She watches Sammie scamper to the backyard, running around trying to catch the breeze. If only life were as simple as that.

      Down the hallway, at the main entrance, Laura hears a male voice say, “Thank you.”

      Jennie, the maid, responds, “Have a good day.”

      A few seconds later, gravel crunches under a vehicle moving down the private road. Jennie pauses at the kitchen, unsure whether to stop or continue down the hallway. “Good Morning, Mrs. Alcott,” she says in a high-pitched voice, which sounded like a question rather than a greeting.

      “Good morning, Jennie. Who was at the door?”

      “Ma'am, Rob from Janelle Launderette made his usual weekly pickup.”

      “Oh, Jennie, that's right. Time is going so fast I can't keep up with the days,” Laura says with a smile. Laura loves the sound of maids in the home, even though they work only half a day. However short, Laura feels more secure hearing someone else in the vast estate.

      Laura senses Jennie still standing behind her and pictures her eyes transfixed in a daze. She feels Jennie's unease and hears her thoughts of not wanting to intrude on her privacy.

      Why can't the girl learn to relax?

      Laura hired Jennie because she adores her innocence and admires her sincerity. Her youthful insecurities remind Laura of her own at twenty. She realizes motherly instincts overshadows her role as employer, but she can't help feeling protective of Jennie. Again, Jennie's queries fill Laura's mind.

      Her face is so flawless and fresh in the morning. She couldn't possibly be a natural strawberry blonde. All the Gowan women are brunettes. Well, she's nothing like the wealthy women I've worked for, so humble and sweet. Is she truly clairvoyant?

      Laura considers replying, but instead, she turns, interrupting her reverie. “Jennie, I'm so glad to have you here. You've been invaluable the last two years. I hope you realize that. I don't know what I'd do without your help.”

      Realizing she's been gawking, Jennie states bashfully, “Thank you, ma'am,” and rushes down the hallway.

      Tickled by Jennie's obvious embarrassment, a grin rushes across Laura's face. She's caught her staring on several occasions and understands Jennie's interest in the Alcott family and the Gowan gift. It always makes her laugh knowing her Gowan bloodline causes such curiosity in the maids. Their inquisitiveness doesn't bother her. On the contrary, she tries to ease their concerns. She refuses to be the boring, privileged-socialite cliché she's met over the years—only concerned with money and prestige. Born of a different cloth—the Gowan blood—she never tolerates the spoiled, pampered women she's seen around Charleston.

      However, piqued by Jennie's musings, Laura glances across the hallway at her reflection in the mirror—not a strand of hair out of place. At forty-five, Laura is grateful the wrinkles she's seen on women of her persuasion and age have yet to appear. With not a drop of makeup, her skin is flawless. She throws herself a wink, pushes hair behind her ears, and studies her face from side-to-side. “Hmmm, you're a perfect Southern Belle,” she mumbles, then chides her vanity with a shake of her head.

      Southern Belle, yes indeed, she affirmed. Laura loves her Southern roots and Charleston's lifestyle. Although well-traveled, she can't imagine living anywhere else. But Laura always ponders the ease in which she acquired her wealth. Born of modest financial means, she married into one of Charleston's wealthiest families. Unexpectedly, affluence found her.

      Laura wanders out of the kitchen through a separate hall leading to the pantry. She recalls the disorientation she'd felt the first day in the Alcott estate. The hallways are so tricky and disjointed; one wrong turn can lead to a separate wing of the home or to another hallway leading to other corridors. In the long, well-stocked pantry, she browses rows of bagged, bottled, boxed, and can goods. Laura's mind roams to the day she'd become lost in the corridors, blushing at embarrassment she'd felt venturing from one hallway to the next in search of the kitchen. All the while, she'd called out to Daniel, as a clue to her whereabouts. How stupid she'd felt when he'd rescued her from the maze. Daniel appeared red-faced and apologetic for laughing at her confusion.

      Laura married the man of her dreams and raised her beautiful daughter Callie in this home. Now, twenty-three years later, she can't believe this all belongs to her. She grabs a box of cereal from the pantry and glances at the sharp turn made years ago. The enduring memory reminds her of what she's lost. She peers at her bare feet taking, familiar, sharp steps into the kitchen. Ghostly sounds greet her from the past—metallic rattle of pots and pans, utensils clanking on plates, and happy chatter of Daniel and Callie enjoying countless homemade meals. The many hours spent with her family around the kitchen island, are now long gone. Their favorite spot, the beautiful kitchen, is desolate without them. At the island, she pauses wistfully. The humming stainless steel refrigerator and gurgling coffee pot never sounded as loud as they do now. Laura's heart sinks, and she aches a little more.

      Obliviously, Laura pours cereal into the bowl, while recalling the first time she'd met Daniel. Till this day, she wonders why the Alcotts hired her fresh out of school. Of all the established Interior Designers in Charleston, why had they chosen me? She couldn't believe her first commissioned assignment was with Daniel Alcott—a prominent architect. She recalls the nervousness she'd felt whenever their eyes met. Instantly, she'd sensed his attraction. All his thoughts and emotions flooded her mind and body. His steamy sentiments had caused her to blush and made concentration incredibly difficult. One day, she'd said flippantly, “Now how do you expect me to get any work done with all your gawking?” Daniel, caught off-guard, stammered inaudibly and walked away. She'd laughed when he turned like a pup with his tail between his legs. She'd made the mighty Daniel Alcott stammer.

      Daniel believed Laura's nervousness stemmed from efforts to impress him with her designs. But he'd failed to realize it was both his prominence and strong attraction that aroused her, although she hadn't let on. Laura played ignorant of his attraction and feigned the eager designer, merely looking for approval. A year after they married, he'd confessed, “Laura, I cared less about the interior design. I was so captivated by your charm, you could have painted the house black, and I wouldn't have objected.” Of course, Laura already knew. A month after completing the assignment, Daniel's family secured her a position at AHD. Several years later, they granted one of their prime real estates as headquarters.

      A whipping breeze rushes through the French doors. The glass panes vibrate under its strength, reminding Laura of nature's cruelty. She closes her eyes, remembering the terrifying hurricane two years ago when Daniel tried to make it home. “So stupid of you, Daniel,” falls off her tongue. She's still angry with his hapless decision but feels partially responsible for his actions that fatal day. She's recounted their brief conversation many times, wishing she'd been more forceful and fearless of being alone during the storm.

      “Laura, don't worry; you're safe. I'll be home shortly.”

      Laura remembers listening to the weather report as she'd spoken with Daniel on the phone. “Daniel, the weather channel says the hurricane won't hit land for a while, but I still believe you shouldn't drive home.”

      “I'll be al'right, honey. I've driven in storms worse than this. Besides, the drive is only thirty minutes from the office.”

      “Daniel, are you sure—”

      “Laura, stop worrying,” he'd retorted, unwilling to listen to her concerns. “I'll see you soon. Batten down the hatches for me, darling.”

      She'd perceived his doubt but hadn't stopped him. If only I could go back in time and change his actions. Maybe he wouldn't have gotten in the car if I'd been more persistent. He might still be alive.

      Laura stares beyond the great oak and palmetto trees, toward the boathouse, remembering the storm like it happened yesterday. Coastal winds lashed about the home and century-old oak trees bowed under its pressure, bumping against the walls. The boat heaved with choppy waters and tidal winds, banging a dull drum on the boathouse. Alone in the home, she'd listened to eerie winds wail like human voices through crevices. Frighten from the hurricane's force, she'd curled beneath the flannel throw praying Daniel would make it home. For an eternity, she'd sat by the fireplace, watching flames cast shifting shadows along the walls, and trying to dispel ominous warnings.

      Seconds and minutes crept by as she'd listened for crunching gravel and watched for shining headlights on the private road. With every noise, she'd rush to the window, staring at the driveway. A vestige of fear, an instant pain, slowing breath, and then blackness gripped her senses. She'd felt the impact of the car tumbling off the road and the tree as it squashed the car, killing Daniel instantly. The moment his life slipped away, she'd sensed his last breath and lay motionless, hoping the storm would take her with him. Twenty-one years of a blissful marriage cut short by a hurricane.

      Laura closes her eyes and whispers into the air, “Daniel, I can't believe it's been two years without you,” as if he were in the room.

      Wistfully, Laura swirls the spoon around the cereal bowl. Leaning over the kitchen island, she sighs and thrusts thoughts of Daniel from her mind. Through the massive dining room windows, beyond the boat dock, and across Charleston's Harbor, she fixes her gaze on the horizon. A horizontal shade lifts with sunrise, revealing Charleston's Battery Promenade and historic homes glistening along the waterfront. In the distance, long spiraling steeples of the Holy City—St. Matthews and St. Michaels—dot the skyline, protecting the city from harm. With a piercing squint, she detects the Pink Lady shimmering among historic homes.

      Laura loves this view of Charleston and begins most mornings staring at the harbor. She recalls the moment Daniel blindfolded, guided, and positioned her in front of the massive windows. When he'd removed the blindfolds, Laura gasped at the treasure bestowed her. Instantly, she fell in love with the home and gorgeous views beyond.

      On their wedding day, Marion and Anson Alcott gave Daniel the keys to their sprawling estate as a marriage gift. Laura still hears Marion's words and sensed she'd known of her and Daniel's special bond long before they'd met. Laura recalls her surprise when Marion reached skillfully in her bag and placed the keys in Daniel's hand. Laura had heard the words in Marion's mind before they escaped her lips.

      “Fill this house with warmth and magic.”

      Shocked by the Alcott's generosity, she'd stood frozen, mouth agape, and a stupid expression of astonishment on her face. Twenty-three years later, she's still living in this massive twenty-thousand square feet palatial home, situated on fifteen acres with one-hundred-eighty-degree waterway views of downtown Charleston. How will I manage here alone? With thirty rooms, four separate wings, plus the carriage house, Laura realizes the house is too immense for just her and Sammie. She's considered selling many times. However, thoughts of Daniel and his love for the home prevent her from doing so. She swears Daniel's presence is still in the house. How can she possibly sell it? Their history is here. The thought of selling is unbearable. Besides, Callie gets so obstinate whenever she mentions putting the house on the market.

      She still hears Callie's adamant cry several weeks ago when she'd broached the topic. “No, no, no mom! You can't. This is our heritage. Dad wouldn't approve of complete strangers living here.”

      Although Callie is grown with a small place of her own near the University, regularly, she runs back home, finding security and comfort in the place she grew up. The Alcott estate will always be their heart which makes selling it excruciating.

      Sammie's sharp bark startles Laura from her reverie. She's surprised he's inside so soon. He jumps up and down on her leg and circles his bowl. “You hungry, darling?” Laura opens the cabinet and pulls out a can of his favorite food. “There you go, boy,” she muttered, filling his bowl.

