After 20 years, Gabriel Sinclair returns back to his childhood home, he’s not sure why Kentucky beckons him but he is soon to find out. The girl he secretly loved as a child is no longer in town, but he finds a way to make her come home again . . . by buying her old house.
Jocelyn Bouchard was always attracted to Gabriel, but her grandmother said he was white trash and warned her to stay away. Wanting to please the Bouchard woman, she complied and regretted every moment.
Gabriel is now back in her life as a potential buyer for the home she can’t keep up, but he wants more than just to show her how far he’s come in life. He wants her heart. A night of tornado’s, a cramped cellar, and a searing kiss sparks up the hidden old flame. The Windmill restaurant’s Wurlitzer is kicking up some music, and Gabriel shows Jocelyn what she’s been missing out in all of these years. Gabriel is still the Angel of Sin that he was in high school. He even has the same motorcycle. Jocelyn is still afraid to throw caution to the wind but she’s about to learn what it’s like to let loose for once.
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Bad to the Bone
“B-B-B-B-Bad to the Bone...” Gabriel Sinclair paused with the door to The Windmill half-open, listening to George Thorogood’s old hit. Sort of creepy. Ever since he’d returned to the area and started coming to the restaurant to eat, that damn song played on the jukebox each time he was leaving. Almost like the machine taunted him with knowing precisely who he was. What he was.
“Yeah, bloody Rod Serling time,” he muttered under his breath. “As if I don’t already know I’m rotten to the core.”
The oddball handy man who worked for the place called out, “Shut the damn door already! You’re letting in flies!”
Gabriel chuckled and then held up his middle finger to flash a ‘salute.’ “You and that bloody jukebox from hell can―”
“Yeah? Same to you, Sinclair,” the man cut him off with his nasally tone.
Colin Hughes picked up a wrapped plastic straw and blew on the opened end, causing the paper to fly across the dining room and nearly hit Gabriel in the cheek. Instead of getting ruffled, Gabriel shook his head and chuckled. It was hard to get angry with a grown man who ‘shot’ straw wrappers at you.
A big, black cat dashed in between Gabriel’s legs, causing Colin to yell, “Hey, don’t let him in!” He jumped out of the booth and tried to run the kitty down. Crawling around on his hands and knees, he attempted to corner the feline. “Come on, Clint, you little bugger. You know you’re not supposed to be in here.” Glancing over his shoulder, he flashed Gabriel a dirty look. “You could help, you know. You let him in.”
Gabriel walked over to the table the cat was hiding under, held out his hand and wiggled his fingers. “Here, kitty-kitty.”
The huge puss with brilliant amber eyes came to him―purring. Gabriel gave Colin a shrug. “Some men have it. Some men never will.”
“Hey, I know that one. Old ad campaign for Yardley. Back in the 1960s.” The kooky man gave him a big grin, thrilled at sharing his piece of knowledge.
Gabriel frowned, not entirely sure why he said it. The words just seemed to pop into his mind. “Neither of us was alive then.”
“A lot of things are stuck in the middle ‘60s around here. Old Delbert’s always quoting it, so I asked him about it. He showed me this ad he cut out with some chick named Chrissie Shrimpton. Hot babe.” He grinned and wiggled his hand back and forth. “Used to date Mick Jagger back then. She did a Yardley ad for some magazine. Delbert said he kept the page because it reminded him of a time when life was gentler and had a lot of hope. You better evict Clint before the boss lady stops smooching lover boy in the backroom and comes out. She’s cranky these days,” Colin said, referring to the owner’s pregnancy.
“Clint, hmm? Odd name for a kitty. But then, who am I to remark? My cat’s name is Otis.” Gabriel put the pudgy feline down on the concrete sidewalk and gave him a pat. The beast immediately tried to scamper back inside, but he snatched him up. “Don’t push your luck, Clint.”
“Ah, that explains you always stuffing a burger in your jacket pocket. It’s for Otis, right?” Colin grinned at his deduction.
“Yeah, he mostly gives me the finicky routine, but loves The Windmill’s burgers. Maybe I’ll bring Otis to visit Clint. They might have fun together.”
Colin chuckled doubtfully. “Could try to kill each other, too.”
