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If I were running for my life, I’d want someone just like Carol McPhee’s hero, Greg Sanders, watching over me. He’s the kind of neighbor every single mom could hope to have. He and his dog, Casey, are the turning point in Maureen Ripley’s harrowing life. When the dog falls in love with her nine year-old son, Sam, things start getting better... until danger finds them again. Review Rating: 5

JoEllen Conger

Goodbye, My Darling

Retreat to Danger by Carol McPhee is a definite page turner. This satisfied from the first page to the last. The hero and heroine are fully embraceable and secondary characters are memorable. The romance and suspense keep you hanging until the end. I thoroughly enjoyed Retreat to Danger and look forward to future novels by Carol McPhee.

Mallary Mitchell
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“He won’t find us now, will he, Mom? He’ll never find us here, will he?”

Mauri glanced across the station wagon’s worn front seat into her son’s fearful brown eyes. Her fingers clamped tighter on the steering wheel. The beauty of the sun-dappled, pine forest tunnel lost her interest. Sam’s questions about their safety never failed to send shivers down her arms, even today, with the heat waves rippling off the car’s hood. He had repeated the questions numerous times from the moment they’d left Syracuse. The closer they drew to this remote section of Maine’s northern seacoast, the more reassurance he seemed to need. Nine years old, and already he’s experienced more terror than most people do in a lifetime. No matter what I have to do, Sam will have the happy childhood he deserves.

“No, Sam, your father will never guess we’ve moved this far away. Nobody back home knows and I’ll not tell them.” Perspiration trickled down the front of her hot pink tank top, speaking for the surprising heat of early June, but the dampness also proclaimed her tension.

Why can’t Sam have faith in my answers? She answered herself: Because of all the lies I’ve had to tell him through the years. It’ll take time to build his trust.

“Do we know anyone that lives here, Mom?”

“No, sweetie, unless you count the lady whose cottage I rented. That’s the beauty of this place—a fresh start.”

“You only talked to her on the phone; that doesn’t count.”

“Oh, Sam, if you only knew how much I’ve always wanted to stand on the seashore and feel an ocean breeze against my skin. We’ll make new friends. Here’s a pretty mauve and silver sign coming up. Read it for me, honey.”

“Wel... come to Ser... Ser...”

“Serenity Bay.”

“What’s that mean?”

“Serene means calm, undisturbed. Serenity means peace. That’s what we need.”

“Did the lady on the phone sound nice?”

“She’s anxious to meet us. You’ll notice she talks differently than we do. People in Maine have a neat accent. They don’t bother with the sound of the letter ‘r’; they’re famous for their friendliness, too.”

Mauri kept her eyes on the curve looming ahead. We can both do with warm, hospitable neighbors. She rounded the bend, reached over and danced her fingers across her son’s back. His bony shoulder blades ridged through his new Batman tee shirt, displaying his underdeveloped small frame. More delicate than most boys his age, he had only begun to fill out in recent months. Then came the news of his father’s pending early release from prison. The problems had started again—nightmares, loss of appetite, and worst of all—fear for her life. Fear that propelled him home after school everyday to make sure she was okay.

We have all summer to build our confidence and settle into a relaxed lifestyle. Sam will be ready for a good start at school in the fall.

“Okay if I turn on the radio again, Mom?”

“Sure, just not that Rap stuff. It gave me a violent headache last time. I didn’t mean to snap at you when I told you to turn it off.”

“I know... you’ve got a lot on your mind.”

Sam switched channels until he came to easy mood music. He leaned back and pretended to enjoy it. Mauri understood his need to alleviate her tension. He carried such guilt and now they’d had to leave his therapy sessions behind them. The agony that haunted his nights she still endured, too. She had to find him relief and a way to have fun.

Her worry was compounded by her husband’s threats to get even when he was out of jail. You won’t ever escape me, Mauri. I’ll find you no matter where you go, then you’ll damn well pay for turning me in. His words were never far from her thoughts back in the city. Now she would close her mind to them.

“They should have kept Dad in jail longer.”