      Watching Sammie eat, she's surprised he's grown so fast. He was just a pup when she left for her last assignment. Marion fed you well while I was gone, she thought. Laura recalls Christmas a year ago when Callie pulled a tiny, white puppy out of her bag. “Mom, you need company in this home. I thought about getting you a bigger dog, but I know you've always loved this breed.” Laura fell in love with Sammie immediately. She dreads the thought of leaving him for her next assignment, wishing it possible to bring him along. Thank goodness for Marion Alcott's love of animals. She welcomes Sammie until she returns.

      Down the hallway, Laura hears Jennie humming a tune. The washer and dryers swirl and bang. White noise drones from the vacuum cleaner in another wing. The cacophony of housecleaning noise is disturbing. Collecting her coffee from the granite island, she heads to the foyer, collects the morning paper Jennie left on the sideboard and escapes to her office in the old guest wing at the far end of the home. At a distance from the rest of the house, it seems separate, its own contained space.

      Down the long hallway, Laura strolls barefoot in her silky blue pajamas. At the end of the hall, a light glows brightly through the window. She stares admiringly; failing to realize the sun never shines through windows at the northern end of the home. Oblivious, and lost in thoughts of Daniel, she ignores this fact. Down the stairs to the ground level, she enters a long, narrow corridor of windows and stone-tiled floors. Five large hanging glass cloche pendants light the area. Windows run along the entire corridor, providing views of the swimming pool, and the guesthouse. Laura loves the way natural light floods the hallway during the daytime, however, at night the passage is frightening. She laughs at childish thoughts of ghost and ghouls lurking in the dark—fears embedded from countless horror movies watched as a child. At night, the corridor brings back those images as darkness turns the interior view inside out. She believes some ungodly figure glares from the opposite side of continuous glass panels. Most nights, she rushes through the corridor to her office.

      Arriving at two massive barn doors, she slides them open to a large white room with a sparkling chandelier and floor to ceiling windows running corner to corner. The room's white walls and furnishings accented with blue, red, and tan stimulates her creative mind. Standing at the threshold, she stares beyond French doors framing oak trees, lush gardens, and Charleston's waterways. The room appears part of the outdoors.

      Pensively, Laura glides to the sitting area across from her desk and flops onto the white sofa adjacent to the fireplace. Calm tinged with sadness invades her mind, but the feeling is fleeting. Before long, restless and bored, she'll deliberate how to fill her vacation days—unable to bear sitting around idly twiddling her fingers. She places the coffee cup and newspaper on the large oak coffee table and rests her eyes on the blue velvet chair directly across from her. Blue velvet, a vestige of her childhood, always soothes her. She remembers the blue velvet throw she'd cuddled as a child. The blanket's protective warmth forever calmed her anxious mind.

      Over the fireplace, the painting reminds her of another incredible day with Daniel. It seems only yesterday she'd dragged him to a yard sale, where they'd found an abstract painting lying among various artworks. The moment she'd noticed the enigmatic painting, she'd visualized it hanging on the walls of her office. Daniel thought the painting odd but approved when he saw the colors in the white room. “You have a good eye, Laura. I wouldn't have chosen this painting for your office, but it works,” she hears Daniel say in a rich, honey-laced voice she loved.

      Across the room, Laura stares at the lengthy white seesaw desk and the blue velvet wing-back chair. She smiles at the framed picture of Daniel and Callie shadowed by red and white stripes of Morris Island Lighthouse, sparkling in the background. That was a perfect day.

      With the coffee cup suspended to her lips, she steps toward her desk. At the barn doors, an apparition of Daniel bringing her coffee appears, turns, and then fades through the entrance. Memories of him flood the room—a shadow of him on the couch, standing at the fireplace, everywhere watching over her. Finally, she takes a delayed coffee sip and glances at Dream Home 2015 sketches lying cluttered on her desk. She's not ready to file them away just yet and lingers momentarily on another accomplishment.

      She stacks them neatly, and then thoughts of Daniel, toasting champagne to the 2012 Sweepstake Dream Home, enter her mind. “To another successful project and my beautiful wife,” rings in Laura's ears. A much-needed tear escapes, falling to the corner of her mouth. Does this get any easier? “Okay, Laura, get a grip.”

      Laura grabs the Post and Courier; removes the rubber band and unfolds the newspaper with an instant sigh of admiration. The Alcott Foundation made the front page again and “Another donation,” she mumbles. Remembering Daniel's fondness for his parents, she smiles at the picture of Anson and Marion Alcott sitting in the backyard of their massive estate in downtown Charleston. Casually dressed in a navy dress, Marion sits in a lounge chair next to Anson wearing similar colors as if they'd coordinated their attire. Wrinkles in both their faces set deeper than she remembers, but she still sees features of their younger years. They will never age in her eyes. She wonders if Daniel would have aged the same as his father at seventy-five. Yes, he would have, she believes. Daniel was the spitting image of his father—tall, dark, and handsome. Everyone in Charleston recognizes the Alcott men's signature strong jaw, dark brown hair, and sky-blue eyes. They're unmistakable.

      The newspaper article speaks of the Alcott's wealth and yet another philanthropic gift of land for a new medical research facility. Callie will appreciate their donation. Her daughter's passion for medical research is tantamount to her love for her family. Laura never doubted her calling as a doctor. Now, after many years of watching her passion bloom, Laura can't believe her baby is a first-year medical student. Daniel would be so proud. Laura stares at the pile of sketches again. “Well, it's time to put away all things old.” But I will never discard memories of Daniel.

      Opening the middle drawer of her desk, files spanning the last eleven years of Dream Homes greet her. She places sketches of the twelfth Dream Home in a new folder and inadvertently glimpses the Vermont Dream Home file. An unfamiliar pang nips at her senses. She runs her hands over the folders. “Ow!” escapes her lips. Blood oozes from her finger, smearing the folder a bright sanguine. “Darn,” she murmurs while searching for the culprit. A corkscrew staple sticks out of the folder. She examines her finger, wondering how such a small cut can be so painful and bloody. The sight of blood makes her queasy. She reaches for a tissue, wraps it gently, and watches the white tissue saturate a ruby red.

      Irritably, eying the spiky staple, she pulls the Vermont folder from the drawer. Just as she does, the chandelier grows brighter, as if about to explode—casting an eerie glow around the room. The light bounces off the French doors, then onto the photo. For an instant, she thought she'd seen a figure. She swings her head toward the backyard, but nothing's there.

      The chandelier grows dimmer then lighter. Unease settles in Laura's mind, overshadowing temporary pain. The bloody tissue falls to the floor, releasing a bullseye drop of blood on the Vermont home photo. A sudden tingle runs across her hand. A chill invades her spine. She takes another tissue and wipes the blood from the picture, leaving a smear of brown. She peers at the chandelier and deliberates its sudden brightness. With an immense fear of electrical fires, she wonders if she should have the wiring checked. Once more, she examines the Vermont file and then pushes it aside. Disquiet invades her mind.

      

      
        
        Tom

      

      

      Tom peers at his car hidden on the roadside, hoping no one notices specks of red through the bushes. Slumping low between sculpted shrubbery and a large oak tree, he hides and waits near Alcott Estate's massive gate. He's perturbed by Tara's appearance at AHD. His attempt to leave packages for the team foiled. But more so, he's bothered by her odd glare. Was it a glare of recognition?

      If she hadn't been on the piazza, his trip would be going as planned. At first, the idea of leaving packages with the receptionist seemed simple, but now he realizes it was a stupid move. He couldn't possibly go back to AHD. It's much too risky. His only choice is to leave packages inside the Dream Team's homes.

      He studies the gate's height, certain there's no way to climb it. Outside the entrance, a big oak tree with broad branches, too high to climb will serve no purpose. On the other side, another large oak tree teases him with its long, oddly curved branches sitting closer to the ground. And he wishes the tree was on the opposite side. The only way in, he determines, is through the gate—to wait for a car to enter and rush through unnoticed. He studies the area carefully. The estate is in a secluded area—miles from the nearest home; no one will see him enter or leave the premises.

      Waiting patiently, he realizes it could be a while before a vehicle enters or exits. Seeking the perfect angle, he wriggles awkwardly between tall, sculpted shrubs. The sound of crunching gravel signals an approaching vehicle. He turns swiftly, colliding with pointed limbs. Grimacing, he pushes the bush aside.

      “Perfect timing,” he mumbles, noticing the brown van approaching down the private road. Tom prepares to move. Stealthily, on hands and knees, he inches closer to the gate, ready to crawl through when the vehicle passes. Janelle's Launderette Service is illustrated in big bold letters on the side of the van. They must have dropped off or picked up laundry at the estate, which means someone's home. The van comes to a complete stop, waiting for the slow-moving gate to open. Tom moves behind the wide oak tree, certain the driver can't see him. Finally, the van moves forward inch by inch as the gate opens slower than flower petals unfolding in sunlight. Before moving on the main road, the driver looks left then turns right, driving away from the estate.

      In disbelief, Tom stares at the plodding gate, realizing he can walk right through before it closes. But before he does, he checks for cameras. “Well, that's unusual,” he mumbles, amazed the Alcott's would forgo surveillance around such a wealthy estate. “Big mistake,” he mumbles with a chortle. With haste, Tom examines his surroundings and cautiously saunters through the gate. Pondering the home's distance, he warily makes his way along the private tree-lined road, edging toward his destination.

      At the front of the home, the private road ends in a circular pattern. Without trees or shrubbery to hide, he heads toward a brick path at the side of the home. A salty breeze greets him as he makes his way along the trail. Carved, granite stones lead to a boathouse on the waterfront, forking left behind the home toward a garden and a pond.

      Choosing the left fork toward the backyard, he spies for interior access, when a reflection jolts an alarming step backward. Slowly, he peers around the corner through a facade of French doors. At the center of the room, Laura pulls a folder from her desk at the exact moment the chandelier flickers, casting light in his direction. Blinded, Tom squints at a familiar glow, the same radiance that had circled Tara McPherson at AHD's gate. Laura glances in his direction and Tom jumps back. Warily, he waits a few seconds and then peeps around the corner again.

      He ponders Laura's odd expression as she stares at a folder. She fumbles for a tissue and then wipes something reddish from the file. Bothered by the odd glow surrounding her body, he heads to the west end of the home. On the veranda above, sits an open door. With ease, Tom enters a low lying gate near the back porch, wanders up patio stairs toward the kitchen entrance, and listens for the right moment to enter. All the while, he ponders the white light that had circled both Laura and Tara.

      

      
        
        Laura

      

      

      As she waits for the MAC to power on, Laura notices Sammie has found her in her favorite spot and moves to his usual spot beside her desk. He jumps onto a pillow three times his size, turns in several circles, lies in a ball, and settles his gaze on Laura. Clicking the envelope icon on her desktop, an email from Tara exclaims in large-capped letters, LAKE TAHOE!

