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Prologue




1896

It was a God awful night. Neither man nor
creature dared to venture outside. Lightning and thunder shook the
lone house that sat in the valley. It was as if Mother Nature lost
all control of her temper and with an uncontainable vengeance,
whipped her rage into a fury the earth had never seen, shaking its
very foundation. The sky illuminated over and over as thunder
seemed to trip over itself. If that wasn’t bad enough, clouds
opened up all at once, cascading down like a waterfall and Brett
Hope’s inside felt the effects of the storm on her nerves. She
didn’t need the frightening weather, for lately her emotions were
raw with tension; tension from fear of losing her husband’s
love.

Sitting at the desk, she continued to write
her memoirs, recalling her happier days, when she met her husband;
the man she loved more than life itself. Tears stained the linen
paper smearing some of the words as her small hands shook every
time she dipped the pen into the ink well. Blurred vision did not
stop her writing. She wondered how her life had taken such a
terrible turn; how she lost the man she loved. Another flash cast a
small shadow on the wall. The tongues of color, licking up from the
glowing logs of the hearth, spilled into the surroundings, adding
little, if any, warmth to the chill of the drafty old house.

Bret Hope bit her lip, wiping tears with her
free hand as the other continued the jerky scribbling. Soon the
pain, she had been bearing for the last few months will be gone. No
more will she weep for him. Pain will no longer rip at her heart
strings. No, soon it will be over.

Without any recollection of how it got there,
a pearl handle derringer was clutched in her hand. She felt its
smoothness… its coldness. It had been a gift from her husband; a
protection from danger. Now it will protect her from further agony.
It was fitting that she use it. She looked up at the ceiling and
wondered if he was with his lover. Where else would he be? Her face
wet from so many tears, she held the weapon to her temple.

Thunder and lightning exploded into the
night, drowning out any other sounds that might have occurred at
that moment in time when she pulled the trigger.

 



CHAPTER ONE




Present.

Elaine Dale Bouvier was bored.

She was bored with her life, bored with her
job, and bored with her friends.

Only, twenty-four, she felt as if life had
passed her by. Flipping through Cosmopolitan, she tugged restlessly
at her curly, strawberry blonde hair. It was long, looking like
corkscrews; a natural condition whenever the weather was damp.
Tonight, it was damp; Augusts’ heat hung over the complex like a
woolen blanket. The magazine was tossed aside with a disgusted
snort. Elaine stood and stretched her five-foot-six inch frame,
trying to get the boredom out of her kinky body. Her second floor
apartment window overlooked neighbors already swimming in their
above ground plastic pool. It was Saturday, too many kids splashing
and screaming for her to enjoy any solitude. So, there would be two
more days of doing absolutely nothing but listening to other’s
enjoying the heat; another dreaded weekend.

Her co-workers laughed at her because she
always asked her boss if she could work overtime, on Saturdays. But
he claimed no one in his company worked extra hours. No one should.
But, she wanted to, if only to keep her mind off that two-timing
coward. During the week wasn’t a problem, she had friends and her
work, but weekends grated on her nerves.

It was only a few months ago that she had
broken up with Denny White, her high school sweetheart. They were
engaged and planning an October wedding. It would have been
beautiful in Mt. Joy, Pennsylvania with the changing colors of the
trees. She had lived there all her life. Her parents ran a craft
shop in the small town that if you blinked, while driving through,
you’d miss it. It was a town where people were friendly and never
locked their doors, even in the twenty-first century. Only two cop
cars patrolled the area, and it had a curfew for teenagers under
sixteen. When her father died of cancer, her mother was so
despondent she followed him only three months later. The store was
sold, and Elaine found a job in Lancaster, a fifteen minute commute
on Amtrak.

A heavy sigh escaped her mouth, thinking how
fate had taken away her happiness. How in a short time, Denny had
met another, fallen in love, and left her with just a short note.
Bah! Not even on paper, the scumbag texted it on the cell phone! He
apologized that he’d had no control over what had happened and
wished her the best. Punching an embroidered pillow, she pretended
it was Denny, the spineless weasel of a coward, who couldn’t tell
her in person. With a curse, Denny was flung across the room with
unfulfilled satisfaction. She snorted and yawned.