“Nah, Otis is too fat to fight. Later, Colin.” Gabriel let the door close, instantly muting the song. Despite the seriously peculiar jukebox, he liked this strange place out in the middle of nowhere. A restaurant, swim-club, drive-in and motel under the neon windmill sign was an odd oasis in the heart of horse country. The place had an otherworld feel, as though time stood still here. Like Delbert’s ad, frozen in a moment when things were kinder and held hope. Silly notion, but the impression strengthened with each visit.
He supposed it was no sillier than his waiting for something to happen. Since coming back, he had this growing sense the air was charged with anticipation, that he stood at the crossroads in his life and was about to take a major turn. Of all the places in the world he could’ve retreated, he still wondered why he’d come back to Kentucky. He’d once vowed never to return and meant it. Some might suppose he was coming back to find his roots.
“What roots? I’m a Scot. I have no history here,” he muttered to Clint.
The sum total of his connection―after his mother married an American horse trainer, Gerald Collins, they’d come to live with him in Kentucky on the Fitzgerald estate. For seven years he’d stayed with his mum and his alcoholic step-father in the gardener’s cottage on the horse farm. His mother was now long dead. About a year after she surrendered to the cancer that had devoured her body, Gerald had been killed in a car accident―drunk, he’d crossed over the middle of the road one rainy night, and hit a semi coming the other way. So no family here, not even a distant cousin. Nothing to call him back. Except…well, he shrugged that image off. When his life hit a wall, the gnawing conviction spelling out he was going nowhere important, he’d jumped on the Harley and rode, no destination in mind. Two days later, on a foggy morning he’d found himself coasting into the small town of Leesburg, Kentucky.
As he rolled past the miles of bluegrass pastures, he speculated if The Windmill was still there. Seeing the creekstone and glass front in the distance had felt like coming home. Strangely enough, it was the first place he’d stopped since crossing the state line. Not a lot had changed, as if this area took what it wanted from the chaotic, fast-paced world and rejected the rest. Outside of taller trees, The Windmill and the land surrounding were nearly the same as he remembered.
He glanced up the small hill to the swim club. A place frozen in time. An odd sense of déjà vu rippling across his skin, he gazed at the cinder-block building, painted a pale aqua and pink to match the neon windmill sign on the restaurant. He’d stood on this very spot many years ago. Stared up at the pool, just as he was doing now. Life repeating in a loop. The air about him thrummed, shimmered with the iridescence of gasoline on water; the edge of his vision blurred as time bent in on itself. Sounds of the swimming pool―splashing, laughing―grew louder. The scent of chlorine wafted on the wind. Gabriel watched, mesmerized as a beach ball was tossed into the air, then bounced over the railing and rolled down the hillside toward him. So strong was the impression, his muscles flinched involuntarily; his hands reached out, ready to catch it.
For a long breathless instant, Jocelyn Bouchard stood in her red and white striped bikini, preparing to gracefully jackknife off the end of the diving board. Her long, dishwater blond hair, darker from being wet, was pushed back from her kissable face. The candy striped bathing suit was enough to make his mouth water, as it clung to her well-rounded curves. So vivid the remembrance, he was torn, unsure if he’d stepped through some portal of time and transported to the past, or old longings summoned forth the shard of time, conjuring memory into the present’s reality.
Then the beach ball hit him and vanished with the pop of a bubble bursting.
“Wow. Shades of Patrick McGoohan in The Prisoner. When Colin said things were stuck in the 1960s around here, he meant it.” Still perplexed by the peculiar occurrence, he looked up the hill again.
No one was up at the pool. It was late April, still weeks before the kids were out of school and would be hanging around there.
“Just too many regrets mixing with unfulfilled dreams,” he spoke aloud.
Funny how fate changes things. Twenty years ago when he’d left, he barely had enough money to get hell and gone from the little nowhere town of Leesburg, while Jocelyn Bouchard was a princess, the granddaughter of Carrie Boivin Bouchard―one of the area’s most powerful and richest gentry. The grand dame had held the opinion that Gabriel wasn’t fit company for a girl of Jocelyn’s quality. Well, he supposed she’d been right on that point.