She sighed a long breath. She should have turned Joe in years ago when he had first started endless binges that resulted in her getting hurt. It was the last time, when he had attacked them both, that she found the courage to dial 911. He had yanked the phone from her grasp, but it was too late. Help was on its way. They both witnessed the police break down the door and handcuff the vicious drunk. At the time she couldn’t imagine the effect that would have on a child. She knew now. She would do the best she could to erase it from his mind.

Mauri shook her head to clear her ex-husband’s face from the thick cobwebs he had built in her head. “Hey, we’re almost there, Sam. The houses are closer together. That’s what we want. A nice, tight little community.

“Watch for a grocery store where we’re supposed to pick up the key. We’ll stock up on a few supplies as well. I hope the village has a garage so I can get the car’s dam... er... darn air conditioner fixed. Can you smell the seaweed in the air? Isn’t it wonderful?”

“All’s I smell is stinkin’ fish. Why couldn’t we have gone to Boston instead? Dad would never find us in a big city and there’s more to do.”

“I need quiet to write my new novel and you need room to roam free and safe without me breathing down your neck. We’ve been through this before, Sam, and you agreed to give it a try.”

“Only because you were crying. I don’t like it when you cry.”

“Aw... I’m sorry. It’s so important to me that you have space to explore and learn about nature. There’ll be no reason for tears from either of us.”

Mauri’s eyes skirted the rows of neatly landscaped Victorian houses as she drove down the tree-shaded main street.

“There it is,” Sam whooped. “That red brick building with the green paint peeling off the shutters.”

Mauri angle-parked in front of a structure that had survived the years rather ungracefully. Some of the bricks were crumbling, but it stood as a monument to historic times. The weathered veranda, lined with green wooden chairs, boasted new steps.

When Mauri climbed from the car, she stifled a gasp upon inhaling sweltering air laden with the putrid smell of fish. “You’re right about the fishy smell, Sam. The wind must be blowing this way from a nearby wharf.”

Sam raced up the steps, swung around one of the four posts holding up the veranda’s uneven, moss-covered roof and waited for her. Above the door a black wooden sign carved with gold lettering, Crouse’s General Store 1780, hung precariously from one hook. The old-fashioned screen door beckoned Mauri inside.

The hinges creaked when Sam opened the door for her and waited. Surprised at the unfamiliar sound, he moved the door back and forth with a wide grin on his face. Mauri swung her arm around Sam’s waist and, both of them giggling, they stepped back into history.

Mauri smiled at the large wooden counter that ran along one side of the inner sanctum. A large brass cash register, perched near the front end, confirmed its long-term presence. A wall of shelves stocked with cans and other foodstuffs lay behind it. This was not a place to help yourself, but to expect instant service also seemed far-fetched. No one could hurry through the maze of half-emptied cardboard boxes on the floor.

On the opposite side, another wooden counter extended half the length of the wall. Behind it were numerous bolts of cloth and sewing supplies. The remaining half was given to a small post office, complete with an iron-barred teller’s window.

“Sam, look at the decorative tin ceiling. I bet you’ve never seen one of those.”

Sam looked up but didn’t reply; he was more interested in the three large octagonal jars filled with candy. He fingered each closed container lightly.

What the store lacked in modern conveniences, it more than made up in the ambience of rich brown wainscoting. Hospitality radiated from colorful ceramic mugs dangling above a hot plate holding a pot of coffee and one of hot water. The back of the room had old time features as well. An unlit pot-bellied stove graced a brick base. Three pine rocking chairs sat in a cozy arrangement in front.

Thoughts of the welcome this comfy space would provide on a frosty winter’s day set Mauri’s heart aglow. I could stand some of that cold now. She wiped her forehead with the back of her hand and remained still, soaking in the atmosphere of bygone years.

A mouth-watering smell of baking cinnamon rolls emanated from a curtained doorway off the back. “Hello? Is anyone here?” Mauri asked, not knowing if she should just be prepared to wait. She heard a shuffle of someone heading their way. The curtain parted and an elderly lady stepped into the light. Her calf-length, gray-flowered housedress blended perfectly with the surroundings.

