
’Till Time Do Us Part

Upon a Time

Book One

––––––––

By

Stella May

Copyright

––––––––

Copyright © Stella May, 2021

All Rights Reserved. Except as permitted under the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval system, without prior written permission of the publisher.

ISBN: 978-1-7376474-0-9 ebook

ISBN: 978-1-7376474-1-6 print book

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, business, events and incidents are the products of

the author's imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

Editor: Sloane Taylor

Cover Artist: Kelly Shorten

Published by Draft2Digital


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

'Till Time Do Us Part (Upon A Time, #1)

PROLOGUE

PART ONE | The Coleman House

CHAPTER ONE

CHAPTER TWO

CHAPTER THREE

CHAPTER FOUR

CHAPTER FIVE

CHAPTER SIX

CHAPTER SEVEN

CHAPTER EIGHT

Part Two | The Journey

CHAPTER NINE

CHAPTER TEN

CHAPTER ELEVEN

CHAPTER TWELVE

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

CHAPTER NINETEEN

CHAPTER TWENTY

PART THREE | Daisy

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

CHAPTER THIRTY

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

Sign up for Stella May's Mailing List

About the Author

To Sloane Taylor, my fairy godmother, the wind beneath my wings.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

PROLOGUE
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Eight Years Earlier

“Nika, wake up.” Alex maneuvered the car to a full stop.

When she refused to budge, he administered an elbow jab to the ribs, a sure way to get his sleeping cousin out of her slumber.

“What? Why?”

Nika sprang up, like a cork out of a champagne bottle, and banged her forehead against the dashboard in the process. 

“Ouch!” she yelped, massaging her abused head. 

He gave her his lopsided, pirate grin.

“Poor baby. Have a boo-boo?”

“Shut up, Cuz. Where are we? And why did we stop?”

“Well, my girl, according to the sign, we are in the fine old town of Fernandina Beach, Florida. As to why we stopped,” he grimaced “The car has finally given up. She couldn’t take it any longer, poor thing. So, here we are.”

“I told you we should take my car instead of this heap. But did you listen?”

“What, take a red, brand-spanking new Ferrari to make our secret escape from Manhattan? Yeah, that would’ve been a very covert operation indeed!”

Nika shrugged off his remark, especially since he was absolutely right. In her car they would have been located and stopped in a matter of minutes. 

“And why are we in Florida? I thought we were stopping in Georgia for a few days.”

“Well, we reached the Peach State last night, while you were in a deep slumber, but I didn’t feel like stopping. Why? Did you want to see something in particular there?”

“No, but we are supposed to talk and agree on things, both of us.” She glared at him.

“What if I didn’t want to go to Fernandina Beach?”

“Well, if you don’t, we’ll go somewhere else. As soon as we figure out how.” 

He patted the dashboard of the now dead car with his hand, and drew a deep breath. Then grinned at Nika.  “Yeah, that would’ve been a very covert operation indeed!”

“You wanted an adventure, my girl. I’d say, your wish came true!

“Yeah, I’d say,” she grumbled, pretending to be mad. Secretly she was as pleased as her cousin. But since the second-hand heap, camouflaged as a car, was his idea, and especially since he passed through Georgia without consulting her first, she wasn’t ready to let him off the hook easily. She didn’t want to stop anywhere in particular, or see anything in that state, truth be told. Principle. It was just a matter of principle to her. If they were true partners, they should make all the decisions together. Period. On that Nika was firm. When she first presented him with her idea of the Grand Adventure, or more accurately running away from their fathers, she made sure they both agreed on the most important basic terms. They were to share everything, tell the truth no matter what, and—the cardinal rule—make all the decisions mutually. He took an oath and violated it in a matter of days simply because he didn’t care to stop in Georgia. The moron! Her annoyance evaporated as soon as she turned to her favorite cousin. 

Just look at the idiot! 

He was grinning ear-to-ear, happy as you please, sitting in a dead car smack in the middle of a street, in some tiny picturesque town at five in the morning. Was it any wonder she simply adored him?

“What do you say, my girl?” 

She may never forgive him for being a jerk, but Nika was crazy about her cousin since childhood. She couldn’t stop her grin even if she wanted to. 

“I say, our Grand Adventure came to a screeching halt. What do you propose we do, partner?”

“Let’s see, partner.” He fluffed her hair in a familiar manner that had driven her nuts since they both were in diapers. Her crazy mane of curls probably resembled a crow’s nest by now. “How much money do we have?”

Nika, who was their financial manager, replied without a pause, “Ninety-seven dollars, thirty-three cents in cash.”

“Credit cards?”

“Two thousand, give or take. If the fathers didn’t block them yet.”

Their fathers, identical twins Joseph and Jacob, were the heads of the international Manhattan investment bank and financial services Morris & Morris and a formidable force to be reckoned with. By running away from home they had violated the Two Golden Rules of the Morris’s.

Rule number One– the twins (as they were called by friend and foe alike) are always right.

Rule number Two – If you think otherwise, look at rule one or get out of the way. 

And that is precisely what they did. They both disagreed with the rule number One, especially where their life choices were concerned.

“Let’s hope for the best.” Alex, always the optimist, glanced at Nika. “Or we could call one or the other?”

“What, call Dad? For money? Are you out of your mind?”

“Well, you could call my dad, and I could call yours.”

