Group Novel
Chapter One

Ashleigh had never given much thought as to how life would be without her father, and yet this piece of plastic in her hands caused her to think of nothing else. Here in her hand, might be the answer to  the mysterious emptiness and chaos that ensued when he never returned in time for the family brunch on that tragic Sunday afternoon.
Charles and Preston, pretended that life continued as normal. Everything still ran like clockwork and while they eyed each other from time to time, wondering who Edward Blackthorne planned to leave his empire to, they never said anything. Better to not upset the status quo.
His portrait stared down at her with love and pride. Unlike her brothers, she shared the same ebony hair and blue eyes. Her hair flowed past her shoulders in careless curls while his was cropped as befit one of the richest businessmen in the world, but their eyes were the same deep blue with the same long lashes, while her brothers favored their mother’s coloring. She wondered about her mother for only a brief moment. Charlotte Blackthorne exited her life when she was only three. She remembered the scent of lilacs and a favorite nursery song and a cloud of golden hair. Nothing more.
The lights flickered as a crack of thunder ripped the sky with lightning claws. A second flash of lightning heralded the approaching storm and she closing her eyes, she started counting from habit. One one-thousand, Two one-thousand, three… The thunder ricocheted in warning that it was three miles away.

She looked up at the magnificent portrait, the one he asked her to help him commission for his inner sanctum. She inhaled, smelling the faint fragrances of oiled wood and leather, lingering cigar smoke and the special wood he had always burned in his personal fireplace. She could almost feel him with her.
“You taught me that, do you remember daddy? One of those times when I could still fit in your lap and it was only you and I.”

 She felt the same pride when he decided on having the portrait done.

“You’re my little art history major, so I need to know who you consider the best in the business.”

“Oh daddy, there are more than one you know. You have to tell me what you’re looking for, what style and all that.” 


He’d come up behind her and placing his arm around her shoulder, he pointed up to the very spot it now occupied. “I want it right there and I want something not traditional but not too crazy. You have great taste Ash-Tree, therefore, I need you to give me a name so I can make this happen.”


The Gridnev portrait, impressionistic in nature with the rough brushstrokes and broad strokes of color diminished to broken edges; a beautiful fade into realism where the impressionist qualities seemed to coalesce into a photo-realistic finesse. But it was the eyes which drew you in, eyes that showcased a truly human quality, which brought the entire chaos of painted color into focus.  In short, it was both masterpiece and her father.

And underneath the edge of that portrait, she found something no one spied before.  It took grabbing the moving staircase from the humidor, to get close enough to find it, but the plastic rectangle belonged to her, finally. She had a piece of her father, one she didn’t really want to share with anyone else.

Clutching the digital plastic to her heart, she touched the button and replayed his message as the tears leaked down her face.


“I’m betting on you Ash-Tree. You’ll be the one to understand the first clue, if I know my girl. If I’m gone and you’re hearing this, just know I never wanted it to be like this. I’ve been forced away. And now for the second clue, ITATBTS.”


Her brain began to puzzle through the clue when she heard someone walking across the floor downstairs. She didn’t want to get caught in here and with her treasure yet, until she broke the code. Quickly she maneuvered the stairway over to the room-sized Spanish cedar and glass humidor and punched the code to open the room. Only Ashleigh and the butler, Jeffries knew the code because daddy trusted her with his treasures. She pushed it into the room filled with stamps, cigars and other memorabilia, and moved it back where it had rested against the walls, where some of his prized first editions waited to be read again. The door shut with a resounding snick right before a horrible crash of lightning sizzled like a demon and attacked a transformer somewhere on the grounds which exploded like a bomb. The lights went out. The generator connected to the humidor kicked on, but the backup generator for the rest of the house failed to do its duty.


Ashleigh tried in vain, to open the door, but the electronic lock hadn’t been programmed to be part of the humidor system. “Of course, daddy, you wouldn’t care if you were locked in here, now would you? You’d just sit in your comfy leather chair, sip on a special vintage and read. Well, I don’t really want a drink, but I will cuddle in your chair and pretend we’re together.” 


She sat, sinking low into the comfy cushions which brought her down below the glass line of the surrounding windows, and pushed the button to hear his voice once more.

 ************************************************************************************

Preston Nicholas Blackthorne felt his body shake with rage as he slammed his i-phone down on the historic marble and mahogany foyer sideboard. He flung his dripping umbrella across the floor to the other side, where it flew and slid until it impacted against the tasteful cream painted wood wall.