When she smiled at her new customers, the woman’s bright blue eyes twinkled with lively interest. “Hello.” Using great caution, she manipulated her cane around the obstacles in her path and made her way to the candy counter. She peered over her gold-rimmed spectacles. “May I help you, young man?”

“Hi, I’m just looking,” Sam answered, his eyes on the mixture of jellybeans.

As with everyone else, the woman’s eyes ultimately focused on the thick scar tissue gracing Mauri’s right cheek. Unlike most, she didn’t look quickly away.

“I’m Maureen Ripley, and this is my son, Sam. If you are Mrs. Crouse, I spoke with you on the phone. We’ve come to pick up the key to your cottage.”

“Oh, my dear, yes, indeed! I wasn’t expecting you for a day or two. I had hoped to get someone out there to freshen it up before you arrived. Now let me see, where did I put that key?”

Mauri suspected her disfigurement had distracted the lady making her wonder why anyone would tolerate such a blemish anywhere on their body, let alone on their face.

“You had no problems finding us?” Mrs. Crouse asked.

“No, but we suffered two days of being stuck in the car without air conditioning. Sam’s going to be glad to stay out of the vehicle for a few days.” She noticed the woman’s eyes shift to the brown rust-eaten ’93 Caprice Estate wagon, its side wood-grained panels still reasonably intact. No doubt she was looking for a Mr. Ripley. Mauri held her breath for the onslaught of questions that might follow.

“That’s brave of you to travel alone, dear. I’d have conniptions if I ran into car trouble in unfamiliar territory.”

She’s already sized us up and decided we’re on our own. One observant lady.

“The weather may dip cooler in a day or two. So much heat this early is unusual. The cottage is insulated so that should help. I don’t think you’ll find much lacking, other than a dishwasher.”

“Does it have a coffee machine?” Mauri asked.

“Well it has a coffee pot and an electric stove to perk your own.”

“That’s good enough. I like lots of coffee while I’m writing. It feeds my muse.”

“What do you write?”

“Romance novels. I have two coming out before Christmas.”

“Wonderful, dear. Oh, if you’re looking to get that air-conditioner fixed, there’s a garage down the street. Old Billy won’t charge a mint. I see a bike on your car roof. The road past the cottage is a good, safe road for biking. Only fishermen driving back and forth from the wharf and a family further down the road travel it.”

Mauri bent down and brushed a fly off her bare thigh, then grinned and relaxed. She didn’t want intrusion into her personal life just now and it seemed as if she’d struck gold... this lady wasn’t nosy. There was no need to justify being without a man. Mrs. Crouse couldn’t imagine their circumstances, and Mauri didn’t want to destroy the warmth of their initial contact by unloading such information. The less people knew about them, the better for this family to get the new life they needed.

“Well, dear me, at last! Here’s the key. The power is turned on already. The water should be run off a bit before using it, to remove any sediment from the pipes. The phone isn’t hooked up. I can arrange that for you from here.”

“There’s no need for us to have a telephone connected. We don’t know anyone.”

“Yes, but in case of an emergency, it’s a good thing to have. Your only neighbor is Greg Sanders and he sticks to himself. If he’s not at home or out fishing, he’s usually down at the wharf fussing with the engine on his boat. Dead middle of the fishing season and he’s got to wait for a special part to come in. He’s been madder than a stirred up hornet’s nest, lately.” She let out a little snort. “He’ll sure be surprised to have neighbors this soon. Wish I could see the look on his face when he learns you’ve moved in.”

“I do appreciate your concern, Mrs. Crouse, but right now we’re watching our pennies and trying to keep expenses to a minimum.”

Mauri needed to change the subject to prevent disclosing too much. “Perhaps Mr. Sanders’ wife and I will become good friends.”

“There is no Mrs. Sanders. She ran off long ago. She had wanted Greg to find some other line of work far away from the water. He divorced her and he’s been death on women ever since. ’Cept for me. He wants to buy my beach property, but I won’t sell. He’s been sweet-talking me about it for years. Offered me a good price for it, too.”

“I would think the store would be enough for you to handle, Mrs. Crouse.”

“It is, but there’s reason in my madness. Though he doesn’t know it, the dear man will get the land for nothing when I pass on. Won’t be anything I can do ’bout his hermit state, then.”