“And tell them what? That they were right, and we can’t survive without them constantly supervising our every step, or dictating our every move? And prove them right? Out of the question. I’d rather starve.” Nika banged her small fist against the dashboard with a surprising force and winced. “Never.” 

“Yeah, bad idea.” He nodded. “Well, there is always Verochka. She supported our cause and even bought this heap, as you call it, for us.”

“Grandmother might back our decision to stand on our own and rule our lives, but even she won’t go so far as to lend us money behind the twins’ backs. Her conscience would force her to tell them our location.” Nika gritted her teeth in frustration.  “You know the cops would be after us, trying to capture the fugitive children.”

“They won’t go that far! Would they?” He turned his troubled eyes to her. Looking into those eyes was like looking in the mirror. Only two out of the six children the twins produced, had inherited the unusual violet-blue shade of eyes from their Grandmother Vera, or Verochka as everyone called her. 

“You never know, and I don’t want to find out for sure.” Nika dragged both hands through the mess of her tangled curls. She shook her mane in a defiant manner and then smiled recklessly at her partner in crime.

“Hell, our luck has held up so far, Cuz. I say, let’s stick to the plan and make it a true Grand Adventure. Let’s stop here, in this town, and start building our lives from scratch.”

“Here? In Fernandina Beach?”

He focused on her, then glanced out of the window at the sleepy town, quaint and picturesque, and somehow unreal, shimmering mysteriously in the first rays of the rising sun.

“Why not? The weather is always warm in the Sunshine State, or so they claim. A big plus. The ocean is right here, so the seafood and shrimp galore, a huge plus.” Nika, warming to the subject, leaned forward. “The history is all around us, I can feel it! The houses, the streets, the atmosphere—it’s where we are supposed to be, Cuz. I can see us here in three, five, even eight years from now. We’ll start a business. Yes! A company we always wanted to start, just the two of us.”

“And what would that company of ours do?” Alex asked with a chuckle. His own misgivings on the subject evaporated shortly after his younger cousin by a mere month spoke. He found it absolutely impossible to stay in a bleak mood longer than a few minutes in her presence. Her exuberance and enthusiasm were simply overwhelming, her thirst for adventure and her stubborn belief that life is beautiful were highly contagious. At least, it was always to him. Even as a boy, he shadowed his miniature tornado of a cousin, constantly in one trouble after another, but unable to resist the temptation. The most miserable period of his life was his four years of Harvard. Nika’s grades were not good enough so she attended a local college. Now, they were both graduates with freshly minted diplomas and two sets of irate parents they managed to piss off by running away on the Grand Adventure. They escaped right after their graduation party the twins had thrown for them two weeks ago. It was a desperate and daring move and yes, a rebellion against the dictatorial regime of the Morris’s households, where Jacob and Joseph reigned supreme. 

Anyone unfamiliar with their fathers or their methods, might have considered their escape as an extreme measure. But to the members of the family, including the six children, who lived by the Two Golden Rules, and the staff of the Morris & Morris bank, such wasn’t the case. 

Even the twins’ mother Verochka, their favorite grandmother, was in a state of a constant awe, not to mention bafflement, of her own offspring. It didn’t stop her, however, from aiding and abetting Nika and Alex. Verochka had a strong independent streak along with a firm and unshakable belief in freedom. Her motto - every person has the right to shape his or her own destiny, and be happy. And, of course, because she absolutely adored the pair of them.

“We can do anything we want. We can try many different things before we find our own milieu. Well, what do you say, partner?”

“Heck, why not? Let’s do it, partner.”

Nika laughed and, launching at him, threw her arms around his neck. 

“I’m so happy! I’m happy you decided to drive past Georgia, I’m happy our car has died on us, I’m happy to be here. I just know it’s where we are supposed to be. We’ll make it happen, Cuz. Just wait and see. We’ll make it fine on our own. And we will show the whole wide world what Morris & Morris Jrs. are capable of.”

“Please,” he grimaced. “Not Morris & Morris. Whatever we call our future company, I want your solemn promise we absolutely will not mix the twins’ name into it.”

“You got it, darling.” Nika placed her palm onto his face and gave it a light pat. She knew the ordeal was much harder on him than he let on. He was her almost-genius, soft-hearted, and serious cousin. A man who found it impossible to hurt a fly. Let alone defy their overbearing fathers. He might have entered Harvard Law School and finish it with flying colors, then join the family firm and be miserable for the rest of his life if not for her and her ingenious escape plan. Well, what was a younger cousin for. Nika was delighted for them both and the world in general.  

“Let’s name it Before and After, then. Before we came here—and after we settle here. Get it? And we make sure that whatever it is we’ll do, it will make a lasting impact on this town and its people. How about that, Cuz?”

“Before and After. Holy cow, I like it!” 

He reminded her of a little boy, happy, kind and joyous, who followed her every step and got her out of mischief more than she cared to admit. Or, the times he couldn’t talk her out of it and joined her. Like right now. Was it any wonder she loved him more than her own brothers? Actually, more than anyone in the world. She couldn’t imagine her life without him.

“Fate, you fickle bitch, here we are, and here we stay, for better or worse,” he shouted through the open window of the derelict broken-down car, delirious and carefree.

“Here we are,” Nika joined in, poking her head out through the passenger window, her own voice clear and sonorous like a silver bell, “and here we stay! And let’s see how that fickle bitch Fate will dare to defy us now!” 
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PART ONE

The Coleman House
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“Why are you so riled up? You wanted the Coleman house, you fought for it like a woman possessed for more than two years. And now, when it literally got dumped into your lap, you’re getting all huffy and puffy. What gives?”