“Didn’t lessen the sting. The snooty bitch had taken one look at me in jeans, leather jacket, with my hair a little too long, and deemed me unfit to touch her precious granddaughter, not fit to breathe the same air.” The old resentment churned, acid in the pit of his stomach.
He clearly recalled a day in the drugstore. Jocelyn had come in to get her gran’s prescriptions filled. Actually, it was the first time they’d exchanged more than a hello or how are you. He wasn’t sure why, but he’d felt compelled to speak to her, asking if she were enjoying the summer. Poor Jocelyn appeared stunned he’d struck up a conversation with her. She blushed and stammered, and looked prettier in her bright yellow sundress than he ever recalled. All innocence and sensuality, she was a golden girl, and it hit him full force how much he’d always wanted her, always known how foolish the wanting was. Right on cue, Carrie Boivin Bouchard―who could trace her ancestry back to 12th Century Normandy―had swooped into the store to fetch Jocelyn. Glaring at him with all the respect you give something you’d find stuck to the bottom of your shoe, she grabbed her granddaughter by the arm and dragged her out of the store. Not even a chance for them to trade goodbyes. The old lady’s words had carried to his ears. “Stay away from him. He’s trash...bad clear to the bone.”
Well, Dame Carrie was dead now, cancer they said, and the elegant mansion on the hill closed up. The family fortune was down the drain, combination of bad stock investments by Jocelyn’s wastrel father and the old lady’s million dollar plus battle to beat death.
“Times change, Clint,” he spoke to the cat watching him.
Swinging his leg over the seat of the vintage Harley Electra Glide, he sat balancing the bike with a leg spread out on each side. He stared pensively at the mansion on the distant hill. The antebellum, two-story house, with columned portico, sat on the highest point in the whole county, visible for miles around. A silent sentinel to a bygone era of hooped skirts and Southern belles.
Faint strains of the Wurlitzer still taunting him, he shoved the helmet on his head and throttled the engine to a roar, then set off―not in the direction of Leesburg and the apartment where he was temporarily staying, but straight for that daunting fortress upon the hill.
It was only a short distance to the turn off from the highway. The worn paved road finally wound to the gates of the old house. He slowed as they came into view. The tall, black wrought iron gates had morning glory vines crawling up its eight-foot height. Irony struck him―iron morning glories twined through its design; now the metal ones were covered with real ones. And not for the first time either. As he pushed them aside to see the nameplate in the middle, several seasons of dried vines rustled, attesting no one had opened these gates for years. The name was obscured by dust, so he wiped it clear. Watch Hill.
He tried to push open the gates. They moved for an instant, then jerked to a stop. Glancing down he saw the heavy chain and padlock, both blemished with spots of rust. Twenty years ago there hadn’t been a chain and lock to stop him from going through these gates. Invisible social barriers had prevented him from entering. Now, he could buy this place twenty times over, despite that he was banned from entering by yet another means.
That lodged in his craw.
He wanted through the gates with a burning, which promised it wouldn’t abate any time soon. “An old ache awakened from slumber.”
The Fitzgerald estate was about a mile down the road, and since Watch Hill sat upon this promontory, he’d had a clear view of the white lady. Sometimes, on hot summer nights he’d come outside the small cottage to cool off. He’d stood under the dampness of the old water maple and stared across the distance to the Bouchard manor. Wondered what Jocelyn was doing. He thought about her a lot. She’d been too young for him, too rich, high-class―everything he wasn’t. She was blueblood quality. He was nothing but white trash. Didn’t matter. He craved her. She was everything shining and good in this world, yet perversely, the poison in him drove him to hunger to touch her pure body, teach Jocelyn there was a bad girl hiding inside her long denied, and perhaps, in some dark corner of his soul, hoped she had the magic to find something worth redeeming in him. With near obsession, he watched the house and wondered if she slept in the nude, imagined what she’d do if he climbed up that rose trellis to her room and put his rough hands on her soft breasts.
Jocelyn had always remained distant, dignified, but occasionally he’d caught her eyes lingering on him. Wondering, too. Bad boys always had a moth-to-a-flame attraction for quality women. There’d been plenty of those in his life. In the beginning it was them slumming, attracted to his bedroom eyes and wavy black hair. Later, it was his money. Even so, that edge of feral in him had drawn them as much as the millions.