      “Lake Tahoe,” Laura murmurs, recalling ski vacations with Daniel in the region and luxurious mansions surrounding the Sierra Nevada Mountains. She already knows the Dream Home architecture will be Mountain style and visualizes an interior design to complement the new Tahoe home. “Laura, what are you doing? You're on vacation. Stop it now,” she chides and turns off the computer. She looks down at Sammie's big-eyed stare. “Not today, Sammie, we're going for a walk.”

      The consummate Southern Belle, Laura wouldn't be caught dead without her makeup—even if she's only going for a stroll along the waterfront. Her hair and face must always be sheer perfection. Callie would laugh at her as usual, believing her mom looks beautiful without makeup. Raised in the ways of the old south, Laura always upholds her physical appearance, even in the privacy of her own home. “There's no telling when a guest will drop by,” she would tell her daughter. Laura often wonders how Callie blossomed from a tomboy into a beautiful young woman who's passionate about medicine, not fashion and makeup. Raising her eyebrows, she wonders how that happened.

      Preparing for Sammy's morning walk, Laura's forgotten the open door on the veranda. While she dresses in the east wing, Tom waits near the kitchen, listening for Laura's exit from the home. When he's certain she's gone, he enters quietly.
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            LEANNE

          

        

      

    

    
      December 15, 2014, AHD Headquarters

      With a piercing squint, Leanne increases the font from one-hundred to one-hundred-twenty percent, trying to discern whether the letter is an E or an R. At the age of thirty-nine, Leanne refuses to believe her perfect twenty-twenty vision is failing. For months, she's been in denial, dreading the approaching age her mom started wearing eyeglasses. Lying to herself, she attributes dwindling vision to countless hours of staring at the computer and iPad. It's just eyestrain she'd tell friends, refusing to listen when they suggested reading glasses. Oh, you're so stubborn, Leanne. However, she realizes she's only delaying the obvious and her eyes are getting worse.

      On the Internet, Leanne deliberates designer readers but hates the idea of looking like her colleagues—donning fashionable glasses she never thought stylish, just aging. She remembers her mom's unsightly black-rimmed spectacles despoiling her beauty at forty. And now, she nearing that age she never believed would arrive so fast. She sneers at the colorful assortment on the website. “Polka dots … on the face … now that's ridiculous.”

      The phone rings and she's happy to relinquish that thought. Quickly, she answers, “Leanne Davis.” Adam's husky voice evokes his morning image—sleepy-eyed, bed hair, new facial hair growth outlining his jaw, and his topless, sculpted abdomen exposed like some sexy calendar photo. Noticing the time, she realizes he's just starting his day. She recalls the previous night's heated conversation, and instantly knows why he's calling. Although happy to hear his voice, she's not ready to give him the answer he seeks.

      “Hey, babe, can I call you later? It's crazy here today,” she says, scrunching her face with the lie. She hates lying to Adam, but she's not ready for this particular conversation. “Let's talk later, okay.” But she won't have the answer he seeks, not tonight—maybe never.

      Leanne swirls her chair around and deliberates her office of eight years. Lately, an inexplicable restlessness and persistent dialogue about her existence inflict her mind. She never wanted a traditional life; just a successful career. Now she wonders if she's made the right choices. Her nine-year romance with Adam is stronger than ever, but he longs for more commitment. Soon, she will have to make a decision or lose him. Her jaded belief about marriage, a product of her mom and dad's tempestuous nuptials, leaves her fearing matrimony. Our relationship is so strong and passionate. Why should we change it? Things are fine the way they are.

      Adam is the first man she's allowed in her life. No one needs to assure her he's the right one. She understands him better than he understands himself. Long before an introduction, she'd seen Adam's past. Years ago, the first day of class, she'd sensed his presence behind her. Seconds after the professor called her name; she'd retrogressed and saw Adam scribbling her name in his notebook. There was no need to turn around. She'd felt his gaze on her back. One day, deliberately, she'd turned around, finding his tantalizing brown eyes smiling back. Without a blink, he'd held her gaze. She'd blushed and looked away certain she was aroused and annoyed at once. From that point on, a staring match ensued for days until they grew tired of the game.

      She'd catch Adam's eyes across a room. Their eyes would lock until something or someone interrupted. Every feature of Adam's face was memorized during those stares. Dissecting each side, she'd ponder who he favored most—his mom or dad. Thick eyelashes feather his almond-shaped eyes, which always seem to squint. What she'd once thought deliberate, she'd realized was a characteristic, come-hither stare. She'd move to his lip's upward curve—a constant smile without trying. Short, spiky sandy brown hair revealed a slight endearing ear protrusion. The contour of his face she couldn't discern—not quite oval or heart but somewhere in between. She'd assumed his boyish looks will never fade and serve him well as he ages.

      One day in class, Adam sat beside her, leaned over, and whispered, “Aren't you tired of this?” The moment she'd heard his voice, she'd lost the game, but she hadn't relented so easily, and neither had Adam, who continued to pursue her for several days around the university campus. She'd feared once he discovered her gift, he'd flee in fear. To Adam, Leanne was a mystery and perhaps the source of his attraction.

      She'd grown tired of Adam's relentless chase and finally surrendered. He'd become her best friend, and months later, although determined to maintain a platonic relationship, he'd become her lover. Now, she wonders why she'd pushed him away so long. Years later, he'd uproot his life in Chicago and move with her to Charleston. She's often wondered if she'd put her selfish needs before his. She smiles, remembering the night she told him about his childhood—memories no one could possibly know but him. She'd detected Adam's initial unease, which waned with time. She was surprised at how easily he accepted her gift and will never forget his casual response. “Well, I guess I'm an open book. It will be impossible keeping a secret from you … You realize that right? How will I ever surprise you?” He'd joked. But with those words, she'd known he'd recognized the dilemma. That night, Leanne handed him a Moldavite crystal and insisted, “If you ever want to keep me out of your head just wear this.” She realizes he seldom does.

      Leanne swivels her chair around. Her feline green eyes dilate a deeper emerald—capturing fleeting shadows in the corner. Since her first day at AHD, she's seen apparitions throughout the office. In such a historic home, she's bound to encounter past lives. She recalls her first experience inside an old Tudor home in Oaks Park Community, where she'd thought she'd seen a ghost. The moment she'd stepped from her mother's car, the home alarmed her. She'd held tight to her mother's arm, never leaving her side. Inside, an overwhelming energy tugged at her senses. When her friend summoned her to play, she'd resisted with a frown, but her mother coaxed, “Leanne, stop being silly; go play with your friend,” and pushed her away.

      With trepidation, she'd moved toward strange vibes on the upper floor, while her friend stared curiously at her hesitancy. Inside the room, two shadows flitted about. Frightened, she'd backed away, wondering if her friend saw them as well. She'd stiffened when the image veered in her direction, stifling a scream as the essence passed through her. Weakness ensued, then darkness. Hours later, she'd waken feverish, tingling, and weak in the hospital. Her horrified parents stood over her, and the doctor, surprised by her quick recovery, released her the next morning.

      A year later, as her gift grew stronger, Leanne realized the images weren't ghosts, but realms, or portals to past lives. Months later, she'd found the courage to revisit the old Tudor home. Till this day, she retains an aversion of old items, especially old homes, which insult her senses daily. But with time, she's learned to block images with mental chants.

      Living in a historical city like Charleston is challenging and near impossible to escape its history. Leanne recalls eight years ago, an instant foreboding as she'd stood at the window of her family's small apartment in Chicago, peering at thick fog floating over Michigan Lake. The phone rang. Marion and Daniel Alcott's voices sailed through the phone presaging change. The Alcotts, relatives on her father's side, have been a constant in her life as well as her father's, supporting him financially as a striving writer.

      During her final semester of graduate school, Leanne was stunned to find her student loan balance zero—every dollar borrowed repaid before graduating. Once again, the Alcotts had performed a charitable deed. Leanne's never questioned their generosity but feels forever indebted. She was conflicted when the Alcott's offered her the Website and Blog Coordinator position. She'd felt apprehensive, elated, and of course, obligated. Considering her limited choices, she'd graciously accepted the position.

      On contemplation, Charleston's tragic and violent history left her more than fearful. She'd worried past lives would overload her senses. With the Revolutionary, Civil, and the Anglo-Cherokee War, there's bound to be remnants of tragic death everywhere. Not to mention the many hurricanes and the earthquake of 1886, which killed thousands of poor souls and most notorious, Charleston's infamous slave trade. Past essences in historic homes and old fixtures horrified her. No home renovation can scour history's bloodied soil. However, she'd rationalized; all states retain remnants of past lives. Chicago, one of the oldest cities in America and her hometown, certainly has its history.

      Before the Alcott's offer, Leanne longed for a change. She'd never considered her father's hometown a place to start a career, but she'd never find a career as promising as AHD. She'd mulled the proposition over and rationalized her fears. Confidently, she'd informed Daniel and Marion she'd take the job, only if they'd find a recently built condo or townhouse. She still hears Marion's complaint.

      “In downtown Charleston … that will be near impossible! Besides, the historic townhouses are simply gorgeous. Sweetie, don't you want a home with character?”

      Leanne had compromised. “A townhouse is okay, but only if the furnishing is new, straight from the factory,” she'd pleaded.

      The Alcotts went out of their way to find Leanne the perfect dwelling. They'd bought contemporary furniture, no old pieces, only items straight from the factory. Nonetheless, Leanne will never escape the home's history or the property on which it stands. It too is imbued with past lives. Accepting her fate, she's managed to control her senses with time.

      Swiveling around to her computer, she makes the font larger, realizing soon, she'll need to shed her pride and visit an optometrist. Outside Leanne's office, rapid, clicking heels approach. She recognizes Tara's walk and heads to the door. On second thought, she halts with her hand on the knob, sensing Tara's anxiousness about the new Dream Home location. “It can wait,” Leanne muttered.

      Just as the phone rings, she spins on her heels and contemplates letting the call go to voicemail, but instead, she picks up. “Leanne Davis.”

      “Hi, honey.”

      Her father's raspy voice is unsettling. I should have let it go to voicemail. She hasn't spoken to him all year and dreads talking to him now. “Dad, what a surprise.” Conversation with her father never comes easy.

      “How's work going honey? I've meant to call sooner.”

      “Well, you finally called. How's Chicago? It must be freezing,” she says, staring out the window at swaying Palmettos tousled by Charleston's warm breeze.

      “It's cold, windy, the typical Chicago weather, sweetie.”

      Leanne's stomach twists in knots. Her father's sobriquets seem disingenuous. She wonders why she's never told him to stop. His terms of endearment aren't welcome. Trying to dispel building irritation she pulls a long raven tendril, and mouths a silent scream, but it doesn't silence her anger. “Have you spoken to mom?”