Alex stopped the car in front of the hotel and turned the engine off. To say that he was pissed off was the understatement of the century.

Nika kept silent, infuriatingly so, but her face and her whole demeanor screamed ‘mad’ with a capital M. At least, she went to the trouble to dress herself for the occasion. He wouldn’t have put it past her to go to this dinner meeting in grubby jeans and a paint-stained t-shirt and crowned with her infamous baseball cap. He exited the car, handed the valet his keys, and turned to his aggravating business partner, his cousin and all-around best pal. But she had already reached the entrance of the Ritz-Carlton hotel where their anonymous client had invited them to dinner. A business dinner meeting, to be precise.

“Nika, seriously,” he tried again after he caught up with her. Even though diminutive in size, her stride was that of an athlete, or a person who was accustomed to serious physical exercise or manual labor. Nika scored on both counts. “At least, let’s listen to the man.”

Nika halted in midstride. The stubborn frown that marred her high forehead was endearingly familiar. Her violet eyes were hot and blazing fire. Her infamous Morris temper, he concluded, was at a boiling point. 

“Nik, please. And if you won’t relax those muscles, you’ll get a permanent line up there.” Always a pacifist, he smiled at her mutinous, angry face and tapped the frown that etched between her brows. Usually it made her laugh. Not this time, though. Giving up, he drew in a deep breath. He put both hands on her shoulders, and kept them there. “Okay, Nika. If you don’t want to, let’s turn around and leave. We’ll send a note with our apologies, saying that something came up at the last minute and we couldn’t make it. And we refuse the job.”

“You’ll do it too. You’ll lie and refuse an important project, because of me.” She covered his hands still lying on her shoulders with her own and gave him one of her most brilliant smiles. She raised up on her tiptoes and then plunked a sloppy kiss on his chin. “Thanks, pal. I love you, too.”

“Hey, that’s what families are all about.” Alex let go of her shoulders after the last squeeze. “So, partner, what do you say?”

“I say, partner, let’s get this business—whatever this is—over with, and get the hell out. What do you say we grab a pint of Guinness at the Palace?”

The oldest operating bar in Florida, the Palace Saloon, was the favorite local watering hole that traced its history as far back as 1878. Both Nika and Alex adored its unique ambience and had become regulars over the years.

“Say it’s your treat, and I’m all yours.”

“You such a cheap date, Alexander Morris!” 

“But you’re crazy about me, Veronika Morris!”

Together they climbed the last step to the ornate entrance doors of the famous hotel.

Salt, an acclaimed restaurant at Ritz Carlton, was located on the main floor, so it took them less than few minutes to get there. 

“We are expected,” he said as he gave their names to the hostess.

“We just don’t know by whom,” Nika added in a saccharine voice, getting her hackles up once again. 

“Nik,” he growled in warning, his own smile strained at the corners.

Nika shrugged, annoyed. She didn’t know why she was so pissed, but the whole business with the Coleman house—the secrecy and the stupid cloak-and-dagger games surrounding it—rubbed her the wrong way. Plus, the fiasco with its acquisition. Alex was right, she wanted the house badly. Something fierce, as her grandmother always said. For two years, she had been doing everything in her power, and beyond that to get the current heirs to sell the house to Before and After, Inc. To no avail. And now, just two days earlier they had received an offer no sane person could possibly refuse to fully restore and renovate the Coleman house to its former glory. The funds were unlimited and they had carte blanche. The time frame of the work—as long as needed. And the full cooperation of the current owner and the historical society.

So, Nika summarized in her mind, no deadline, no limit on a budget and no roadblocks from the notorious organization and anonymous heirs. The sky’s the limit. The ultimate dream-job. Why then, she asked herself for the umpteenth time, was she so uneasy to accept it? Or so frightened? 

That’s it! That what was making her so angry. Reality hit her like a jackhammer. She was scared. Unabashedly and unreasonably. For the first time in her career, she, a local legend aptly acclaimed by friend and foe as a “house whisperer” was afraid to... what? Fail? Ridiculous. The Coleman house ‘spoke’ to her as no other had for the longest time.

“This way, Mr. & Ms. Morris,” the hostess said, interrupting her unwelcomed musings and invited them to follow her. 

“Here goes,” Alex muttered.

They were led to a faraway table tucked cozily into a corner. It was already occupied by a distinguished looking stranger in a dark suit who immediately got up as soon as they approached the table. Their mysterious host, Nika deduced. Even though the lights inside the restaurant were dim, he looked vaguely familiar.

“Thank you both for accepting my somewhat unorthodox invitation,” the stranger said in his smooth cultured tenor with a whisper of northern crispiness in it. 

As soon as they were face to face, both of them recognized the man. No wonder he was trying to stay anonymous!

“Senator,” Alex said, momentarily taken aback. “This is a surprise, to say the least.” He recovered quickly, though, and pumped heartily the outstretched hand.

Nika too was surprised to see one of the current Senators from Massachusetts standing in front of her, shaking hands with her cousin. 

“I thought you looked familiar,” she blurted in lieu of a hello when his quiet gray gaze settled on her. “What are you doing here?”