He was her problem. He had caused her all
this anxiety. But mostly he caused her boredom. Elaine was bitter,
hurt, and depressed for a month, well... maybe a little more than a
month before she realized it didn’t hurt as much as it had in the
beginning. She was amazed, how her love for him had vanished so
quickly, and the wanting to knock him senseless, if she ever met
him again, also subsided. No! She still wanted to kick him where it
would do the most damage. He had said he wasn’t sure if he wanted
children anyway. Maybe, she hadn’t loved him like she thought. But,
it still irked her that he ran with his tail between his legs. Bah!
She was better off without him, especially if she had married and
then he did this to her. Aimlessly she wandered about her apartment
and then sat with a snort and turned on the TV.

“Cartoons,” she grumbled. Click. “Cartoons,”
this time she snorted. Click. “Crap! Cartoons.” What did you
expect, it’s Saturday. With an agitated breath, she shut off the
set.

Her good friend, Zoë Winters was out of town
on a business trip. Her other friend was married and busy, which
cut down her social life, especially on weekends; she felt as if
she were sinking in quicksand. Pathetically, she felt left behind.
One would think that being single was like having some unknown
disease for which there was no miracle cure.

Padding across the rug in her bare feet, she
went to the kitchen and poured a bowl of cereal with skim milk.
Even though she was slim, her cholesterol was a little high, so she
watched her fat intake. The tile floor was cold and hard, but it
felt good against her warm feet. To save money, she didn’t turn the
air-conditioning unit below 78˚; she preferred the warm weather to
the cold anyway.

She showered, and then decided to take a walk
into town. She loved to shop… well, window shop. Elaine was a
copy-writer for a local newspaper that paid well, but rent and
living expenses always deflated her pay check. She loved her work;
it was her only salvation. As she made her way to the front door
the phone rang. Her habit was to let the answering machine screen
her calls She was tired of saying no to people trying to sell her
things she had no use for or couldn’t afford.

“Sorry I’m not home to take your call, please
leave a message after the beep.”

She listened.

“Hello. This is Mr. Robert Michaels, of
Schoenberg, Schoenberg, and Wise, Attorney At Law. I’m calling from
Philadelphia and can be reached at....” Deciding to answer, rather
than call back long distance, Elaine picked up the receiver. Not
having the vaguest notion what a lawyer would want of her, she was
a bit miffed, but more curious.

“Yes?” she answered after a slight
hesitation.

“Is this Elaine Dale Bouvier residing at
Seventy-Seven Richard Avenue, Mt. Joy, Pennsylvania?” She cleared
her throat wondering if she should have answered. All sort of crazy
notions began filling her head. Was someone suing her? It could
happen. People sued over the least little thing. Her heart beat at
a scary pace when she answered, “Y-yes, speaking.”

“Ahem,” the voice on the other end cleared
his throat. “Good morning, Ms. Bouvier. I am Robert Michael and I
have a will in front of me that states you are the sole
beneficiary. I’m sorry to disturb you on your day off, but I’ve
been very busy and this was the first chance I had to call. It
seems your aunt Lilly Bouvier passed away leaving you with her
entire estate... Hello? Are you there?”

Elaine had never met her father’s sister. She
was a recluse. A bit eccentric, too. Her mother always joked that
her father’s side of the family were a bit loony. Of course, Elaine
always laughed and shook her head in disbelief. Mother had insisted
that aunt Lilly was the strangest of the lot.

“Hello!?” the deep voice repeated.

“Oh, I’m sorry. You caught me off guard. I
didn’t know her and I am surprised she put me in her will. But
then, she never married and my father is no longer living… and I
don’t recall any cousins and...” When she finally realized she was
babbling to a stranger, who probably didn’t give a fig about her
family, she stopped.

“Can you come to my office sometime this
week? I need you to sign some legal papers.”