But never Jocelyn. Often, when he’d stood out under the cool water maple, he’d played a game of mind control, to suss if he could compel her to come to the balcony of her bedroom and see him. No matter how much he’d willed it, that twinkling shard of hope never happened.
“Jocelyn, Jocelyn, wherefore art thou, Jocelyn?” he whispered in teasing. In a quiet, desperate plea. There was no answer, just the evening wind sweeping across the high landscape.
***
Jocelyn downshifted her vintage MGB, the small car yielding up a satisfying rumbling noise, similar to a purr. She wasn’t sure why she was going back―to a home that wasn’t hers anymore. The real estate agent could’ve handled the showing. He was eager to do it and miffed she’d insisted on coming instead. Smelling a possible sale, he feared she’d let the first real offer in four years slip through their fingers because he wasn’t there to do a little high-pressure salesmanship. She didn’t blame him. The house had been up for sale for a decade. A few had come to look in the first three years. Two were serious and made reasonable offers. One was to some sort of hippy commune. Another was a fat farm. Without hesitation, she’d turned both down. Watch Hill needed to go to the right person, a family.
She sighed. The place was eating her up in taxes. Year after year, thousands of dollars of her hard earned salary went for property taxes on the place. It hadn’t been trouble to pay while she was married to Jared. During their two year marriage, she’d even prodded a time or two about them going back and turning it into their home. He preferred chrome, glass and modern and wanted nothing to do with a creaky antebellum mansion. He was no Rhett Butler, he would say. That ended the question. Her wishes had never been taken into account, typical of their short-lived marriage.
After the divorce she’d considered going back to Watch Hill and residing there. Even if she lived in only a couple rooms and kept the rest closed off, she could’ve saved rent on her apartment. That would’ve more than covered the taxes. Still, it was a little daunting being out there alone. A little sad, too.
Well, maybe this buyer would be someone who’d really want the house, would love and care for it. Then she could pass on the responsibility to another with a clear conscience, knowing she’d done the best she could while steward of Watch Hill. Why she’d insisted on meeting the prospective buyer. Watch Hill couldn’t go to just anyone with money enough to write the check. She wanted to see the light of desire burn in the eyes of the man buying her heritage, know he loved it as she did.
“If only that paragon of virtue exists.” She took the curve, shifted to a lower gear once more as she punched the gas. “Unlike Thomas Wolfe, I am going home again.”
***
She rolled the bright red car to a stop, staring at the open gates. Presumably the realtor had given out the keys so they could inspect the house and grounds. “Greedy gut Carson will have the skin blistered off his ears for that stupid move.” He wasn’t supposed to hand over the keys to anyone without her permission.
She hesitated in putting the car in gear, unsure why. A strange vibration filled the air. A ripple of unease. Not fear precisely. Unable to define what was setting the small hairs on her neck to rise, she released the clutch, pushed on the gas, and rolled through the gates. Maybe it was merely the air charged from the coming storm.
More likely, it was going home for the first time in four years.
In the beginning, she used to come often. Make sure the house was locked up tight, that vandals hadn’t targeted her. Then as she slowly accepted Watch Hill wasn’t really hers in more than name, she stopped coming. It proved too painful. She loved the place. There was something special about the house that was over 170 years old. It wasn’t memories. Life had never been very happy here―a father who couldn’t have cared less that she existed, drank too much; a grandmother too busy lecturing her on what it meant to be a Bouchard than to show warmth or love. An only child, she had often been lonely here, and in that isolation, she had imagined marrying a man who loved her, and one day they would live here and fill Watch Hill with the laughter and love that it deserved.
“Like so many other things in my life, it was nothing but a dream,” she spoke to the woman staring back at her from the rearview mirror.
As the three-story, white house came into view, she searched for the car of the potential buyer. None was in sight. She made the turn in the circular drive, coming to park directly under the portico and then shut off the engine. Her eyes glanced fleetingly around the outer buildings―the playhouse, pool house, five car garage and stables. Giving a shrug, she picked up her purse.
Then she caught sight of the man.
He was sitting sideways on a black motorcycle, his legs stretched out before him and crossed at the ankles. He watched her with a hooded predator’s gaze that set off female alarms. Even from this distance he had a blatant sexuality about him, the type of man that set any sane woman running. The question would be whether she’d be running to him or from him!