“Why, meeting you, of course.” Senator Elijah Lauder flashed a courteous smile that didn’t reach his eyes. He appeared even more uncomfortable than she. His uneasiness filled the air, even though his gaze never wavered and his manners were impeccable. But the good Senator from the North wasn’t in his usual milieu, so to speak, and despite fitting seamlessly in the plush and posh atmosphere of the Ritz’s famous restaurant, he was still not on his home turf.

He held the chair for her, and nodded at the waiter.

“I took the liberty of ordering the drinks for us. I hope it will meet with your approval.”

“Champagne?” Nika eyed the label (Dom Perignon) and arched her brows. “Are we celebrating?”

“I hope so.”

Senator gave another nod to the waiter. They waited until their flutes were filled. “I really hope that the two of you have read my proposal and came to an agreeable decision.”

“The proposal came from the attorney’s office, not from you, Senator,” Nika countered before her cousin said anything. “And anyway, how are you involved in this?”

“Allow me to explain.” Senator Lauder put his flute down without a sip. “My full name is Elijah Coleman Lauder. My grandmother, Margaret Coleman, was the only surviving child of Elijah— or Eli— Coleman, the original owner of the house. She married Maximilian Lauder in 1940, and my father was born after a couple of years. I was very close to my grandmother, who passed away just recently.”

“I’m sorry,” Nika murmured, lowering her eyes. The genuine sadness in the Senator’s eyes was making her uncomfortable, like she was witnessing something personal and very intimate.

“Thank you. She was a very special lady. Very special indeed.” 

He took a small sip of his champagne, still obviously lost in memories, then put the flute down and focused his piercing eyes on Nika.

“She remembered her parents—her father Eli, who I was named after, and her mother, Daisy—vividly and in great detail. My grandmother was the only person I’ve ever met with the eyes of a very usual color: violet-blue. The same shade as yours.”

More baffled than surprised, Nika sipped her champagne.

“That’s... interesting. Then again, Alex has the same violet eyes like me. We both inherited them from our grandmother.”

“Anybody else in the family, or just the two of you?”

“Only us. Why?”

“Just curious.”

Nika had a strong hunch that it wasn’t the case, but she chose to keep her thoughts to herself.

“I am sorry, Senator, but what does our eye color have to do with anything?”

“Maybe nothing, maybe a great deal.” The last words were uttered so quietly that Nika almost missed them. A sudden chill ran up and down her spine, raising the fine hair on the nape of her neck.

“Anyway.” The Senator sat straighter as if he had given himself a mental shake. “My grandmother had a secret. Or, more accurately, she made a secret promise to her father that she kept for many years.”

“And that secret was?” Alex prompted after a pause. He, too, was intrigued, but puzzled by Nika’s reaction. Her face became drawn and unusually pale. Or was it a trick played by the dim light? Alex turned his eyes back to the Senator, but took one of Nika’s hands in his, and closed his fingers firmly around it. The sign of it didn’t escape the Senator, and he gave both cousins a warm smile, that finally reached his expressive eyes and made his face simply arresting.

“That secret, my young friends, was a small envelope and a sworn promise to find Before & After, Inc. and its two owners, Veronika and Alexander Morris, and make sure they’ll agree to renovate the old Coleman House.”

“That’s it?” Nika made a strange sound, somewhere between a croak and a chuckle.

“That’s it. Oh, and the most important of all—it was supposed to be done no earlier or later than September 2019.”

He squeezed his cousin’s hand in a death grip and leaned forward. His usual cheerful disposition had evaporated in a flash.

“Senator, with all due respect, this is... nonsense.”

Nika kept silent.

“I admire your restraint,” Senator Lauder answered with a good-natured chuckle. “I myself reacted more in terms of crazy or delirious.”

“And was she?” Nika finally broke the silence.

“Was she what? Crazy? No, not at all. My grandmother, God rest her soul, was sharp as a tack until her last day. She was the rock. Even confined in a wheelchair, she was the strongest, bravest soul I’ve ever met. She was totally in charge of her mental faculties.”

“How did your great-grandfather even know about Before & After, Inc.? And why 2019?” Suspicion spread across Alex’s face. “Why not 2009 or 2017?”

“That, my friend, I don’t know. And neither did my grandmother. Yes,” he answered the unspoken question, “I asked. She just shrugged and said that what her Father had asked of her.”

“And she promised, just like that?”

“Yes, just like that.”

“And she was the only heir of Elijah’s,” Nika said. It wasn’t a question, but the Senator answered her, nonetheless.

“Correct. She was the sole owner of his estate, such as it is.”

“And that’s why the family refused to sell the house for so many years.”

“Yes. She knew through her attorneys of your interest in it, and of your numerous proposals to buy it. But she refused. As I understand now, she was holding onto her promise to her father. When she felt it was almost her time.” He stopped and cleared his throat before continuing. “She called me and asked me to come to her at once. She was living in Virginia at the time. I flew there immediately. At that meeting, which happened to be our last, she entrusted me with her secret and took a solemn promise from me that I will comply with my great-grandfather’s wish, however crazy and delirious it might have seemed. So, here I am.”

“So, here you are,” Nika murmured as she studied the senator. “Do you have her picture?” 

“Grandmother’s? Of course.” He produced a wallet out of his breast pocket, opened it, and removed a photo. He offered it to Nika. It was a snapshot of a woman in her late sixties-early seventies. She was smiling at the camera, her eyes crinkled at the corners. Nika’s heart gave one hard thump against her ribcage. 