      “I've tried, but she won't give me the time-of-day,” he says with palpable tension in his voice.

      Good for mom. Why would she speak to a lying cheat? After so many years, she still hears her mom's Greek fury, words neither she nor her father understood—“Bástardos, kolos, város sti gi, Áchristos, stin kólasi mazí sas…” There was no need to understand the words; she'd expressed them clearly with vigorous gestures. As a child, Leanne would often run to her room and turn the music up loud to block their emotions. But she never could. Their rage left a permanent stain on her mind.

      “Well, what did you expect? Mom may never get over the hurt. Maybe you should stop trying to make amends.”

      “Honey, it's been years since we divorced. You'd think she'd be over the pain by now.”

      “Seriously, what man just disappears with another woman, abandoning his wife and daughter? Do you expect either of us to let you back into our lives so easily?” Aware of her swelling voice, she tries to temper her anger. On the other end of the phone, a deafening police siren approaches. The blare grows nearer, dwindling on her father's end, but growing closer to AHD. He's in Charleston!

      “Okay, sweetie—”

      “Stop calling me sweetie, dad. You'll never earn that right.”

      “Okay, Leanne. I see you're still angry. I was hoping we could talk … Perhaps I need to give you more time.”

      “You had time years ago. You never made an effort; you were too scared of my abilities and that I'd see through your lies. How do you think I felt with all your affairs etched in my head? I couldn't escape them. You've never been able to hide anything from me. I sensed all of your lies when I was young.”

      “Yes … Leanne your gift is astounding. I admit I was disturbed by your abilities. I left because as a child, you would never understand what you were seeing—”

      Leanne bangs the phone on the receiver, unwilling to listen to more of her father's apologies. She'd heard too many as a child. She recalls many lies he'd furnished so easily to mom. She'll never forget the night he walked into the tiny Chicago kitchen. Images of her father with another woman minutes before he came home swelled through her mind. Sauntering into the kitchen with his lover's essence he'd lied blatantly. “Honey, sorry I'm late. I met with friends over a few drinks … Time got away from me.”

      His dishonesty made her recoil. Any time he came near, she'd run in the opposite direction. One day, tired of his lies, she'd screamed, “I saw the other woman, dad …” She'd lowered her voice so her mom wouldn't overhear. “I experienced your moments with the other women.”

      Dumbfounded and embarrassed, her father grasped for the first time Leanne's gift of retrocognition. Every action he'd made was open to interpretation by his clairvoyant child. Adult affairs she couldn't understand at such a young age. Uncertain how to handle her; he'd left without any explanation or warning.

      I won't be like mom, dependent and helpless on a man, she bristled. Leanne takes several deep breaths to center her mind. She won't allow intrusive thoughts of her father today. Recalling the deafening siren on the phone, she wonders why he's in Charleston.

      The iPad beeps, announcing another fan's comment on AHD Dream Home blog site. Eager to forget her father, she escapes into the sweepstake world, noticing several comments since her last post, asking AHD's fans which room is their favorite in the 2015 Dream Home.

      
        
        Waitingpatiently56: Leanne thanks for providing updates on the home's décor. Laura did a fantastic job on the interior design this year. This is definitely my style, and I'm ready to move in. I can't wait to wake up in that canopy bed and take a bath in that gorgeous master bathroom. I wasn't sure about the colors of the chairs, but now I love them after virtually touring the house a third and fourth time. So when can I move in?

        TinaB82: Hi Y'all! My best place in the home is the kitchen. I can't wait to start cooking on that incredible gas range and having breakfast with my family around that gorgeous island. Love the outdoor kitchen. I'd love to cook up a mess of Texan-style barbecue ribs and roasted corn on the cob on that outdoor grill. I just wish the home wasn't in Maine. Too cold! Where oh where will the next home be? I'm hoping Texas this year, close to home, so I don't have to travel far when I win. Good luck Y'all!

        Househappy22: I've already moved into the 2015 home, and I'm making plans for the holidays sitting around the fireplace in that glorious great room with family and friends. Come join me, everyone!

      

      

      Leanne's heart aches, wondering how fans feel when they turn on their computers and find they're not the winner. Over the years, she's seen them bounce back from disappointment and move on to the next Dream Home. Beep …

      
        
        Amc32: My wife and I recently suffered a great misfortune. When I lost my job, we also lost our home of ten years. Family was kind enough to take us in. It would be a blessing if we won the Dream Home this year. We're desperately praying.

      

      

      Other bloggers must feel horrible reading other's misfortune. I wonder if they feel unworthy of the home. Another beep and a comment appear in response to the last post.

      
        
        Decorlover: Do dreams and wishes really come true? Amc32 hang in there! Perhaps your prayers will be answered, if not this year, maybe next year.

      

      

      “Aww; there are compassionate people in this world,” Leanne mumbles. Beep …

      
        
        Southernbelle90: Gracious me, although I love the architecture of the home, Laura's designs didn't hit the mark this year. Some themes are a repeat of previous sweepstake homes. I'm a Southern Belle and would love to see more feminine themes in the décor, too masculine for me this year.

        Waitingpatiently56: Hi Southernbelle90. I believe Laura did an excellent job of melding masculine and feminine styles into the home. That canopy bed with the gorgeous chandelier is definitely feminine. Look at some of the other features in that bathroom—now that's a woman's cave :-)

      

      

      Leanne laughs and muses over the phrase, woman's cave, and makes a note on a pad—Use woman cave for Dream Home 2016. She scans more comments, noticing names of regular fans. Not one has won a Dream Home. She's always curious when she meets the winners for the first time and always asks if they followed the blog site. Not one ever said yes. She realizes fans consist mainly of home enthusiast searching for interior design ideas for their own home. And they're happy given a chance to win, even if their dream never comes true.

      Suddenly, a long continuous beep sound from the MAC and the screen flashes brightly then dims. The beep stops and AHD's blog site appears in bigger bolder fonts. “What's going on?” The computer has never flashed like that before. Instantly, she's aware of the follower Mountainhigh899. The letters oscillate and then stop. “Impossible” she mumbles. Letters don't flash in and out like that without help from a software program, and not on our blog site. “Hmmm … Why is this post the only one flashing,” she mumbles. For a while, she's had reservations about Mountainhigh899, whose next comment is in response to Househappy22.

      
        
        Mountainhigh899: It's a mistake getting too comfortable in your new home. Keep your doors and windows locked.

      

      

      “What a creep. What's suddenly made you so angry?” Leanne mumbles. She's been following this blogger closely for a year. Over time, his comments went from upbeat to bizarre, and now ominous. Something's not right with Mountainhigh899.
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            A TAXI RIDE

          

        

      

    

    
      December 20, 2014

      “Eighteen Pinckney Street, please,” Tara says as she slides inside the taxi's back seat. Her cell phone whooshes, delivering a text message to Laura and Leanne, explaining she's on her way.

      “Cru Café?” The taxi driver asks with a familiar accent.

      “Yes, thank you. I bet you didn't need the address,” Tara says, with a polite smile, noticing the attractive driver through the rearview mirror. “You probably know most of Charleston's restaurants.”

      “Yep, I can navigate Charleston with my eyes closed,” he states with a chuckle.

      Suddenly, Tara recalls hearing that dialect in New York. “Nice accent. Have you been in the States long?”

      “Oh, thank you,” he says, with a quick glance in the mirror. “I've lived in America twelve years altogether—ten in New York and two in Charleston.”

      “Well, you can't tell by your accent. I would've guessed a shorter time.”

      “No, Miss … This is my home for a long time.”

      “I can't place your dialect. Are you from France?”

      The driver glances at Tara with a flash of perfect white-piano teeth and smiling brown eyes. “Well, in Haiti, where I'm from, we speak both French and Creole. Have you heard of Creole?”

      That's it, she thought. Of course, she'd heard Creole many times in New York. She perceived subtle differences between French and Creole. One sounds more refined and the other a little choppier, but she hates to relegate one language more sophisticated and the other unrefined. It's the same as saying one is better than the other, and she refuses to place labels on anything or anyone. From her understanding, the dialect is a melding of French colonists and African slaves. Two beautiful languages fashioned into one. “Do you speak both?”

      “Well, I grew up in a household where both Creole and French were spoken. My father was born in France, and my mom in Haiti. She speaks Creole. So, I switch between the two often.”

      Aww, you're a half-breed as well, she thought. “Where in New York did you live?”

      “In Tarrytown in Westchester, do you know it?”

      “Yes. I'm also from New York.” She's visited Tarrytown on many occasions and remembers the expensive homes in Westchester County and wonders how he could afford such a wealthy zip code. Okay, Tara, don't rush to judgment. After years of meeting various people from her job, she's learned you can't judge a person the first encounter and refuses to draw conclusions about this man.

      Quizzically, the driver peers at her from the rearview mirror. “Did you live in Harlem?” He asks.

      Tara exhales annoyance. “Did you ask that because I'm African-American?” She replies hastily. It's ironic she refused to judge him, but he's already assessed her status simply on color. She's not surprised by her sharp bite but regrets her tone. “Sorry, I didn't mean to snap, but I hate stereotyped assumptions. No, my family lived on the Upper East Side of Manhattan.”

      “A city girl … Your family must do well financially to live in Manhattan?”

      “And so must yours to live in Tarrytown.” Tara wonders why she's so snippy with this man. She's never responded so rudely to a stranger before. “Yes, Manhattan is expensive,” she says in a friendlier tone, ignoring the family money bit.

      When the taxi stops at the light, the driver's eyes linger in the mirror. Tara shifts uncomfortably and peers out the window at Market Hall's Greek-revival style on Meeting Street, standing like a Roman temple. Did he take the long route to Pinckney Street? From her townhouse, the ride is a straight drive on Longitude Lane. A little perturbed, she starts to challenge his directions when halted by another question.

      “Why did you move to Charleston?”

      Again, she catches his eyes in the mirror. Inexplicably, agitation subsides. “Charleston is my family's hometown.” Urged by his steady gaze she continues, “They moved back. I came to visit and fell in love with the place,” she says in a singsong voice.

      “Yes, Charleston is different from New York—more peaceful, nicer people, not so stressful.”

      “Yes … That's one reason I'm drawn to the city.”

      The driver stops for a pedestrian crossing the street, and a silent pause ensues. Tara retrieves her cell phone, believing he's finished with questions. When the cab moves again, he resumes the conversation.

      “I thought you were from the Caribbean. You resemble women from the island with your amber complexion and wavy hair.”

      She's heard that before and hates explaining her origins. Although reluctant to respond she's inexplicably compelled to answer. “No, I was born in New York.” Changing the topic quickly Tara asks, “So, what brought you to Charleston?” Her question echoes with a lingering pause, and she believes he hadn't heard. She opens her mouth to speak when he replies.