“There’s just Mr. Sanders and us in the cove?”

“And Greg’s dog...

“A dog? Sam is terrified of dogs.”

“Never known Casey to bite. If he’s any trouble tell Greg. But be forceful about it, otherwise he’ll roll his eyes and shrug you off quicker than a bee’s hind end.”

With an uneasy glance at her son, Mauri decided to change the subject. “You have a wonderful store here. It will be a pleasure to stop in for groceries. I think right now Sam needs some of that candy.”

Mrs. Crouse opened the wide glass jars and watched Sam’s eyes brighten. “Help yourself to whatever you want, Sam. This time it’s on the house as my welcoming present.”

“Oh, boy! Thank you, Mrs. Crouse.” Sam pulled a Kit Kat bar from one jar, a twisted red licorice strand from another, and dumped half a scoop of jellybeans into his hand from the third.

To finally see such a sparkle in Sam’s eyes filled Mauri’s heart with joy. “I love this store, Mrs. Crouse. It has great atmosphere.”

“It used to be a bawdy inn over two hundred years ago. They called it The Black Gull Tavern, I think. Pirates and privateers frequented it. My husband’s father bought it in the twenties and made an honest building out of it. Years later I came here as a bride. The village is going to fix it up with an eye to making it into a museum, since I’ve willed it to them.” She dabbed an inside corner of one eye with her finger. “Henry died four years past. I suppose I should give it up because it’s hard running it alone. No time for naps. Still, we spent many happy years here so I think I’ll hang on a bit longer.”

While Sam walked around exploring and chewing on his candy while Mauri listed off the items they would need for the next few days. After her purchases, she and Sam crammed the supplies into what little space they could make in the car.

Thinking about the loneliness evident when Mrs. Crouse mentioned her husband, Mauri adjusted her rear view mirror. Her eyes fell on her waffled scar—a constant reminder to never trust a man’s buttery promises again.

Checking for traffic, Mauri backed onto the street. They were soon on the final leg of their journey accompanied by written directions clasped firmly in Sam’s hand. Filled with enthusiasm dormant during the journey, Sam studied the map, then noted landmarks out loud for the next mile.

“There’s the turnoff, Mom. We’re almost there.”
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Mauri squinted against the glare of the afternoon sun. At Sam’s instruction, she aimed the vehicle down a wide dirt road. The sapphire blue brilliance of the Atlantic lured her onward. The road turned and continued along a rocky shore with no sign of habitation.

The station wagon groaned, its suspension protesting the odd bump taken too fast for its heavy load. Mauri slowed and inhaled the fresh ocean smell, thankful the smell of fish didn’t reach down here. Graceful wildflowers of white, yellow and pink waved their greeting. This is a good move. I can feel it. She exchanged an excited grin with Sam.

Mauri marveled that she had spotted the rental advertisement in a magazine back home. The area would offer safety and she could write with no distractions from well-meaning friends and harried relatives who feared for her life. She would also have time and energy to get to know Sam again on a normal level.

When the police had contacted her, warning that Joe would soon be back on the streets, she had panicked, having expected him to be locked up for at least six more months. She should have known better. He’d always had the gift for pulling the wool over everyone’s eyes, especially hers. Aware of his true vicious nature, she knew if she and Sam stayed, he would follow through on his threats. The divorce hadn’t set well with him, nor had he forgiven her role in putting him behind bars.

Her need for escape ruined the chances for Sam’s psychological counseling to show much progress. A year of weekly sessions couldn’t make Sam understand why his father had turned against him.

“I don’t have to go to school here, do I, Mom?”

“No, Sam. The principal gave you an early pass so we could leave. There’s only three weeks left of the term anyway.”

“I’m glad we brought my bike. It doesn’t look like there’s much to do around here. I wonder if there are any other kids my age?”

“Mrs. Crouse said our only neighbor was a fisherman. She would have said if he had children. I should have asked, though.”