“You said your grandmother had violet eyes.”

“Yes.”

“Do you know who she inherited them from?” But even before he answered, Nika knew.

“Her mother,” the Senator answered. “It is family lore that my great-grandfather nick-named her Daisy, for she resembled a flower.”

The chills ran down Nika’s spine.

“And her real name?” she asked, holding her breath.

“Nobody knew. She was Daisy Coleman. Even on her tombstone her name is engraved like that.”

Why do I feel like crying all of a sudden? 

“Did your grandmother talk about her?”

“Not so much, come to think of it.”

“So, what do you know about Daisy?” 

To his credit, the senator didn’t move a muscle at the catch in her voice.

“Very little.” He frowned. “Nobody knew exactly where she came from, or who her family was. She was the second wife of Eli Coleman, the love of his life, according to all accounts. She was the mother of his only child, my grandmother Margaret. And that’s about it.”

“And she had the violet eyes and golden curls.” 

“Golden curls? How do you know that?” Alex asked.  

“Yes, my dear, how did you figure that out?” Senator Lauder cocked an eyebrow.

“I...I don’t know,” Nika couldn’t tear her eyes from the small picture. She raised her left hand to her blond hair with its springy curls she had struggled to tame since she was a child.  A few years ago she cut them chin length, easier to hide under her baseball cap. As a result, her hair resembled a golden dandelion.

“It just seems right, somehow.”

“I will verify with the family historian, but—”

“Family historian?” Nika’s chuckle rung hollow even to her own ears. “Fancy that!”

“Well, when the family is one of the oldest and most prominent pillars of the Amelia Island community and related to the Carnegies, and the Father of Florida railroads, David Yulee himself, it’s no wonder.” The Senator shrugged without false modesty. “Anyway, I will do my research—”

“No need, Senator,” Nika interrupted, reluctantly handing back the picture. “As the restoration project manager, it is my job to do all kinds of research, family pictures included.”

She raised her flute in a small salute.

“So, you are taking the job?” 

“Yes, we are.” She glanced at her cousin. A twinge of guilt bit at her. Usually they made all decisions together, especially such an important one. This time, however, Nika took it upon herself to voice a decision without consulting her partner first. 

“Are you sure, Nik?” he asked. 

He probably didn’t give a damn about her making a decision solo. Yet his actions were strange, his demeanor subdued. Something must have bothered him the entire evening. She had no idea what that was but eventually he may tell her. 

“I’m sure.” The image of their grandmother Verochka popped into her mind. “I am very sure.”

“Well, then.”

Alex took a deep breath, let it out, and raised his champagne glass.

“To the new project, then, may it be a smashing success!” 

Senator Lauder clinked his flute with both of theirs. “To the Coleman house.”

“To the Coleman house,” Alex echoed.

“To the Coleman family,” Nika said and upended her champagne in one gulp.

“Oh, I almost forgot.” The senator drew a small yellowed envelope from his pocket. “I’m supposed to give you this.”

“What’s this?” 

Nika’s hands grew icy-cold as she reached across the table. Her heart beat erratically against her ribs, like a desperate bird trying to escape its cage. 

She was suddenly as afraid as if she had seen a ghost.

“The letter from Eli Coleman, my great-grandfather. I promised Margaret to deliver it to you personally. But only upon your agreement to take on this project.”
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Sleep refused to come. No big surprise. Nika arranged her legs in her favorite position, her left knee bent with the right foot tucked under it. She sat outside on the second-floor deck of the house she and Alex owned together, and stared at the ocean. In predawn hours, the view of the Atlantic was a sight to behold. The glory of the water, indescribably beautiful, majestically overwhelming, spread in front of her to infinity and beyond. It was fiercely alive and unapologetically domineering. Changing, always changing its moods and colors. Calm and dignified one moment, angry and tempestuous the next. It always took her breath away.

Nika’s mood was as turbulent as the furious waves that crashed and foamed on the beach a short distance away.

The mysterious letter lay on the small table in front of her, beckoning. She had yet to succumb to its demand. 

If she was honest with herself, and she always was, she had to admit that she was more scared than curious. Which was absurd. What was so scary about a piece of paper, yellowed from time and almost a hundred years old, that she was reluctant to even touch it, let alone read it? But absurd or not, she couldn’t bring herself to do it. Not yet. Deep in her gut Nika was confident that as soon as she read the letter, her life may change forever. 

Elijah, or Eli Coleman. The man, the legend, the first owner of the house that was now hers and their company’s first priority. His name in this part of Florida was revered as much, if not more, than that of David Yulee, the father of the railroad. 

Eli Coleman, the philanthropist, the businessman, the engineer, the pillar of the community in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, did many things for the prosperity of Fernandina Beach. The hospital, the schools, the first shrimping factory and paper mill, the modernization of the town’s infrastructure, among other things. He was a pioneer and true revolutionary when it came to protecting the marine life and the fragile, unique environment of the town he called home.

He was born in Europe to a wealthy couple. Maybe Scotland or England. She made a mental note to check. He relocated with his family to Florida when he was still a child and lived there the rest of his life, except the three years he attended Oxford to earn his engineering degree. Married twice, thanks to Senator Lauder’s information, but no details on the first wife, and very little on the second. Her name, or nickname, was Daisy because, thanks to her golden curls, she resembled a flower and had violet-blue eyes. 

Like yours, her inner voice whispered.

