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Prologue:
 Two Years Earlier


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.

* * *

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.







PART 1







Chapter 1:
 Tara


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.

* * *

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.







Chapter 2:
 Laura


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.
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