With so much on her mind she hadn’t been thinking clearly of late. It was imperative she put what belonged in the past out of her thoughts. She’d never forget how her friends had helped her pack. Nothing had been left to forward that might leave a trail to disaster. She had transferred the house to her brother, a real estate agent, and until she received money from the sale, finances would be tight. The three novels she’d had published provided income for the last year, but after paying her legal fees, the costs of Sam’s treatment, there hadn’t been much left. No matter, she and Sam would manage. At least they were out of harm’s way.

“There it is... down through that field!”

Mauri looked and spied a weathered gray-shingled cottage with white trim. The small building sat back from a grassy slope leading to the shore.

“Look at the breakers, Sam. We’ll be lulled to sleep on nights the tide’s coming in.” A sudden calm settled over her shoulders as she sat a few minutes longer and savored the rare feeling of... of serenity. “Serenity Bay is well named. Wonder if this little cove has its own name. Maybe we can call it Sam’s Sea Nook.”

Sam giggled and shook his head.

When they climbed out of the vehicle, Mauri welcomed the cooler breeze-laden air. Happy to be out of his confinement, Sam rushed around to the cottage side facing the water. When he reappeared, his cries of delight were contagious. “Come on, Mom, come and see this. Hurry!”

Mauri sprinted to where Sam had disappeared again and was flabbergasted by the wide sandy strip that stretched several hundred feet up the beach. The only other building in sight was a beautiful cedar log house nestled within a grove of spruces high on a rocky sandstone bank. Some distance away, the point of land it sat on jutted into the sea. Enough distance lay between the modern structure and her cottage to lend almost complete privacy to their lives. “That must be the fisherman’s home, Sam. Mrs. Crouse said he was a hermit. Stay away from there, okay?”

Sam stripped off his sneakers and shirt and raced to the water’s edge. He yelled back, “Come down and squeeze your toes in the sand. It’s warm like the air, but the water is icy.”

“Sam, this is positively the most beautiful spot. Would you run back to the car and dig out the camera? I want to take a picture of you. I’ve wanted to see the ocean all of my life. I just can’t believe we’re here.”

“I think the camera’s buried under a lot of stuff, but I can find it.”

As soon as he left, Mauri shed her tank top and whirled it in circles over the top of her head. She’d never imagined such utter joy with the fulfillment of her dream. She danced along the heated grainy earth. The wind blowing in from the sea put sand particles in motion. She felt the sting of each granule on her shoulders and tops of her breasts. She looked down and smiled.

The abrasive stimulation made her feel so much alive. She was tempted to strip off her bra, but with Sam nearby it wasn’t a good idea. The romance novelist in her wondered what it would be like to make love in such a wondrous setting.

“Mom, put your top on!” Sam yelled, running down the slope. “Someone’s watching from next door.”

“What?” In her excitement of being alone on the beach, she’d expected Sam to be gone longer and never considered anyone would be watching from the cedar home. She pulled her top over her head and smoothed it down to hang loosely over her shorts.

“Someone on the veranda has binoculars,” Sam muttered.

“How do you know? That home is a long way off.”

“You said I had 20/20 vision.” Sam suddenly stopped, alarmed by a dog’s bark. He looked fearfully up at her. “There’s a man and a dog at the railing. See the way the sunlight glistens on what the man is holding up to his eyes? Binoculars!”

“There’s no vehicle in his yard; I thought he wasn’t home.”

Sam was right. “Well, I hope he got an eyeful. I’m covered but he probably can’t tell with my flesh tone bra.” Her exhilaration deflated, not because of embarrassment, but a stranger was in their midst—a stranger who, even though he was here first, had encroached on their little piece of heaven

~ * ~
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“WHAT ARE YOU BARKING at, Casey? You’ll disturb the seagulls. Like you care.” Greg Sanders strolled from his living room desk to the porch. Casey’s bark was louder than the one he reserved for squirrels. The thick-set golden lab jumped and clawed excitedly at the railing. “Humph. Seems like we’ve got new neighbors, boy. I ought to let you go over and scare them away, but I guess Matilda can use the extra income.”

Woof, woof.