And what was so unusual about that? Verochka and Alex have the same eyes, she argued with her inner self, and so did Elizabeth Taylor. So what? So, nothing. She sighed and rubbed her forehead. Just a coincidence.

Yeah, you keep telling yourself that, my girl, her annoying inner self supplied.

“Shut up,” she grumbled, and almost jumped out of her skin. While she was busy chatting with her bitchy self, Alex materialized like a ghost, and sprawled in the chair next to hers.

“Are you talking to me?” he inquired lazily, smirking in that way Nika adored, even though it annoyed the heck out of her sometimes. 

Like right now.

“Dammit, Cuz, you almost made me pee myself!” 

“Moi?” He pressed both hands to his heart, feigning wide-eyed, innocent surprise. “You wound me. Even though it would be an interesting, if a highly undignified, reaction to my humble self. So, you happy to see me?”  

Barefoot and bare chested, dressed in his usual around the house attire of cotton shorts, he somehow managed to make an impression like he owned the world, or at least this small sliver of it. Which he did. A successful entrepreneur and part owner of their multi-million-dollar company, he was well respected in the business community, loved by friends and neighbors, and adored by his business partner.  

Nika recovered quickly from her initial shock. “Happy-shmappy. How long have you been sitting here, spying on me?”

“Watching,” he corrected, pointing an elegant finger at her. “And let me tell you, my girl, it’s a fascinating and enlightening process, to watch that ugly face of yours during your silent discussion with yourself.” 

He knew her well. Too well. Sometimes, even better than she knew herself. It should be disconcerting, but instead was comforting. With Alex she didn’t need to pretend. Didn’t have to be anything other than herself. No wonder she loved him so much. The feeling was mutual. Nika drew a deep breath and blew it out noisily.

“You know me too well,” she murmured, in half-accusation, half-acceptance.

“Well, spill it, brat. I already guessed it’s the letter from our good senator’s great-grandfather that gives you the willies.”

“Yeah, you may say that again. I’m uneasy about it, about all of it.”

“Same here, to be frank. But we agreed to take on this project. So, for better or worse, the Coleman house— and all its history, including this letter—are now ours to deal with. So, did you read it?”

In lieu of an answer, she shrugged, keeping her eyes glued to the ocean.

“Want me to do the honors?” 

“No.” Dammit. The coward in her wanted to do just that, let her cousin read it first. Especially because of that, she bore down and repeated, more forcefully, “No, I’ll do it. It’s for me, so I have to do it.”

He nodded sagely.

“Take your time, babe. It was waiting for a hundred-something years, so what’s another day or two in the great scheme of things?”

And that’s precisely what Nika had been telling herself all these hours. Dammit, he did know her well. Too well. Sometimes, they didn’t need words to communicate. They could read each other’s minds, feel each other’s emotions.

Lately, she wondered if their unique closeness was preventing him from forming a family. Not just a relationship, which Alex had had quite a few throughout their years here on Amelia island, but a strong, lasting, one-of-a-kind attachment to another human being. Come to think of it, the same could be said for her. Was their love for each other so huge that it didn’t leave a place for another person? Were they both spoiled by the closeness they shared? Something to ponder about later, she decided, and, because the moment called for it, she stuck out her tongue at him. He laughed. Just as he always had. 

That deep, rolling sound of a chuckle was uniquely Alex. Just like the deep cleft in his chin, or his clean-shaved head. A fashion he adopted before it went chic and trendy. His unusual violet-blue eyes. Like her own. 

Or Daisy Coleman’s—

Stop it, she ordered herself.

“It’s her, isn’t? Daisy Coleman that you’re so hyped about?” He stopped laughing. Something in Nika’s face and her overall behavior since yesterday, made him uneasy. So much so, that he had contemplated calling Senator Lauder and politely refusing the job. But if he did that, Nika would have his head on a platter. And not only because it compromised their Golden Rule of business, but because something was there, he couldn’t put his finger on. Something elusive. Something clouded her face with bewilderment and sadness. And fear. Oh, yeah, that what was bugging the hell out of him. Nika was never scared. Ever. Even as a child, knee-deep in mischief and trouble, she was never scared of anything or anyone. Now she was. And it pissed him off.

“Nik, let’s talk it over.” 

Because she refused to quit this project now, especially after they both gave their word to the senator, at least they could bring it, whatever it was, in the open and dissect it. 

“Let’s not,” Nika answered after a pause, and curved her lips in a small crooked smile. “I know what you’re trying to do but it’s not necessary. I need to understand this, whatever this is, on my own. No offence, Cuz, but this is for me, and me alone, to deal with. I will read the letter that the great citizen of Amelia Island wrote for me in 1909. I will start my preliminary search on the Coleman house project tomorrow. And we’ll see.”

“Okay. Alright.” There was something in her voice. Finality? Resignation? Whatever it was it closed the discussion and swept all his objections out of the way. Nika had made her decision, and come hell or high water, she intended to stick to her guns. Or die trying. And she was alone in this. The barriers she erected were as tangible as brick walls. She expected him to respect that. 

The hell I will. 

We’ll see. A brewing uneasiness filled him. We’ll just see about that. 

“Do me a favor, Nik?”

“Anything.”

“Call Verochka. She needs to hear about our new project, anyway, and I think it would be better if she hears it from you.” 