“Err, yes, I guess I can. I have some sick
days coming to me.” Then as an after thought, she asked, “Is the
trip worth it? I don’t want to take the time or traveling expense
for a few measly dollars.” She heard him clear his throat.

“Ms. Bouvier, I can assure you, her estate
was far from measly. I’d say you are in for a big surprise.”

Monday morning, Amtrak let her off in
Philadelphia at Penn Station. It was a short distance to the office
of Schoenberg, Schoenberg, and Wise, so she walked it doing a
little window shopping in the process. Philadelphia was not a place
she visited very often. As people shoved and bumped into her on the
sidewalks, busy taking or texting on their cell phones, Elaine
remembered why she didn’t particularly care for the big city.
Having being a country girl all her life, she preferred the small,
quiet town she lived in.

The pretty, blonde secretary, what are called
today, to politically correct, is administrative assistance, made
her wait for twenty minutes before letting her in Mr. Michael’s
office. The woman smiled warmly and announced, “A Ms. Bouvier to
see you.” The blonde nodded, then left, shutting the door with a
click. Elaine stood nervously for a moment watching a dark head
bent over a pile of papers.

“Be seated,” offered the voice belonging to
the head without looking up. Slightly annoyed, she sat with a huff
and cleared her throat. “Damn!” he swore but still ignored her.

Rude man, she thought, and looked around the
room as she tapped her fingers impatiently against the leather arm
of the chair. One wall was lined with shelves, loaded with books.
Another wall displayed a gold framed mirror with an oak bar beneath
it. Behind the uninterested man was a wide window, letting in the
view of all the other tall buildings. The rug was plush green and
she thought he could use a bigger desk. His work was piled in
stacks around him, but it didn’t hide his large frame. What she
could see of him was his broad shoulders and, she guessed, a long
torso, because he sat very tall in the big chair.

Elaine, still watching him as he looked up,
lost her breath when he smiled. He had the most striking sapphire
eyes. Suddenly, deja-vu, hit her. She had seen eyes like that
before but where? When? She ignored the feeling; it passed as
quickly as it came.

The dark head rose along with the body, and
she was right. He was tall; she guessed over six-feet. His gray
suit jacket was open and his tie was loosened. Wisps of black hair
fell across his forehead, but that made him look all the more
handsome and slightly rakish. He removed his granny glasses and
those hypnotizing eyes were framed with long, black lashes; lashes
that no man had a right to own. A chiseled nose went perfectly with
his full, sensual mouth. He had a strong jaw that could lead one to
suspect he might be stubborn.

What was he doing here? He should be in the
movies.

“Sorry, if I appeared rude, but I am up to my
eyeballs in paper work.”

He extended his hand and she gawked at him
too long before realizing that she was looking foolish. “Oh, um,
glad to meet you.” Elaine shook it and felt a surge of heat travel
up her arm. She yanked her hand back a bit too fast and wondered
why she was acting like a ninny. He was doing strange things to her
insides. Calm down, she chided, he’s just a man, but what a man. No
one of his gender ever affected her like this before. She wondered
what it would be like to be held by him. He rounded the deck to sit
once more behind his clutter. Stop sizing him up before you start
drooling or he reads your mind. She wiggled in the chair trying to
compose herself and cleared the lump that had lodged in her
throat.

The lawyer shuffled some papers around
saying, “Ah, here we are.” He opened an envelope and then replaced
his specs to read the document. “It seems your aunt left you her
house, several acres of land and quite a sum of money. Let’s see.”
He rattled off the sum and then looked up over his glasses; she was
gaping, her eyes wide with disbelief.

“Are you sure?” she croaked.

“Yes, you are now a rich woman. May I get you
a glass of water?”

Elaine composed herself as much as possible.
“Um, yes, thank you.“ He quickly went to a tiny refrigerator and
handed her a bottle of spring water not thinking to loosen the cap.
She struggled with shaking hands unable to open the bottle. The
lawyer took it back and twisted of the cap, apologizing. She
offered a weak smile and gulped down the refreshing water. She
wondered if she had heard right. How many times had she fantasized
about winning the lottery as did her friends, but never this?