“Good thing no one is around to hear our conversations or they’d have me locked up. Thing is, I much prefer you to meddling outsiders trespassing across my property just because they want to explore. If I get my druthers, someday I’ll buy the whole damn cove. Until then, Casey, you’ll have to keep scaring nosy people away. These ones in Matilda’s cottage are a case in point.” Greg rubbed the back of his neck. “Maybe they’re just here for the weekend. Surely we can have peace and quiet at least this month.”

Greg patted Casey’s head. “You can stop barking now. You’ve made your presence known.” Greg reached for his binoculars hanging on a porch hook. Casey barked again in acknowledgment.

From his home, Greg had a panoramic view of the cove and the bay beyond it. The privacy afforded was why he had built his new home here. The area was a natural conservation spot filled with birds of all descriptions. Occasionally, seals would climb on the rocks and amuse him with their antics.

“What have we here?” He focused in on the neighbors. “Hmm, a young boy kicking sand, and that must be his mother. Now the boy’s run up back up to that old wreck. Whoa! Casey! Look at that! I don’t believe it. She’s undressing in plain sight.” Greg stopped to rub the steam off the lens. “Has she no shame with the boy so near?” Greg lowered the binoculars long enough to accent his statement by scowling at the dog, but quickly returned lest he miss something. “Man, I wish she’d stop twirling so I can see better, she’s got nice... Casey! Come back here!”

~ * ~
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“MOM, THAT D-DOG’S COMING over after us!”

“Run for the house, Sam; we’ve got time to make it!”

Mauri and Sam raced to the cottage faster than they had gone down to the shore. They barely managed to get the door unlocked and inside before the beast bounded up on the doorstep and put his paws on the screen.

“Get out of here you mangy mutt! Shoo! Sam, do you see a broom anywhere?”

Sam, pasty white behind the kitchen table, didn’t appear capable of speech or movement. When the barking persisted, loud enough to split their eardrums, Sam regained his senses.

“There’s a broom beside you, Mom. That screen isn’t going to keep him out. Be careful; he might bite if you threaten him.”

“I’ll frighten him away, don’t worry.” Mauri glanced at her son, his eyes twice their normal size. He’d always been afraid of dogs, but Joe would never allow her to get a puppy so Sam could overcome his fear. Now she had exacerbated his terror by showing her own. She shook the broom at the invader.

“Get out of here! Go home, dog! Go home!”

The dog stayed on his hind legs, barking and pushing against the screen. Mauri poked her weapon at him. The dog backed off, looking at her as if she were demented. He finally turned and sauntered off.

With that bit of excitement over, Mauri and Sam shifted their attention to unloading the car, ever conscious of two sets of eyes spying on them from a distance. “You’re a big help, Sam. Let me give you a hug and an even bigger kiss.”

“Aww, mom, I’m too old for that stuff. Just little hugs and kisses and only when nobody’s around.”

“Okay, sweetie.”

Mauri’s heart glowed with pride every time she looked at her son. It was impossible to miss that they were related. The proof was in the expressive doe eyes rimmed with long thick lashes. From there they differed. Sam sported a short, honey-colored thatch of stand-up-straight cropped hair, whereas Mauri was blessed with a long natural curly mane of auburn-gold that looked like an out-of-control blaze when hanging loose in a strong wind. Today her ponytail controlled it.

Though Sam’s build was slight and scrawny, she boasted sturdier bones with an ample bosom she hated confining in a bra. She was thankful she’d been wearing one today. She looked in the mirror by the back door and pushed back tendrils drooping out of place. Not much she could do with the face looking back at her... hollow cast to her eyes, no makeup, and the ever-present crinkled scar tissue where smooth, delicate skin ought to be. Oh well, I’m not on the prowl so there’s no reason to fancy up. Shorts and a tank top or tee shirt is all I need working at a laptop most of the day. Wonder if my exhibition gave that guy a thrill? Must be the salt air jacking up my enthusiasm.

“It’s not going to be easy unloading the new bike Uncle Bob gave you, Sam. I’m not strong enough to lift it from the roof rack.”

“Maybe, that guy over there would help.” Sam motioned his head toward the neighbor’s house. “He’s still watching.”

Mauri squinted. “Yeah, he’s a nosy one—sitting down on the step as if we’re his afternoon’s main entertainment. After what he just saw, do you think I’m going anywhere near him? We’ll figure out something. If he was at all pleasant, he’d be over here offering to help.”