“Damn the old man. Damn him to the hell I hope he’s roasting in!”  He blinked, and noticed how dark it was in the big house. “And where are the damn lights? Don’t we have a backup generator, or has the old man somehow figured out how to reach out from beyond to keep us perpetually in the dark?”

Veronica appeared the way cats, both wild and domesticated, could suddenly appear whenever they deigned to be seen.  He looked at his older brother’s wife and felt that sensual draw, as his brain and body lit up with a desire he had never been able to rid himself of, even when she decided she needed to marry the heir and not the spare. 


“Jeffries is seeing to the generator, dearest Nicky. Now why don’t you tell me what the matter is and perhaps we can get you out of those wet clothes and into something… well you know.”


Just his pet name, which no one else called him anymore, on those red, sumptuous lips, could start to dissipate his anger. He flung his coat off like a three-year-old and let it fall to the inlaid parquet floor.  “Where’s Charles? I’ve just got off the phone with Wakeman. He says Liebovitz just opened a letter from my father, which he’s had all this time and hasn’t said a word. Since it’s been five years to the day that he disappeared, we are now to be summoned like cattle to hear the damn thing. It’s lucky Wakeman reports to me, Charles is the one who has been told about this and he’s to gather us all together. He says there is a will, and it is somewhere in this damn mausoleum. And it’s supposed to be some kind of winner takes all scavenger-hunt.”


“Charles is out, somewhere. He doesn’t bother me with his trivial comings and goings. Why don’t we go to Edward’s office? I think you’ll find something of interest there to take your mind off all this while we wait for the lights.” She tilted her head and winked, then turned and headed toward the stairs. 


“Yes. It has to be in his office! I find the damn thing first and will finally have what I deserve.”


He followed her up stairs covered with expensive, colorful Persian wool carpeting to the door 

“Has someone been in here today?” she murmured, noticing the slightly opened door.

He pushed past her in his haste to get in his father’s office. He stared up at the portrait whose disapproving eyes followed him everywhere he moved. Where did you hide it you old bastard?
“God, he creeps me out. Well that picture does at any rate.”



“Shh darling, come here.” Veronica said as she sashayed to the desk and pushed a few things back. Preston watched, feeling his blood ignite, until he figured out what she planned when a few folders hit the thick antique Persian silk rug with a gentle plop. The cleft in his chin widened as his mouth dropped open in shock.

“His desk? But I thought. . .” 


“Nicky,” she purred, shifting so that her proper, Oscar de la Renta Satin and Jacquard patchwork skirt, rose provocatively exposing lithe, tanned legs to her upper thighs.


Thought was no longer required.


Swift, urgent responses fueled by a need so intense, filled him with a new purpose, the will be damned. He crushed her mouth with his, knocking some legal effluvia to join the folders as his desire mounted. God, she tastes so good, so wild…  He could feel her open to him, not just her mouth and body, but her very soul. She bit his lip and licked it, causing him to be the one to moan first. His right hand gripped the desk, while his left hand moved toward her luscious auburn hair. A stapler and some pens plummeted, clacking to the floor. He’d barely touched her hair when he felt her body stiffen, and not with passion.  Her eyes widened with lust-filled shock. She pushed him hard away from her, and he almost fell backwards but managed to stumble for his balance.

Veronica loved the way Nicky smelled, full of musk and the expensive aftershave she had bought him because it pleased her to do so. The petrichor from the storm only enhanced his maleness and she wanted to lose herself in him right here on his father’s prized desk. But self-preservation caused her to look in the direction of the humidor in time to see a dark head begin to rise in the glass.

“Preston,” she hissed, “start tossing things as if you’re looking for that will. Someone is in here with us.”


She moved to the other end of the desk, and began flipping through folders and pretended to work at opening drawers. 


“Veronica?” His brain full of Oxytocin and lust, needed a few seconds to catch up to their situation. He looked towards the humidor, and blinked as his brain full of Oxytocin and lust needed a few seconds to catch up this new twist. Inside the humidor, he saw the dark head of his sister crest the glass above the wood and her face followed, eyes searching and then opening wider as she spotted him.

He watched as she pounded the glass, mouthing his name and pointing toward the door, pantomiming for him to open it to let her out.


“Go and try to get it open. She doesn’t know and we’ve got to keep up appearances.” Veronica urged him into action while she knelt down and started picking up the various items littering the rich carpet.