They always shared their professional news with Verochka. It was a tradition of theirs to get her blessing before starting a new job, any new job, but especially such a grand one as the Coleman house. And Verochka, Alex knew from experience, was the only person on earth who could change Nika’s mind. He planned to see to that part. Because he had texted their grandmother earlier and expressed his misgivings.

“Yes, you’re absolutely right. I will. By the way, where is she now?”

“Believe it or not, in New York. I think she’s getting kinda tired of all her globetrotting, and ready to settle down.”

“Cousin, are you talking about our grandmother, the one who circled the planet several times over, got stuck in the Great Pyramid of Giza, got bitten by a snake in the Amazon jungle, and swam with sharks in Bermuda? That Verochka?”

“Well, when you put it that way.” He chuckled and shook his head.

He admired their infamous grandmother for her insatiable hunger to travel. She was the only one of the family without a permanent address. She never lived in the same place or country longer than a couple of months. Hence, her love affairs with the hotels. Ever since Amelia Island boasted its own Ritz-Carlton, Verochka was a favorite guest during the years she lived here. She even had her own suite kept especially for her. As the widow of the late banker Jackson P. Morris, she inherited his multi-billion-dollar estate and could easily afford it. Thank God for that, because if anyone deserved it, it was Verochka. 

“I’ll call her, and maybe talk her into visiting, since she’s in the States,” Nika answered as if warming up to the idea.

“That would be grand!” 

He perked up. If Verochka came for a visit, she had the ability to put things into perspective and put his mind at ease. Because there was no one on this planet whose opinion and common-sense he trusted more. If she put her seal of approval on this project, then everything would be fine. 

“Well, I’ll take my magnificent self off, then,” he declared and lazily rose to his feet. “Man, look at this view! I just fucking love it!”

“Yeah, it’s spectacular. I’m so glad we bought this house,” Nika smiled at him. “Despite someone’s misgivings.” 

“And how long will you hold it against me? So, I was wrong, I already told you that a gazillion times.” 

Alex kissed the top of her head and then fluffed her springy curls with the palm of his hand. His action drove her crazy when they were children. Now it was a tiny bit annoying, as the man himself. Nika batted his hand off, and pulled her cell phone from the pocked of her shorts.

“Scram, oh you of little faith.”

“I just couldn’t envision us living in the circular house, that’s all.”

Their two-story home on the beach was built as a hexagon, but from afar it made an impression of a circle. The reinforced wooded stilts held up the second story like mythological Atlases. The winding staircases hugged it from both sides, so Nika and Alex had their separate entrances. Inside, were two master suites with two lavish bathrooms, equipped with their own small kitchenettes. But both preferred to use the main kitchen they had remodeled into a state-of-the-art masterpiece. Nika called it every chef’s wet dream. The open living/family space with its floor-to-ceiling windows that gave them a killer view of the Atlantic Ocean was the selling point. That, and the considerable distance from the historic district where Before & After, Inc. had its main office. Dealing with people in and out all day, every day, made her crave solitude. Not that she didn’t like people, but she needed her own space and alone time. Both of which she found only near water. 

Buying a house on the beach was a must. Buying this one, situated smack in the middle of Ocean Avenue, just a short walking distance from the water was a lucky draw. 

“Circular-shmircular,” she grumbled good-naturedly. “And I’ll hold it against you for as long as you live.”

“Shrew,” he threw over his shoulder.

“Shmuck,” she retorted on a chuckle, already speed-dialing Verochka’s number.

Her merriment faded at the familiar childhood greeting.

“Hello-hello, Daisy-girl! How is my favorite flower?”
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CHAPTER THREE
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Nika cruised along Ocean Drive in her Corvette with the top down. What was the point in owning a convertible if you drove it like a regular sedan? For her job she drove a truck, a reliable, sturdy Chevy she respected from the moment she purchased it. It, too, matched her personality as it was fire engine red. Like her temper, Alex joked. The Corvette was a different matter. She was absolutely and crazily in love with it, considered it her baby and pampered it as much as was humanly possible. She even named it Coco and talked to it, kissed it good-night and petted it when no-one was around. The car was a comfort to her as much as a luxury. Maybe, even more so, since she bought it with her own hard-earned money. Today Nika needed all the comfort she could get, even from an inanimate object such as Coco-the-Corvette.

She turned left onto Dolphin Avenue. Luckily the Sunday streets were almost empty because her mind raced with a million different thoughts. There was no need to go to the office. She had a rule that weekends were free time for them. But she found it hard to settle down after her long phone conversation with Verochka. And she still couldn’t bring herself to read the letter. So, what better way to kill a Sunday morning than to take a drive? An aimless and long one to clear her head and calm her jittery nerves. 

Her grandmother was the only person on earth who ever called her Daisy. According to Verochka, the newborn Nika with her fuzzy mop of golden hair always reminded her of a wildflower.

Sound familiar? Elijah Coleman called his wife Daisy because she reminded him of a flower.

“Stop it. Just stop!” Nika banged the steering wheel with her fist. Regret for harming her baby shot through her. She patted the leather wrapped wheel gently. “I’m sorry, Coco. It’s not you, baby, it’s that bitch that lives inside me. I hate her, you know.”

Hate me, love me, you know it’s strange, and not a mere coincidence. Couldn’t be.

“Yes, I know.”

He wrote to you. You! The message that is supposed to be delivered in September 2019. Girl, you have to read that letter sooner or later. 

“Yeah, I know that, too. Just... not right now.”