      “Law School …”

      She senses a shift in his mood, and wonders why he took so long to respond. “Really … A law student—”

      “No, I drive taxis for a living,” he replies bitingly. “Do you think all Haitians are taxi drivers?”

      “N-No, I …” Looking in the rearview mirror Tara notices him smiling.

      He winks. “I apologize; I'm just busting your chops. You were so curt with my Harlem comment, I thought I'd get you back,” he explains with a big grin.

      Tara's lips curl and her brows arch. “Touché!” she says, feeling better about her earlier sharp remark and suddenly drawn to his playfulness.

      “Yes, I'm a law student, Miss. This taxi belongs to a friend who lets me drive on occasion to make extra money while in school.”

      “Which school are you attending?”

      “Charleston School of Law over on Mary Street … Have you heard of it?”

      “Yes … Excellent school. My dad is a visiting professor. He teaches business law when he's not busy running his practice. Have you taken Professor McPherson's classes?”

      “Dr. James McPherson?” He asks in a higher pitch.

      His excited tone causes Tara's brows to lift. She shakes her head affirmatively, “Yes.”

      More enthusiastic, the driver glances back, and studies her face. “You're kidding? You're Dr. McPherson's daughter? He's been my professor for two semesters.”

      “Wow, what a coincidence.” Tara has always been curious what impact her father makes on his students, though she's never had the opportunity to see his lectures, she admires his passion for the legal profession. “So how're my dad's lectures?”

      “Dr. McPherson has been a great inspiration. I thought Business Law was going to be another boring lecture on torts, contracts, and theories. But your father is sharp; he keeps it interesting.”

      Happy her dad has a fan, she wonders what he would say about this man as a student. “What type of law will you practice?”

      “Environmental law … I've advocated environmental protection for years.”

      “That's wonderful. We need more socially responsible advocates to prevent conglomerates from destroying our planet.”

      “That's my goal … What do you do for a living?”

      Tara wonders if he'll approve of AHD's ethics. The company is doing everything to give back to the community. And all the sweepstake homes are environmentally friendly. She considers the Alcott's many charitable causes, and she's certain he'd approve. “I'm Managing Director at AHD.”

      “AHD … What's that?”

      “Oh, Alcott Home and Design …” Tara glances at her watch, realizing she's twenty minutes late. Cru Café is probably packed with the weekend brunch crowd. Reservation only, the owners are undoubtedly rushing patrons through the door as fast as they can. She hopes the girls have ordered already.

      “Don't worry; we're almost there,” he says, catching Tara's worried expression. He speeds down Hayne Street, veers onto Church Street, and makes a sharp turn at the next light. Unassumingly, Cru Café sits in a small, lemon-chiffon, eighteenth-century home.

      Before Tara retrieves the fare from her purse, the car door opens. “You didn't have to do that,” she says, admiring his manners.

      “No, I don't mind. You're such a lovely lady, and I enjoyed our conversation. My name is Ellison. Do you mind if I ask for your number?”

      In the back seat, she'd only seen his face. Surprisingly, she's impressed by his sinewy physique. Tara muses—good-looking, ambitious, law school; he's my dad's student, why not? “My name is Tara.” Handing him the fare with a business card, their fingertips flick, rousing a familiar sensation in her gut.

      In the front seat, Ellison pulls a sheet of paper from a notebook and starts writing. “I'm going to call you. So, don't forget my name … Ellison.” He folds the paper, tears it in half, and hands her the piece with his name and number.

      Tara takes the paper and smiles warmly. “Okay, Ellison.” How can I forget someone who looks so good? She suspects he took the longer route to Cru on purpose … She knows he did.
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            THE GIRLS

          

        

      

    

    
      December 20, 2014, Cru Café

      Tara rushes inside the cozy restaurant and spies Laura and Leanne at their usual table in the back, toward the window, across from the fireplace. Saturday brunch, once a month at Cru Café, has become the norm for the girls. They'd sit and talk about everything while relaxing and enjoying a meal.

      “Tara, we got your text. So, we went ahead and ordered a bottle of wine. I thought you might like Peirano Estate,” Laura says with a devilish grin and a sip of Merlot.

      Tara hadn't disclosed her recent discovery to either Laura or Leanne. “How'd you know I like Peirano Estate?” She asks leaning over and kissing Laura and Leanne on the cheeks.

      “Oh … Just a hunch … I thought you might enjoy Peirano's Merlot,” Laura says realizing her slip.

      “Hmmm … well, you thought right. I'm so sorry I'm late. This weather is driving me crazy. I must have changed ten times before finding the right outfit,” Tara says with a deep exhale.

      “Sweetie, it's okay,” Laura says, pouring her harried friend a glass of wine. “I had the same problem. When in doubt, a simple dress will do. And so does what you're wearing. You look hot! And I don't mean temperature wise,” she says with a chuckle. “Well, you know what I mean,” she explains with a wink.

      Leanne peers around the menu. “Oh my God, Tara, when do those legs end,” she says inspecting her outfit. “Those skinny pants are made for you. You're stunning!”

      “Well, I tried my best,” Tara says with a gracious smile, appreciating her dearest friend's opinions. She cherishes their easygoing friendship, unlike her catty friends in New York. Somehow in their presence, she's calmer and more carefree.

      “Look at you two,” Tara says, dissecting her friend's attire. Both have a unique sense of fashion and are always so well dressed. “You look so stylish,” Tara praised. She loves Laura's feminine ways. The consummate-Southern Belle, dressed in a purple sheath dress and fetching knee-length boots, she looks impeccable with simple diamond stud earrings that make her bluish-green eyes sparkle. Laura's strawberry blonde hair falls in loose waves, giving her a girlish charm. Possessing the skin of a thirty-year-old, Tara still can't believe Laura is forty-five. Her Southern charm draws people to her anywhere she goes. Like her profession, she makes an ordinary person seem special in her presence.

      Leanne, forever composed, sits back in the dark leather booth with that cool Chicago mentality. Like Laura, she loves the qualities Leanne brings to their friendship. She's the strong one who bonds them. Tara figures she developed a thick-skin earlier than most; growing up in an unfavorable environment, Leanne had to be strong not only for herself but also for her mother after her parents' divorce. Intellectually, Leanne seems mature beyond her years, as if she was born with wisdom older than her time on this planet. At thirty-nine, she's easily mistaken for twenty-something. With her hair pulled back in a sleek ponytail, her high cheekbones and green eyes are more prominent. Her Greek and Irish lineages are apparent with her olive complexion and raven hair. Dressed in a black miniskirt, a simple gray sweater set, and ankle boots, Leanne's style is always city chic.

      Tara scoots beside Leanne just as the waitress ambles toward their table. She's been craving Cru's Chicken Club Sandwich all week, but before she parts her lips, Laura takes the words right out of her mouth.

      “She'll have the Chicken Club Sandwich on Sourdough Bread with Butternut Squash Soup.”

      “Laura, you did it again,” Tara states in awe.

      “Oh, Tara, I'm sorry. Didn't you say you've been craving this all week? Do you want something else?”

      Tara, doubting herself, doesn't remember ever telling Laura about her cravings. “No, I'll keep the order,” Tara says with a curious frown at the waitress.

      Pursing her lips, Laura mentally chides her lack of self-restraint. Tara hadn't verbalized what she wanted; she'd caught her thoughts once again. Laura continues giving her order. “I will have the Grilled-Portobello Wrap and Spinach Salad.”

      With arched brows, Tara wonders how Laura always senses her thoughts. Can she read minds? And she laughs inwardly at that idea.

      Peering at her two friends, Leanne shakes her head with a grin. “Laura knows too much for her own sake,” she says with a look of disapproval and a light tap of Laura's foot under the table.

      Laura throws Leanne an unmistakable glare as she taps back in response. But she's taken aback by Leanne's glasses. “Well, shut my mouth! Honey, I'm so glad you finally let go of that pride. They're becoming my dear.”

      Conscious of her new spectacles, Leanne touches the rim and replies, “Well, I got tired of squinting at my iPad.”

      “You look so chic, Leanne,” Tara states. “They give you a smart-chic style that says, yes, I'm beautiful and smart, don't-effing-mess-with-me look.”

      A wicked laugh escapes Laura's mouth. “You're right, Tara. I couldn't have said it better.”

      “Okay, girls, thanks for trying to appease me,” although Leanne agrees after seeing her reflection in the mirror this morning. She likes the way they define her angular face and high cheekbones, but more importantly, she can read the menu. Leanne hands the menu to the waitress, who's waited patiently since the girl's discovery of her eyeglasses. “I'll take the Garlic Marinated Chicken Club Sandwich as well.”

      Taking another sip of wine, Laura peers around the table with glee—basking in the comfort of wine and her two dear friends. “So darlings, are you done with your Christmas shopping yet?”

      Engrossed in thoughts of Adam, Leanne remembers the difficulty she's having finding him a gift. “No, I have one more,” then she segues into an entirely different line of thought—jumping right into what's been on her mind for weeks. “Girls, I don't know what to do about Adam.”

      Leanne's declaration surprises Tara. She turns, facing Leanne and asks, “What do you mean?”

      “Well, he's pressuring me to make a decision soon. I'm not sure I'm ready for marriage.”

      Laura perceived Leanne's turmoil earlier, but with Tara's presence, she can't mention Leanne's clairvoyance and crafts her words carefully. “Honey, Adam's nine years with you should be enough proof he loves you.”

      Tara's seen Leanne and Adam together countless times, and her instincts about them as a couple are always strong. Leanne's sudden doubt puzzles her. “What exactly is holding you back?”

      “Me,” she states pointblank, “and inevitably winding up miserable like my parents. I saw my mom and dad go from cordial and loving to hostile and unhappy people. Their divorce was nasty and bitter, and we ended up hurt.”

      Stunned, Tara jerks her head back. “Come on … Your parent's marriage is no indication of yours with Adam. I'm amazed you feel this way. You and Adam are so right for each other.”

      Sensing Leanne's pain across the table, Laura is aware of her animosity toward her father. “I realize it was painful watching your parents go through a divorce, but you can't let their failed marriage haunt you. You and Adam are special. You're meant to be together. Pardon me for saying this, but you're not your parents. They probably should never have married.”

      “Well, mom got pregnant before they married. I believe they would have married other people if she hadn't gotten knocked-up,” Leanne says while studying the short nail on her pinky.

      Tara realizes Leanne only bites her nails when she's stressed. Now aware of the seriousness of her concerns, she rubs her shoulder. Obviously, there's more to her family than she perceived. “Leanne, if your mother hadn't gotten pregnant, you wouldn't be here. Well, if only for your birth, thank heavens for their union. They did one thing right, they had you. Besides, Laura and I need you to keep us in line.”