After she settled down a little, the lawyer
read all the technical parts of the will and she walked back to
Penn Station with a completely different aspect on life. It’s funny
what a little wealth can do to someone’s spirits. Elaine rode the
train back home in a haze with one thought rolling around in her
head, Five hundred and fifty thousand dollars; a mansion full of
antique furniture, and acres and acres of land… and all hers.

Staring out the window, landscapes flew by in
a blur. She rested her forehead against the cool, dingy pane,
trying to remember things her mother had told her about aunt Lilly
and that old house. At the time, she paid little attention but she
now recalled that there was a sad history to the place. It seemed a
great aunt, Brett Hope, at least four generations ago, was found
murdered there one night. They later hanged her husband, though
after the hanging his sister-in-law claimed that he was innocent.
No one knew why; they said Brett Hope was extremely happily married
and adored her husband.

Her mother would cluck her tongue saying, “So
young, so young.” Then looking at Elaine, she’d sigh, and added
Brett Hope was about her age when the tragedy occurred.

“Mt. Joy! Next stop!” The announcement came
over the crackling, P.A. system and the train stopped with a loud
grunt and jolt, pulling her completely out of her disturbing
reverie. There was too much to decide; so much that her mind was
boggled with indecision. What to do? What to do? By the time she
walked into her apartment, her mind was settled. She would take a
leave of absence from her job and go to Virginia. She figured she’d
put the place up for sale, liquidate all the furnishings, and then
buy a nice house in Pennsylvania.

***

When Robert had lifted his gaze to greet the
woman, he hadn’t expected to find such a beautiful young lady
sitting across from his desk. Her hair was the shade of raw honey,
blended with fresh strawberries. Her eyes were warm like brandy,
and big, full of expression. Her pert nose had an upward tilt and
it was dotted with some freckles, giving her the look of a sixteen
year old. Her full lips were painted pink that matched the blush in
her cheeks; he suspected was a natural blush. But it was her hair
that he longed to feel; long, and curly. She was as cute as a new
born kitten.

She had ogled him. He owned a mirror, he knew
he was handsome but he never let his good looks take precedence
over his good judgment. He loved women as much as the next man and
dated when time allowed, which was not often. But he ad never
fallen in love, or wanted to, that is, until he saw Elaine Dale
Bouvier. He knew the look woman gave him when they were interested
and it please him because he was instantly attracted to her. He
didn’t like the way she paled after reading the will and he had
never witnessed or attended a woman who had fainted, and he didn’t
want to start now. But, he’d feel the same if someone left him five
hundred and fifty thousand dollars along with a furnished mansion
in Virginia.

Robert wanted to see Elaine again. He spent
the following week ignoring most of his work because the beautiful
lady took up most of his waking thoughts and many of his sleepless
nights. Lately, he couldn’t get her out of his mind. To make
matters worse, the senior partners of the firm were constantly
reprimanding him. They were saying things like, “This is not like
you to miss that detail. Why weren’t the reports finished? Where
are the contracts that had to be signed? The portfolio on the
Simon’s case was not on my desk before the hearing.” And etc., and
etc.

He was out of character and he realized this
himself. He was the best young lawyer in the firm; he only needed
the opportunity to prove himself. Most of his work was researching
and leg work but on occasions, he handled a trial, something any
first year law student could handle. He knew, if he kept his nose
to the grindstone, someday he would be a junior partner; it was a
constant promise. Someday was the conversation he had to himself
every morning when he looked into the mirror to shave. Someday, he
had taken those words to heart.

Five days after meeting Elaine, he was
looking into the same mirror, having the same conversation he had
for years but this time he saw the truth. Someday was never coming.
At twenty seven, he needed some foundation in his life; someone to
share it with. Never feeling lonely before, or questioning his life
style, Robert wondered where these new thoughts were coming from.
Elaine Dale Bouvier? She had turned his world off its axis and
nothing seemed as important as she in his life now.

The next morning he went to work determined
to do what he had to do!