He ran to the door and began twisting the knob as far as it would turn. “Ash? What are you doing in there?” As if on cue, the lights flooded the room and the door clicked open when Ashleigh turned her side of the door.  She looked at her brother and Veronica carefully as she excited the room, noting the messed up desk.


“Why are you in here and trashing dad’s desk with her?” She eyed both of them with a growing suspicion because something just didn’t feel right.


“Well Ashleigh, if you hadn’t been hiding in the “closet” your brother would have been able to tell you that we are going to be having a little attorney party in a couple hours. Perhaps you want to change into something more… hospitable?”


“Father’s left clues or something to his will. The attorneys are coming at 6:30 p.m. to read a letter they’ve had the whole time but could apparently only open today, since it’s been five years. We… well we um thought we’d get a head start on finding something to get the ball rolling.”

“Huh. Well you aren’t going to find anything because I already found it by accident!”  Triumphant and proud, Ashleigh held up the plastic rectangle and smiled. “It’s dad and he’s recorded a message with the clue.”


“WHAT?” Veronica shouted with Preston just a fraction of a second behind her. “Give it to me.” Preston urged, holding his hand out to her. 

“What does it say?” Veronica asked.

“No. Not now. Everyone can hear it when the attorneys get here. I found it, it’s mine to share. Now if you don’t mind, I will go “get presentable.” Ashleigh said. She glared at both of them before stomping out of the office and toward her room. 

“I think I need a drink.” Veronica moved toward the door and looked over her shoulder at Preston with impatience in her eyes.  “So, are you coming to join me, or not?”

*************************************************************************************

The television in the family room added the surrogate warmth of conversation, actually missing from the family gathered in various groupings. No one was saying anything, and the only other sounds came from ice tinkling against glass as the various liquids were consumed while the waiting game continued.  It was 6:20 p.m. and Liebovitz and Wakeman had not yet arrived.

Danielle Murray, had just shed her wet coat and handed it to the ever dutiful Jenkins. 
“He’s in the family room Miss Danielle, and so is Miss Ashleigh.” She murmured her thanks and headed in the direction he’d indicated.  Her blue Jimmy Choo’s clicked against the parquet floor, sounding like a kind of Morse code, telegramming her arrival. She loved Ashleigh like a sister, they’d been in the same Sorority for years; Ashleigh entered as a Legacy like her mother, while Danni had started as a hopeful PNM. Ashleigh became her Big Sister and they’d just clicked. The first time Ashleigh brought her home and introduced her to Preston, well she was smitten.  And now, by some sort of heavenly luck, they were engaged.  
“Hmm… I wonder if we are still going out.” She mused, before stopping at the family room door and looking around. It was a marvelous, if over grand room, with a tasteful cozy inside, complete with a marble fireplace that could almost roast a whole pig and an exquisite bar of brass, mahogany and glass, which contained any type of liquid refreshment one could desire. The glass doors opened into the outside veranda which overlooked the ocean, where ceiling fans looking like giant enameled palm fronds, danced above, keeping it cool and temperate. Cushions and wicker sat waiting to host the idle rich. But everyone was inside and acting different. 
The fireplace merrily burned, lending a certain campfire scent to mingle with the perfumes and musk of those who were gathered in silence.

Strange, that was it. Everyone seemed stranger than usual, and that was saying a lot. Ashleigh looked up, mumbled hello and refused to look her in the eyes. Preston crossed the room to her side, barely touched her cheek with his lips and thrust a glass of what turned out to be scotch into her right hand before stumbling to the bar and grabbing an expensive amber bottle of probably the same thing.

“Here’s to dear old deceased dad and his idea of the old scavenger inheritance hunt!” he half yelled, half sang, hoisting the bottle toward his mouth and drank deep.

Everyone else answered with weary, sarcastic body language and drank whatever was at hand. 

She gagged as the peat burned her nose and the back of her throat. “Whaaa? Shouldn’t this be… yours? 

Veronica sneered, gulped another mouthful of her martini and rolled her eyes after glaring at Ashleigh.

“Tich, tich, tich. Poor little plebian baby doll.” She swiveled her bar chair around showing off a bit more leg than she usually did. “Don’t be such a typical school girl Danielle, it’s about time you upgraded your pallet to the finer things in life if you insist on playing as his girlfriend.”