      Laura senses another concern of Leanne's and adeptly crafts her words. “Leanne, your parents were together only because of the pregnancy. But honey, you and Adam are best friends and truly like each other. Love is important, but if you don't like the man, the relationship won't work. You're meant to be, sweetie. From what I understand of Adam, he's accepting of your uniqueness.” Laura hopes Tara doesn't pick up on her last statement, as she taps Leanne's foot under the table. She sips more wine as if parched by her little speech. Grasping Laura's meaning Leanne throws her a smile of acknowledgment.

      Unaware of the moment between her two friends, Tara thinks they're just more words of wisdom from Laura; and admires her ability to provide helpful advice when needed. “Laura's right, Leanne. The first time I saw you and Adam together, my guts told me he's the one. And my guts are always right.”

      With her two friend's assurances, concern softens in Leanne's eyes. “Girls, you have good judgment, and I respect your opinions. I need to stop dodging Adam and be truthful with him. But ladies, in five years if I'm in divorce court; I'll never let you live this conversation down.” Leanne smirks, pushing her glasses up her nose.

      Amazed at Leanne's acceptance of the eyeglasses, and uncharacteristic vulnerability, Tara, and Laura wear disbelief on their faces. This is not their Leanne, who's always cool, calm, and confident.

      Clicking the goblet with her fingernails, Laura changes the topic to Tara's intuition. “Is your gut giving you any clues about the Tahoe location, Tara?”

      “Hmmm … No, not yet; but I think Lake Tahoe is a beautiful place.” Tara remembers the ominous twitch in her left eye and the dreaded number thirteen and concludes they're too simple to be any real intuitive warnings. “Of all the locations Cody has chosen, this one poses more risk. Think about it girls. The Sierra Nevada Mountains sits on not one fault line, but three. Now, earthquakes are alarming, not to mention the wildfires and snowstorms. I spoke with Cody earlier, and he joked about the Donner Party, which is a chilling piece of history. I was a little concerned these facts might taint our fans perception of the area. Well, nothing we can do about history, but will our fans appreciate a million-dollar home in a potential hazard zone?”

      “Tara, many people live in California and move there every day. They purchase homes fully aware they're sitting on fault lines. We need to examine the history of the location; when was the last earthquake in the region? Also, the Martis Camp community has never been touched by a major earthquake or wildfire. Okay, so, there are tremors now and then, and who's to say a major earthquake won't happen. The beauty of the area is the mountains, the lake, and the ski resorts. I believe our fans will appreciate the resort environment and its amenities.”

      Tara nods her head in agreement. “True.”

      “If we worried about natural disasters we'd never build homes, especially given tidal floods, nor'easters, sinkholes, and tornadoes occurring lately. AHD has always constructed homes to withstand Mother Nature.”

      “You're right, Leanne; I'm just concerned about giving our winners the best possible environment.”

      Laura shakes her head in wonder. “Goodness gracious, we're talking business on our day off. This is not good. Let's get back to being women for a day.” Quickly, she peers around the restaurant. “Where's that waiter? I'm famished.” Swiftly, she diverts her thoughts to Christmas. “Tara, are Nyla and James around for the holiday?”

      “Lately, my parents are never around. I can't keep track of them since mom's retirement. I believe they're spending Christmas in Australia this year. They've decided to enjoy their senior years traveling the seven continents.”

      “What an ideal way to grow old,” Laura murmured, remembering her plans to tour the world with Daniel. “Are they okay with you spending the holidays with us the last two years?”

      “Ha! Are you kidding? You know the answer to that, Laura. They love you and Leanne. They're just grateful I have you two to celebrate the holidays. Besides, Nyla is tired of planning large holiday meals every year. At their age, it's time they relax and have their needs catered to for once. You know …” Tara says in thought, “I'm amazed …”

      “Amazed by what, sweetie?”

      “Amazed at how their marriage has grown stronger after so many years. You would think they'd be tired of each other by now.”

      Leanne notices the fond expression on Tara's face and purposely bumps her shoulder. A vision of Tara and her parents invade her mind, with sensations of love and a familial bond so strong, she's never known. “I wish I'd had your parents, Tara.”

      “Oh, Leanne, stop it. Your parents are amazing.” As a mother, Laura can't tolerate criticism of parenting skills. “Parenting is not an innate ability. It's an acquired skill and no one's perfect. Sweetie, your parents, did their best given the circumstances. You're a remarkable woman because of them. And you're an incredible businesswoman because of your family, Tara.”

      Tara realizes Laura is a loving mom to Callie, but she's sure it's not always been easy. “Laura, I've never heard you talk about your parents.”

      “Hmmm … Why would I? There's nothing special to tell. They're just your typical Southern Anglo-Saxon family with old-fashion values. And they expected nothing more of me than to marry and bear children,” Laura says with a grin. “They never dreamed I'd have both a successful career and marriage. But, I love and respect their values and never saw fit to dispute them.”

      Really Laura … typical … There's nothing typical about the Gowans; Leanne thought and throws a shrewd glance at Laura. Anyone who's lived in Charleston long enough, have heard about the clairvoyant Gowan women. But Leanne understands Laura's inability to speak about her family's reputation in Charleston—not just yet.

      Laura eyes Leanne, acknowledging her thoughts.

      Tara takes another sip of wine, amazed she's already finished one glass. Merrily, she refills the glass to the rim. Wine suppresses her inhibitions and emotions flow as she sits appreciative of her friends. “I can't get over how our friendship developed. Laura with your in-law's ties to my father's family and Leanne your dad's relations to the Alcotts, we're predestined.”

      “Predestined—that's the correct word for it. I'd often wondered if we'd be good friends if Daniel hadn't brought us together. Tara, I remember when your dad introduced you the first time. There was an immediate connection. I felt I'd known you my entire life,” Laura says.

      “Me too, Laura. Our first conversation was so effortless; I felt I'd been speaking to you for years.”

      Laura's lips curl a big smirk. “I had my doubts, you know, you being a city gal and all. I was surprised we hit it off so well.”

      “Well, darling,” Tara says, feigning a Southern drawl, “I believe I have some Southern charm given I'm the product of two Charlestonians.”

      “Excellent, Tara, your accent is perfect. Perhaps there's a smidgen of Southern Belle in you after all,” Laura says with a fond chuckle.

      Tara peers at Leanne and ponders the Davis' ties to the Alcotts. She'd heard they're first or second cousins but she's unsure. “Leanne, how's your family connected to the Alcotts again?”

      “Well, dad's a close relative. Daniel's aunt, my father's mom, married into the Davis family so, I believe that makes us first cousins.”

      “How did your parents end up in Chicago?”

      Leanne had discovered everything about her father through precognition. She'd never asked the how or why her parents settled in Chicago, she saw with her own eyes her father's past. “My father was tired of small Southern towns and moved away to pursue a writing career.”

      “Hmmm …” Laura simpers.

      “What are you thinking Laura?” Tara asks.

      “Oh …” she says with puckered lips and tapping one finger at a time on the table, “… just something Daniel used to say. He always referred to the Davis' as the artistic, bohemian side of the family. He'd say, 'The Alcotts are all business and the Davis all talent,'” Laura says with mimicry.

      “Yep, dad's bohemian. He's also got an artistic temperament. He would lock himself up for days-at-a-time writing, and forget mom and I existed. Artists … I run the other way if a man tells me he's a writer.”

      Squinting and chewing on her bottom lip, Laura senses Leanne's qualm with her father runs deeper than her revelation.

      Tara's confounded. She's always seen Leanne as an artist, no matter how much she fights being like her father. She's read many of her articles on AHD's website and magazine and believes Leanne is way too gifted to be writing about architecture and home design. “Perhaps you're such a talented writer because of your dad. I think you squander your talents on blogging. You should consider writing novels?”

      “I did … But I don't have the patience to write for days as my father does. I like what I'm doing. It's much more interesting connecting with people.”

      Laura, fixing her face in a small silver compact, sighs and says, “Such a waste of talent, honey. You could be a celebrated author, telling incredible stories with that mind of yours. My hunch tells me one day you will write an astonishing novel.”

      Leanne smiles; realizing Laura has read her thoughts. She ponders the countless unfinished novels saved on her laptop—novels she thought she'd finish one day. Laura winks at Leanne again, acknowledging her thoughts once more.

      Tara recalls the first time she met Leanne, and how easily the conversation went. Just as it had with Laura, the conversation came easily, as if they'd been talking all their lives. “Well, we were lucky to bring you into the AHD family. I remember the first time we spoke. You were so open and honest. I had an immediate connection with both you and Laura—”

      “Yes,” Laura interjects, “Leanne, you're younger than me, but you always remind me of the big sister I've never had. So mature and wise beyond your years. Wow, we're three peas in a pod,” Laura says with an eye roll and grin. “My lord, we're quite the admiration club aren't we,” she continues with her distinctive soul-piercing laugh.

      “Hmmm … It's just strange. I felt as if I'd seen you two before we met,” Tara says, squinting across the table at Laura.

      “Well, Tara, you know what they say; at first glance, real soulmates have instant recognition. Maybe the three of us are meant to be friends.”

      “I guess you're right … What other reason can there be?” Tara ponders why she's never experienced this with men in her life. Obviously, they weren't the one. Suddenly, she remembers the odd sensation as her finger brushed Ellison's. Hmmm … Running her fingers through her hair, and peering out the window, she mulls over her last conversation with Nyla and her persistent worries about her settling down with the right man.

      Laura hears Tara's thoughts but waits for her to speak. She senses Tara's doubt and her need to voice her concerns.

      “Speaking of soulmates, Nyla worries I'll never marry and have children. It's so frustrating trying to assure her I'm okay being single and independent. Honestly, I think she's just worried she'll never get the chance to be a grandmother,” Tara chuckles dubiously and takes a sip of wine. “I'm okay if I never find 'Mr. Right,' or bear children.”

      Laura places her hands over her mouth, stopping an urge to dispute Tara's statement. She senses her doubt. “You're honestly okay with never finding a husband and experiencing childbirth? You'd make a great mother. Don't you want that experience?”

      “I don't know, Laura.”

      “Well, don't let AHD consume your life. There's more to living than just work. Besides, time won't wait for you to make up your mind.” Laura realizes she's hit a nerve but continues. “However, it's never too late to find Mr. Right.”

      Tara pauses; deliberating Laura's question. “Well, all I know right now, at this stage of my life, I'm not ready. You remember why I broke up with Steve last year. He wanted a family, and I didn't.”

      “Ha!” Laura scoffs. “I know what Steve wanted, sweetie. He wanted a traditional wife at home, pregnant with his child, and meals prepared for him after work—what we call in Charleston, barefoot and pregnant.”

      “Yep … And that's just not me,” Tara says with one arched brow. “I'm honestly okay with being alone right now. I've been dating, it seems, all my life. I need some time to myself.”