“Quit?! What do you mean, you quit?” Gene
Wise slammed the log book shut, his round face beet red. Confusion
coupled with disbelief filled his gray eyes. Robert flinched, not
liking the look he was receiving by one of the senior partners, but
he had made up his mind.

“Sorry, Sir, but I have decided to start my
own practice.”

Gene blinked, and then sighed. “But, son,
you’ve been with us since graduation. We planned on making you a
junior partner someday. Starting your own firm won’t be easy.” His
voice was condescending as he leaned back, folding his arms across
his large stomach. His boss had the look of determination on his
face hoping to talk some sense into him.

“Robert you are a great asset to the company
and I hat to see you go. You know,” he bragged, “we’re the best in
Philadelphia. You’ll find it hard going against us.”

He stood. “I don’t plan to practice here,
Sir.”

Gene swore, and he suspected the old man
wasn’t about to talk him into staying. “Well, then my boy,” he
extended his hand, “I wish you all the best.”

His voice lacked real conviction and Robert
knew Gene Wise didn’t mean a word he said. But he felt he owed the
man an apology for not giving notice. “I’m afraid, I must leave
right away. It’s personal, so I won’t explain the reasons for my
abrupt exist.” The big man shrugged and Robert didn’t feel any
remorse; the firm had led him around by the nose too long. As far
as he was concerned, he didn’t owe them any explanations.

 



CHAPTER TWO


Elaine just finished packing her last
suitcase when the door bell rang. “Now, who can that be?” she
mumbled to herself. “Too early for the cab I ordered just minutes
ago,” she informed the suitcase snapping it shut. “Just a minute!”
she hollered. “I’m coming!” With her feet bare, she crossed the
living room rug.

Ring!

“Coming!” she announced, and swung the door
open. “Hold your horse...?”

Instant recognition hit her full force, along
with the summer’s blazing sun. Compelled to squint, she jumped
back, her mouth unhinged. She stared at the tall man filling up her
door frame. Large, dark wrap around sunglasses covered his eyes.
“Can I come in?” he asked abruptly, and removed his glasses.

Elaine nodded, woodenly. What happened to her
voice? Never having been at a loss for words before, she was
experiencing a new emotion. Completely flabbergasted, she
stammered, “W-what are y-you doing h-here?” Smile you ninny. She
did but it wasn’t easy. The lawyer returned the smile making his
blue eyes twinkle with laughter.

“Sorry, if I came at a bad time.”

Elaine swallowed hard and finally got her
mouth to work. “Oh no, please come in, Mr. Michael. Is there
something else I need to sign?” She knew there wasn’t but she had
to say something, not sure how much longer she could stand his
scrutiny of her person. But she had also taken the moment to savor
the handsome picture he was presenting to her. She had almost, but
not completely, forgotten how good looking he was. Even now, she
couldn’t believe he looked even more desirable in his tight jeans
and white tee shirt. He had to be poured into the outfit, giving
her a complete inventory of all his muscles.

“Robert, please.” He entered, seeing her
suitcases stacked by the sofa.

“Leaving?” he commented on the obvious, never
answering her question.

She nodded. “I’m going to see my inherence.
Sit.” She motioned towards a chair, then remembered how she was
dressed, or barely dressed, not expecting company. Elaine sat
uncomfortably on the other chair, feeling emotionally unbalanced.
She fidgeted, wishing her heart would stop its crazy beating. When
her head cleared, somewhat, she remembered her manners and inquired
if he would like a drink. “I have ice tea, juice, or water. No
beer, don’t like the stuff.”

“Ice tea will be fine, Ms. Bouvier.”

“Elaine, please,” Seeing beads of
perspiration pop onto his forehead, she decided to reset the
air-conditioner, making it cooler for him. She certainly could
afford the electric bill, now.

“Be right back,” she said and sprang from the
chair, scooting towards the thermostat. “Sorry about the warm
apartment,” she yelled over her shoulder before entering the
kitchen. “I like it warm but it will cool off soon.” Pouring the
ice tea she asked, “Real or artificial sugar?” She didn’t like
imitation sweetener, but kept it for friends.

“Artificial is fine,” he answered, making her
jump
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