Pretending to be unperturbed by his still presence, she swung both legs out of the car and started to stand. “Damn,” she cursed lowly.
She was still in the wool, pencil skirt of her business suit. In order to get out, without half crawling from the small British car, she’d have to show a large amount of leg. Well, no way around it. Standing, she straightened her skirt and tried to appear calm. The man on the bike flashed a brief grin, then slowly stood as she started toward him.
“I’m sorry, but you need to leave. This is private property. The house isn’t open for tours.” She tried to sound clipped, business like, hoping he wouldn’t give her any grief over being booted off the property.
Instead of replying, he placed his jacket across the bike’s seat, then held up the key ring from the realtor’s and rattled it in the air. “I have the open sesame.”
Jocelyn pulled up short. That voice. She knew it. Deep, husky, with a hint of Scottish burr, the kind of voice a woman wanted to hear whispering to her in the middle of the night. She just couldn’t place it. Maybe she didn’t want to place it. Some part of her did. Her heart jumped, slamming against her ribcage until it felt bruised from the erratic pounding.
Picking up the jacket, he said softly. “You’ve changed, Jocelyn.”
She felt as if all the breath had been knocked from her lungs. Gabriel Sinclair. The girls in high school had nicknamed him the Angel of Sin, and in the ladies’ bathroom during lunch break, Gabriel had often been the topic of conversation. His eyes. His hair. His butt. They’d cooed, mooned and sighed, until Jocelyn had felt...well, maybe jealous, but more so a little sad. She’d never understood either reaction, hadn’t wanted to dig too deeply into her psyche to comprehend why the brash young man had set her to feeling strange inside.
Pathetically, the bright spot of her sophomore year had been when the fifth period classes let out. Since she was at the other side of the huge building and on the topmost level for her literature class, she had to hurry down its length and four floors to reach the library before the bell rang. They conducted study hall in there. Gabriel had it the fourth period, so he’d been coming from the library as she’d been rushing in. She recalled the first time he looked up and caught her staring at him as they passed down the long hall. She felt as if she’d taken a hard punch to her heart.
Gabriel was a bad boy, older than the seniors in his class. He’d quit school at sixteen to work to help pay his mother’s hospital bills when she was fighting cancer. Some looked down their noses at him for that choice, but Jocelyn always admired Gabriel for doing what he must for his mom, then respected him for having the guts and intelligence to finish his education after she’d died. Gossips twittered when he came back after two years to finish his senior year at Leesburg High. While the seniors generally would be eighteen when they graduated in the spring, he’d been twenty, pushing twenty-one. So that made him not only a bad boy, but really a man. He looked it, too. His body was harder, shedding that teenage gangliness and moving to lean, solid muscles. While the others in his class dressed in preppy designer clothes―sheep following current trends―Gabriel had worn denim, simple T-shirts and his leather bomber jacket. Adding to the mystique was the bad boy accoutrements of the ever-present Wayfarer sunglasses and the Harley Electra Glide in black.
Jocelyn wasn’t like the other girls. She hadn’t been permitted to wear makeup until she was sixteen. Boys didn’t notice her; none ever asked her for a date. Somehow it mattered little. To her they seemed too childish, sneaking out and getting drunk on the weekends. The crowd generally hung out at The Windmill. From her bedroom, she could look out across the distance and see the pink and aqua neon windmill flashing in the night, see the lights at the drive-in. A thorn in her grandmother’s sensibility, she heard endless lectures about the trashy place and how she wished the county would do something about getting rid of the businesses. Despite her grandmother’s rantings, Jocelyn often wanted to be at The Windmill―knowing Gabriel had been there. Late on Friday and Saturday nights, they allowed everyone hanging out to dance in the aisle to the jukebox. Other times, they had special events, a barbeque or seasonal parties. Kids often held their birthday parties around poolside. Jocelyn was rarely invited. Even if someone had asked her to join in, her grandmother pronounced no Bouchard would slum around a drive-in or seedy restaurant. Well, Jocelyn supposed some might’ve looked at the place and seen sleazy. She preferred to consider it out-of-step, quaint, even magical.
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