      “Honey, don't stay out of the dating scene too long. You're gorgeous and have so much to offer a man. I suspect you will have another sweetheart in your life soon. I'm not too worried about that,” Laura says with a wink. Laura's motherly instincts take over, and she supplies more words of wisdom. “You realize your parents want what's best for you. So, cut them some slack.” She recognizes Tara's needs for affirmation and suspects deep down she wants a family but fears the loss of her career and autonomy. “By the way, who was the gorgeous hunk helping you from the taxi?” Laura asks with an astute grin.

      “Oh … That was odd. He's one of my dad's students over at Charleston Law. The moment I stepped into his taxi, there was a peculiar feeling. I felt like I knew him. I couldn't stop talking to him. Generally, I would have put my earpiece on, but there was this pull to continue talking … It was strange.”

      “What did we just say about soulmates, that instant recognition? I hope you got his number.”

      “For heaven's sake, Laura … Yes, I got his number,” Tara says with a playful eye roll.

      “I'd follow up with him; those intuitions are usually right.”

      Again, Tara thinks, Laura's managed to read her mind.

      Quietly, Leanne listens to her friends, but at the same time, studies a childlike apparition blurring in and out as it melds through waiters entering and exiting the kitchen door. It moves toward their table, sits behind Laura, and stares into the unlit fireplace. Leanne doesn't remember seeing this image, but she's seen many others in the restaurant. Laura shifts and follows Leanne's gaze. Her dilated pupils are alarming, but Laura dare not ask what she sees, because she too senses strong vibes behind her.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      An hour later, after four glasses of wine, good food, and lips the color of blueberries, Tara exclaims whimsically, “I love you guys!”

      “Tara, you're plain tipsy! We love you too sweetie.” Laura says, recognizing Tara's show of affection when she drinks too much, signaling it's time for her to stop.

      “Okay, four glasses is enough for you,” Leanne says and moves the wine bottle away.

      “I was just getting started,” Tara jests. “I admit, I can't keep up with you two, but I'm allowed to have fun every once in a while. She holds the glass aloft and toasts the air, “Cheers!”

      Laura peers at the waitress, hearing her thoughts. If they don't leave soon, I'm going to have to ask them to go. No … I can't do that they're such good customers, besides they tip well. Glancing toward the entrance, Laura notices the long line of customers waiting for tables. “Girls, our time is up,” she says motioning to the waitress. “Please put this on my tab.”

      Concerned about Tara's state, Laura decides to drive Tara and Leanne home. “Girls, my car is around the corner. Wait here.” Pulling the SUV in front of Cru, she sees three men checking out Tara and Leanne. “See what I mean, Tara. Men are everywhere.”
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      Thirty minutes after dropping the girls off, Laura arrives at the Alcott estate. She stops, presses the controls, and impatiently waits as the gate opens. Finally, driving through, she feels she's leaving the world onto her own island as she continues up the private tree-lined road. The approaching home makes her smile, sensing Daniel's presence around the entire estate. Half a mile later, she arrives at the four-door garage. Inside the home, Sammie's barking alarms her. Quickly, she opens the mudroom door. Sammie rushes straight to the car, barking and growling fiercely at the home's interior.

      “Sammie, come here, boy.” With teeth bared and a vicious growl, Sammie stares inside the house. “Sammie!” Laura screams with a stamp of her foot.

      Sammie approaches, then pause, his sight fixed on the mudroom. “What's wrong, boy?” Sammie has never behaved this way. Laura senses something's wrong, but what?
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      December 24, 2014, Alcott Estate

      “She'll love it, Laura,” whispers gossamer lips.

      “Yes, she will, Daniel,” Laura murmured, feeling a spectral energy surrounding her. Was it really him? Tears wet her cheeks, and she wipes her eyes quickly not wanting to spoil the girl's holiday cheer. Laughter and chatter spill from the kitchen. Laura glances beyond the family room toward the girls preparing Christmas Eve dinner around the kitchen island. Grateful for their presence, she's savoring every moment and dreading New Year's Day when they leave. Laura recalls how empty the home felt when the holiday ended last year and wishes time could freeze. Carpe Diem slips into her mind, and she heeds its meaning.

      For a moment, Laura admires the great Balsam Fir and then continues wrapping Callie's gift. At the back of the tree, a small silver gift with a blue velvet ribbon catches her attention. Blue velvet, it can only be for me. Hmmm … No gift tag, that's not like the girls. She picks up the package and notices a small card hidden beneath the bow. Laura Alcott is scribbled in an unfamiliar penmanship. A sharp twinge spreads across her palm. She drops the gift to the floor and swiftly pushes it under the tree. What was that? Curiously, she ponders the mysterious vibes it radiates, but only for a second as she continues wrapping Callie's present.

      A loud creak splinters and crackles above, causing her to jump. Turning toward the kitchen, she notices the girls are sitting as they had before. She laughs at her jitteriness and resumes with final touches to Callie's gift, admiring the lovely purple box embossed with crystals and sensing the soothing vibrations from the items within. Again, a creak pops louder than the first. Laura rises from the floor and stares at the ceiling. This time, the creak originated from the far corner of the room—upstairs in the master suite.

      She places Callie's gift under the tree, and cautiously enters the stairwell. She wonders if she should bring one of the girls with her, but her misgivings are embarrassing. “Laura, I swear, sometimes you worry me,” she mumbles. Buoyed by a surge of sensibility, she makes her way up the stairs and into the room.

      At the threshold, she reaches inside the room, turning on the light. On the floor next to the bed lays a book. That's odd … How did it get there? Picking it up, she returns the book to its usual place on the nightstand. Suddenly, Laura feels eyes at her back. Alarmed, she jerks her head around and stares into the hallway, expecting the source of her angst to appear. She stands frozen in place. The ephemeral sensation subsides but leaves her worried. Bringing her focus back to the bedroom, she scans every corner. The master closet she thought with alarm. With hesitant steps, she heads toward the vast dark space, dreading the deep recesses of its interior.

      With caution, she enters the room and slides the dimmer to its brightest level. Nervously, she glances around the room, afraid someone is lurking behind the expansive wardrobe. Separating items of clothing, looking below for feet, probing for eyes peering back, searching for a human form; she examines every suspicious shadow until objects become distinguishable. Walking toward the far end of the room, she distresses over the little alcove off to the right. A dressing area surrounded by mirrors and walls of deep dark glass cabinets, big enough for a person to hide. Before entering, she lights the chandelier, illuminating a wall of mirrors. Summoning her courage, she enters, circles the room, and inspects every cabinet—relieved to dispel her suspicions. But there's still the master bath.

      Heading toward the bathroom, again she performs an inspection, finding nothing out of the ordinary. “Well, Laura, what did you expect to find?” She mumbles, laughing at her silliness. But her instincts are screaming something's not right. For days, she's felt another presence. Rather real or imagined, the sensation has left her anxious. Every so often, floorboards creak as if under someone's weight. Goosebumps crawl up her skin. “Stop it, Laura. You're just scaring yourself silly.”

      She exits the master suite, glances down the hallway, and up the staircase, debating whether to check the third floor. Down the hall, Sammie sits staring at her. He turns his gaze inside the room and back, signaling Laura to inspect. His stillness is chilling.

      “Come here, boy.”

      Like a stuffed toy, he doesn't budge.

      “Sammie?”

      He remains unmoving. Softly, Laura walks toward him ready to investigate the room he guards obstinately. With a low growl, he jumps from his frozen state, taking off at a rapid speed down the stairs. Sammie's sudden action is startling. Laura clutches her chest with a deep breath to calm her racing heart. She's never seen Sammie run so fast, especially not down the stairs. Something's spooked him. She reaches for the dimmer inside the room. Standing frozen as Sammie had a moment ago; she scans every corner and listens for noise.

      She steps toward the bed, clutches the bedpost, pauses a minute, and then performs the same examination she'd performed only minutes before in the master suite. No sound, no movement, “Nothing.” Turning the light off, she walks quietly trying to detect any unusual noise.

      

      
        
        Tom

      

      

      “Damn dog,” Tom mumbles listening as Laura makes her way toward the room. Sammie found and followed him to the guestroom, growling as he stood in the dark corner. Trapped, there was no choice but to hide. Just as Laura calls Sammie, he stops growling but sits guarding the room. Tom, ready to strike, picks up a tall candelabrum but changes his mind as she approaches. He scuttles under the large bed, holding his breath, tensing every muscle, ready to strike if he has to. Nervous sweat trickles down his face, and he hopes the dog won't give him away.

      Finally, Sammie scampers down the hall when Laura approaches. Chicken, he thought with a sigh of relief. He watches Laura's feet from under the bed and holds his breath as she stands in the doorway surveying the room. Nervous beads of sweat gloss his forehead, dripping from his chin to the wooden floor. He stiffens when her feet approach the bed and he hopes she doesn't look underneath. A silent sigh of relief escapes when finally she moves toward the bath and closet beyond. Just as a drop of sweat falls into his eyes, the light dims, and Laura walks out of the room.

      A few minutes later, her voice sounds in the kitchen. Quietly, he races to the third floor and into the attic—where he'll wait until they're all asleep. He has to leave the house before Christmas morning—before they open the silver gift.

      

      
        
        The Girls

      

      

      Down the stairs and into the kitchen, Laura feels more secure in the girl's presence. Sammie has found a spot next to Leanne's feet and stares up as she enters the room, detecting her nervousness. Over the gas range, Callie stirs a hearty soup while Leanne and Tara sit around the kitchen island sipping wine and chopping vegetables for the salad. Laura takes a seat at the counter, pours herself a glass of Merlot, and takes a sip to calm her nerves.

      Although Callie didn't hear Laura enter the kitchen, she sensed her presence before she spoke.

      “A few minutes ago, I thought I heard something in the house.”

      Listening to the familiar cadence of her mother's voice, Callie detects fear. She turns away from the stove; aware of concern etched on Laura's beautifully maturing face. “What did you hear, mom?”

      “Well, for the last week, things have been happening.”

      “Things? What things?”

      “Sounds, occurrences … I keep hearing creaking floors. And doors I swear I closed, I'm finding open. Oddly enough, food is missing from the refrigerator. I thought perhaps the maids were helping themselves, but they knew nothing about it. I felt terrible interrogating them, but who else can it be?”

      Laura is the most levelheaded person Tara knows. When she's troubled the girls take it seriously.

      Swiftly, Callie joins the girls around the island and asks, “Why didn't you tell me, mom?”

      “I wanted to rule everything out before I mentioned anything. This estate has been around a long time. Maybe the floors are settling, or maybe I'm so exhausted I forgot to close the doors. After all, I'm getting older. Maybe this is what happens at forty-five … forgetfulness.”

      “Mom, what about the missing food, there's no way you ate something and forgot.”

      Tara doesn't believe any of what Laura is saying. She senses she's concealing her fear for their sake. “Laura, your mind is too sharp, and you're too young to be forgetful. I doubt you're losing your memory. Gut instincts are usually right. You shouldn't ignore them.”