Coward.

“Maybe, so sue me.”

Nika sighed. She had been salivating after the Coleman house for two years. Dreamt about it, fought for it, for goodness’ sake! Now she had it, and she was reluctant to start even the preliminary research, not to mention the actual job.

That darn letter! 

One good thing that came out of the Coleman house deal was the upcoming visit from their adorable and beloved globe-trotter. Verochka was intrigued. And when she was intrigued, she got antsy. And when that happened, their grandmother was as unstoppable and unpredictable as a hurricane. No surprise to Nika if Verochka was already on her way to Amelia Island. 

She smiled, and took the next turn toward the Fernandina Beach historical district where the office of Before & After, Inc. was located. She stopped in their parking lot and sat there for a moment, reminiscing. Was it a coincidence that their company’s main office was across from the spot where eight years ago their battered old car had died on them?  Did Fate, that fickle bitch, really interfere and make the decision for them by forcing Alex and Nika to halt their rebellious, childish ‘Grand Adventure’ and start a real adult life?   

There was no such a thing as coincidence. Everything happens for a reason, however trite it may sound. And every situation in life has its purpose. The purpose of their car giving its last breath on the corner of this street eight years ago was clear to Nika: to make them stop and reassess their choices.

The reason, however, had yet to be determined.

A light breeze teased her hair, propelling the springy curls into a crazy dance. Right now she probably did have a striking resemblance to the wildflower her grandmother nicknamed her after. That darn hair was the bane of her existence. Nika had tried everything under the moon to tame them to be straighter, more presentable, but to no avail. They curled madly in every which way, and stubbornly refused to obey to any ministrations of world-renowned stylists, or submit to the restrictions of combs or hairpins. So, in defiance—or pure madness—she hacked them off to chin length bob. Now her hair resembled the top of a dandelion, or like Verochka loved to say, a nimbus. The color of her hair was another disappointment. It could, she supposed, be called blond, but loosely. Its shade was so dark it was almost bronze. Verochka called it tarnished gold. Alex called it nutty blond. Nika called it ugly. But the texture was silky smooth.

She blew angrily at the curls whipping around her face and started the car. She pulled out onto the street and made an illegal U-turn. She drove fast—too fast— to her destination, before she might talk herself out of it. In a few whirlwind minutes she was there. 

She liked that the island was small and suspended forever in the Victorian era. Its charm and enchantment came from that time and was unapologetically locked in it. Nika loved everything about Amelia Island. Its history, climate, and captivating beauty that always enticed different types of people, from the aristocrats and royalty to the pirates and bootleggers. 

As a result, the atmosphere and energy were a unique and fascinating mix of fairy tales, drama, and suspense. 

Just like the house that loomed in front of her. The Coleman house.

A smile crossed her face as she drove past the old trees and then through the gate barely hanging on its rusted posts. She imagined the derelict building in its glory day all those years ago, when it proudly towered over the other houses nearby, so sure of its superiority, so comfortable in its glory. Majestic. It took her breath away from the very first moment she had laid eyes on it. She still had yet to gain it back.

Her research proved the legendary structure was erected by the best architect of that time, Robert S. Schuyler, local celebrity and Amelia Island native, under close supervision and to the detailed specifications of its owner, and was a testament to Elijah Coleman’s engineering genius.

She loved searching through old newspapers and documents to learn more about the house that enthralled her.  Located at the end of the so-called Silk-Stocking District, named for its famous sherbet-colored mansions, the Coleman house was as different from its genteel neighbors as night and day. Governing over the northern part of the historical district, it stood three stories high, unblemished by any hue, regally white and unapologetically male. This 9,000 square-foot edifice with its three cottages and luxurious pool was a mixture of Italianate and Mediterranean villas, blended together in one unique mix. The native flora was presented in abundance. Century-old live oak trees with whimsical Spanish moss naturally co-existed with exotic palm trees. The one bit of family history that intrigued Nika was the story of a little butterfly garden built for Abigail Coleman, the younger sister of Elijah who had mysteriously disappeared in her early twenties. One day she was there, the next—she disappeared, never to be seen again. There were rumors she ran away with her lover, escaping a pre-arranged marriage by her brother to a member of the Carnegie family. There was speculation Elijah had learned of her indiscretion and disinherited her, then evicted her from the house. There were also whispers he killed her in a moment of rage. 

Too far-fetched in her opinion, because according to all the records, Elijah Coleman wasn’t prone to losing his temper. Quite the contrary. His biography described him as self-controlled, even rigid at times, and disciplined with little to no emotion. Highly intelligent, highly educated, the heir apparent of the Coleman clan, he was rumored to be terse, laconic, and an extremely private. His one and only weakness was his baby sister. Much older in years, he had raised her, doting on her, indulging her every whim. Hence the butterfly garden. Did he really pre-arrange her marriage? Probably. Did he kill her? Unlikely.

But whether the rumors were true or false, the history of the house was turbulent, multi-layered, and shrouded in secrets like its residents. 

And now it stood in front of her, forlorn, neglected, but not defeated. In her imagination, the house was frozen in a self-induced sleep, hovering on the brink of awakening. 

Waiting. 

Yes, the house was waiting. Patiently. Tolerantly. Resignedly.  

And now it was hers. Nika shivered at the thought. 

Well, not hers. It was her responsibility for as long as it took her crew to awaken this sleeping beauty
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