Charles cleared his throat. “I say Veronica, what’s come over you tonight? Must you attack the girl? We’ve all had a bit of distressing news, but this is over the top, even for you.”
She ignored him and turned back to nurse her drink. Ashleigh got up and came to give her a hug, while grasping something tightly in her right hand. “Don’t mind her, she’s just in her usual bitchy snit.”

The doorbell rang with importance, resonating around the house to announce the latest guests. Everyone straightened up while Preston rose to his feet and waited. 

Showtime.

After a few moments, Joel Liebovitz strode forth and boomed out a hello to the room while taking Preston’s hand in greeting. His warm brown eyes, sparked with intelligence, as he took in the group as a whole. He was unusually tall for an attorney at six-foot-four. His black hair was correctly styled and complimented his silvered sideburns.

“Where’s Wakeman?” Preston shouted from the bar, before slamming back another swig from the bottle.
“Richard had another matter to deal with and I told him it wasn’t necessary for him to be here for this.”

“Would you like a drink Joel?” Charles offered.

“No. No nothing yet. If it’s okay with you, I want to get straight to the matter at hand.” He pulled an envelope from his tooled leather briefcase before setting it on the ground. “Maybe something after, when you all are having a chance to digest this latest development in Edward’s disappearance.”

He held the ivory envelope in his left hand in offering to everyone and no one as he continued. “As I’m sure Charles has told you all, I have a letter in my possession from Edward, that wasn’t to be opened until 

Angry mutters filled the room snapping along with the wood in the fire.

“I know. I know. I advised Edward against this, but as his counsel, I had no recourse other than to follow his wishes. For the delay, I apologize. There was simply nothing else I could do.” He cleared his throat.” Shall I continue?

“Get on with it man!” Preston shouted. “Tell us how this damn scavenger hunt for the will is suppose to go on, then maybe SHE will let us hear dear old dad speak from beyond the grave.”
The attorney looked momentarily confused. “How do you know about the clues?” He looked over at Ashleigh wondering why Preston was singling her out.  
Ashleigh held up a white plastic rectangle and blushed. “I think I accidentally stumbled upon a clue when I was up in dad’s office, looking at his portrait.” Her voice cracked. “Since it’s been five years and all.”

She moved into the other part of the room closer to Joel and the others, leaving Danni standing with her back toward the television.

“Well, of course, yes. I will listen to it if you permit, after I finish with this.” He waved the envelope a couple times before continuing. “The letter instructed that if he had been gone for five years, to the day, that I go ahead and read this to his heirs. I know you believe he’s dead, but… you know Charles, maybe just a little water, if you don’t mind.”

Charles walked over to the bar and grabbed a crystal glass. He filled it with a couple cubes of ice and poured some sparkling water into it. He brought it back to Joel and they all waited as the attorney drank deep.

Danni felt all at once as if the television had a hold on her with its radio lasso, and she felt compelled to turn around and watch the scene unfolding in Cuba. Many people in the background literally danced in the streets, flinging confetti while glasses clinked and a band played jazzy notes of joy. She moved without knowing, closer to the box with the news. Something in the background caught her eye, and it drew her forward until her nose almost touched the screen. 

There’s something here, she thought, studying the people behind the announcer. Unaware that she fixated on one gentleman in particular, her brain continued to try and process the scene before her. A strange, garbled noise escaped her throat as she starred at the man who strolled around behind the crowd, entering stage right. He looked like someone she knew, but then again, he was a total stranger. He pulled a costumed beauty toward him and she couldn’t get a clear view of his face, just his profile. He was dressed in costume as well, flamboyant and exotic, just like the woman he moved with. Suddenly he turned toward the camera and the glass slipped out of Danni’s hand and fell with a wet splash into the plush tan carpet at her feet. A moan escaped her throat as she stared in disbelief at the man standing before her. But when he turned away, a thousand doubts assailed her and she decided she’d been seeing things after all, it was the anniversary after all and she wasn’t use to drinking scotch. 
Still as she moved to clean up her mess, she mused on how they were so different and yet so alike. He was tan instead of pale, his hair was highlighted in numerous shades of  blonde, waving to his shoulder blades like a GQ beach boy instead of the consummate businessman with ebony well-trimmed hair; and the eyes were a vibrant green and not the blue she’d crushed on when in her early teens. He couldn’t be and yet the doubt in Danielle’s mind continued to whisper that she might have just found the supposedly deceased Edward Blackthorne.