      Leanne is aware of the conversation around her, but her eyes are transfixed at the far end of the island. Conscious of Laura's fear, she scans the perimeter of the kitchen and the family room beyond. Suddenly, she's filled with a new fear of her own. “Tara, I've meant to tell you about the odd fan Mountainhigh899. He's back and creepier than ever.”

      “Who is Mountainhigh899?” Laura asks.

      “Oh, he's a regular on AHD's blog site. Lately, his comments are a little menacing which worries me.”

      Tara takes a small bite from a piece of cheese and deliberates Leanne's statement. “We should block him or her from the site. We don't want our fans threatened by this creep.”

      Leanne sighs. “I had the same idea, but it's better keeping an eye on him or her.”

      Tara wonders why but begins to understand Leanne's logic. “Yes, you might be right, but you can still allow his comments to come through; just don't make them visible to the public.”

      “I've already thought of making him or her invisible, but if they're a threat censoring their comments might upset them.”

      “Good, then maybe he'll go away. It's our prerogative to choose and restrict posts on the website.”

      Leanne has her doubts, but leaves it alone for a while, not wanting to cause Laura any more anxiety.

      Suddenly, the room is quiet with their silent fears. A presence Leanne can't explain puzzles her as she stares at an area across from Laura. Laura hears Leanne's thoughts and glances across the island, wondering what she sees. Taking a quaff of wine, Laura abandons the query. Jumping from the chair with a snap of her fingers, she states in commanding fashion, “Okay ladies, it's Christmas Eve. Let's enjoy the night before it's over,” she says, trying to conceal her growing concern.

      Taking slow bites from the cheese, Tara recalls the man at the gate a few days ago. But with mounting apprehension in the room, she snaps the image from her mind. With that thought, Callie, Laura, and Leanne's heart jump as if in sync.
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      An hour later, the girls, stuffed from dinner, sit around the Christmas tree contentedly, listening to Tara's favorite Nat King Cole Christmas classic—The Christmas Song. Tara tries to carry a tune as she sings along but her voice cracks on “Jack Frost nipping at your nose … Lah-lah-la … Hmmm-hmmm-hmmm …” The girls laugh, and Tara continues to hum the song.

      Callie, like her mom, is the perfect host catering to her friend's needs. “More pie, anyone?”

      Tara glances at Callie's little figure and down at her own full belly. “Honey, eat all you want. Your twenty-two-year-old body has a faster metabolism than my thirty-eight-year-old one. I'm trying to keep my mouth closed this holiday season. But, I'll watch you enjoy every morsel.”

      “Tara, you're so thin. One more piece … Come on it's Christmas.”

      Tara shakes her head. “No,” and continues to hum to the music.

      Callie peeks over at Laura and Leanne's eager eyes. No words are necessary. Turning toward the kitchen, she comes back with the entire pie dish. After another glass of wine, Tara's willpower vanishes, and in delight, she consumes the remaining chocolate-pecan pie.

      Laura catches sight of the vexing gift under the tree. Eager to dispel the mystery she asks, “Are we ready to open gifts?” Before she has a chance to question the mysterious gift, Callie reaches for a large square-shaped box wrapped in exquisite abstract artwork with gold ribbons running from corner to corner.

      “Merry Christmas, Mom,” Callie exclaims, placing the gift on her lap.

      “Thanks, sweetie … Wow … Look at this wrapping. It's too gorgeous to destroy,” she says while kissing Callie on the cheek. She pauses staring at her daughter, her spitting image at twenty-two.

      Callie watches her mother's careful effort to preserve the wrappings as she always does. Taking her time, Laura cuts the tape and pulls the ribbons free with careful hands. Callie wonders if she saves the wrappings for some other occasion. Tonight, she won't rush her, but patiently waits as she unwraps her gift.

      “Honey, where did you get this?”

      Once again, seeing the painting for the third time rouses Callie's emotions. She notices the bluish-green pool in Laura's eyes. “A year ago, I found an old picture of you and dad in the big trunk in the attic. An artist friend agreed to replicate the photo into a painting. I had it framed in your favorite teak wood.”

      Laura's silence is telling. Her emotional state exposed with an inability to mouth her words. The painting suffuses her with images of that day—memories with Daniel sitting by the pond in the backyard. She was twenty-nine, and Callie was four-years-old when the picture was taken. “I remember this day so clearly. You were playing with Daniel's camera and accidentally snapped this photo. Do you remember?”

      Of course, she did. Callie recalls the day in the attic a year ago and how the memory entered her mind at the precise time she lifted the photo out of the old trunk. Sensations of being four again and running around the backyard as Laura and Daniel watched her appeared so real she held onto the picture for a long time. She memorized every vivid detail of her father's features. “I remember dad laughing at me because the camera was too big for my hands.”

      Laura's eyes shimmer; a watery pool ready to spill. With her mother's tears, Callie realizes she made the right choice.

      Trying to disguise her emotions, Tara turns away from mother and daughter toward the tree. The emotional scene evokes distant memories of her father and grandfather's phone conversation years ago in New York. Tara senses Daniel's loss is still heartrending for Laura and Callie, especially during the holidays.

      Under the tree, Tara searches and spies a burnt-orange wrapping tied with a leather tan string. She recognized the wrappings from her favorite handbag store and suspects the gift is for her. Ripping the wrappings to threads, she screams, “Yes!”

      With watery eyes, Laura is a paradox, laughing and crying at the same time. “I thought you might like the bag.”

      “Laura, this is way too expensive.”

      “Never,” Laura insists. “For my best friends, there's nothing too expensive. Now there's enough room to carry everything, even your laptop. I'm tired of you carrying all those bags, dear friend.”

      Tara loves the smell of new leather and takes a deep breath as if savoring her favorite dish.

      Pulling herself from the painting, Callie discovers a crystal-embossed, purple box—a gift to her from Laura. She has an obsession with jewelry. And every Christmas Laura buys her something for her collection. Inside, she finds a white gold diamond, two-strand, drop Amethyst necklace.

      “This is gorgeous!”

      “There's more,” Laura says. “There're two satchels in the box.”

      Callie opens the velvet drawstring pouch. A stunning blue Lapis-Lazuli pendant falls out. With her mouth agape, Callie stares mesmerized at the jewel's brilliance.

      While Callie admires her necklace, Leanne screams in excitement. “Yes, just what I wanted!”

      Startled, Tara jumps with a swift turn of her head. “Leanne, you just woke the dead with that scream.”

      Leanne, taking the statement literally; glanced for a second at the figure sitting next to Laura and Callie.

      Tara stares at the box in Leanne's hand and realizes what the excitement is about. “Okay, who bought her the iPad?”

      Laura smirks at Tara's expression. She knows Tara's views on technology and senses her thoughts before she opens her mouth. “I did. You know Leanne; she's got to have the latest and the greatest technology.”

      “But she already has one.”

      “But it's basically obsolete,” Leanne explains, knowing how much Tara despises the yearly advances companies make in technology. Giddy with excitement, Leanne starts to disassemble gadgets that came with the iPad. “This is much more advanced than the one I bought two years ago.”

      Tara shakes her head and laughs, understanding all too well her friend's fascination with technology. But she can't help teasing her about her obsession. She's aware Leanne dislikes old objects; craving novelty, especially technology. “I don't get why companies update technology every year. It's a ploy to keep you techies buying,” Tara says with a silly face and a wink.

      “Okay, ladies, this is our limit for Christmas Eve. We can open the other gifts Christmas morning like we planned, so, no peeking in boxes. However, I'm curious who the silver present with the blue velvet ribbon is from?” Laura waits for a response, but she's greeted with silence. “Come on … One of you had to put it there.”

      Flummoxed, the girls stare suspiciously at the gift, not a clue between them.

      “How did it get under the tree if it wasn't from one of you?” Laura asks, more perturbed than before.

      Tara, noticing the bow; suspects it can only be someone who knows Laura's love for blue velvet. “Did anyone from the office leave it here?”

      “No one's been in the house except you three and the maids.”

      Callie and Leanne, sensing powerful vibes from the silver gift, sit stiffly peering in its direction.

      “Mom, do you think the gift is from one of the maids?”

      “Maybe, but in all the years I've had maids, not one has given me a gift.”

      Ready to dispel the mystery, Leanne sighs impatiently. “Okay, this is an exception to our rule. The only way to find out who the gift is from is to open it.”

      Given the odd occurrences in the home, Laura fears the gift's contents. “No, girls, let's wait till morning.” With a loud yawn, Laura glances at her wristwatch. “Wow, it's late, and I'm exhausted. I think I'll turn in for the night.”

      “Me too, Laura,” Leanne says with an ensuing yawn.

      Tara and Callie continue to stare at the gift, pondering its contents as it sits unrevealed. Laura and Leanne head to their rooms with thoughts of the unopen gift on their minds and a ballooning sense of fear. At the top of the stairs, they yell over the banister, “Goodnight, girls,” to Callie and Tara not ready for Christmas Eve to end.

      “Goodnight,” rings in unison from the first floor.

      Leanne makes her way down the long hallway to the guest room Sammie guarded earlier. “Goodnight, Laura, and thanks for my iPad,” she says with glee, hugging the box to her chest.

      “Leanne, you're worse than a child.” Laura throws her a kiss and enters the master suite with the mysterious gift pervading her thoughts. Moments later, she lies in bed with Sammie at her feet, his head straight up staring at the door. Laura ponders the evening—the creaking floors, the ever-present sensation of eyes watching her, Leanne's news of Mountainhigh899, and the mysterious gift. She lies wide-awake listening for any unusual noise until she dozes off.

      

      
        
        Tom

      

      

      In the attic, Tom waits for Callie and Tara to turn in for the night. Earlier, the close call with Laura rattled his nerves, trapping him on the second floor as he tried to leave the house. Staring at his watch, Tom notices it's almost four o'clock in the morning. What if they don't go to bed? A few minutes later, the sound of closing doors and peace falls over the home.

      He leaves the attic, stepping cautiously onto the second-floor landing, hoping no one exits their room. The door to the master suite stands partially open. Dropping to the floor, he crawls on his hands and knees past the door. Down the stairs and into the kitchen he's greeted again by Sammie making low menacing growls with teeth bared—ready to attack. Unafraid of the little dog, Tom inches toward the back door, keeping his gaze on Sammie's face. Finally, on the veranda, he pulls the door closed without a sound, but on the other side, Sammie's low growls turn into loud, continuous barks.





OEBPS/images/break-dinkus-palatino-screen.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/dark-echo-a-psychological-thriller-novel-collection.jpg
DARK ECHO

A PSYCHOLOGICAL

THRILLER NOVEL
COLLECTION

E. DENISE BILLUPS