Desperate to not let something so simple as unloading a bike stop her and needing to display independence for the benefit of the unwelcome onlooker, Mauri scanned the surroundings. “Sam, do you suppose you could help me raise one end of that old plank to the car roof? Maybe we could ease the bike onto it and slide it off.”

“Sure.” With considerable effort they managed to drag over and balance one end of the plank against the edge of the car’s top and work the bike slowly down.

“Can I go for a bike ride now? I’ll make it a short one, then come back and help unpack.”

“Okay. Two days cooped up in the car isn’t good for growing bones. You’ve earned some fun. Go for your ride, but you’d better head back the way we came where the road is familiar. Besides, you don’t want to run into that animal again. I’ll have a word with its owner to make sure the dog keeps on its own property.”

“See you later, Mom.”

While he was gone, Mauri took her time moving everything into the cottage. On her last load, she tossed one more look around the cove, stopping when her vision reached the cedar home. The man stood facing her, his hands on his hips. She wished she could see his expression. Is he deliberately setting out boundaries to ward us off or is he mocking the way I displayed my body? What the hell. I hope he was shocked. With a quick smile, she entered the cottage, happy to erase him from her thoughts.
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Mauri looked out of the kitchen window from her seat at the table. She watched the foamy breakers tumbling over each other in their eager pursuit of the shore. The view and the aroma of seaweed brought calm and hope to her often tense body. She’d learned long ago not to expect perfection, but here she felt certain she could make a decent life for herself and Sam. The matter of a noisy dog and the possible voyeur he had for a master was not going to destroy her dream.

Months of worry about her ex-husband’s release had caused her to keep a watchful eye for opportunities to re-locate in other parts of the country. And so it was more by design than accident that she noticed the rental ad for this surprisingly inexpensive “quaint, private cottage on Maine’s spectacular Serenity Bay.” She had called the number listed and was immediately drawn to the mellow New England accented voice of Matilda Crouse. Now that she and Sam were here, Mauri was more convinced than ever she had made the right choice.

The small, two-bedroom cottage was comfortably furnished with everything they needed. The open design of the living room and kitchen would enable her to keep a more companionable relationship with Sam while she worked on a story. There was no television and she decided not to get one for the time being unless Sam put up a fuss. She wanted him to develop a love of reading and spend as much time as possible in the fresh air. He needed color in his pale skin and vigor in his young heart. The chance to explore without meaningless distractions should put him on a more solid footing. There were times his sickly appearance and obvious low spirits caused her to tremble inside. Change could be a great healer for the spirit and it was Sam’s spirit she intended to revive. His body’s health would follow. In the process, perhaps her own spirit would receive the boost it sorely needed.

Sam bounced in the door, excitement shining in his eyes. “Hi, Mom, I’m back. You’ve got everything out of the car, already? I was gone longer than I meant to be, but I stopped to watch a fishing boat. It sailed around the point. I bet that’s where the wharf is.”

“I was beginning to think I should send a posse to find you.” Mauri hugged him, then continued setting the table.

“I met up with another boy my age riding his bike. His name is Tommy and he lives about a mile past our neighbor’s house. Guess what? His uncle is our neighbor. Tommy likes him a lot. Mr. Sanders takes him lobster fishing and plays catch with him.”

Mauri smiled. It was good to see her son enthused. In the past, worry and stress had gnawed at her causing frequent clashes between her and Sam. No more of that. Life would be happier from now on, once she dealt with that damn dog. She had an idea that would solve facing the man who had ogled her body. “Maybe Tommy could get his uncle to keep the dog tied?”

“I’ll ask. Can I ride down to Tommy’s place after supper?”

“I guess it’s all right if you’re home before dark. But I’m setting limits here, Sam: if you aren’t home by then, you won’t be allowed to go after supper again.”

As much as she loved him, now was the time to set rules and reinstate her authority. No longer would she be preoccupied with her own problems. “Tonight, I’ll let you off the hook for helping with the dishes so you can go have fun.”

“Thanks, Mom. I’ll clear the table, though. Macaroni and cheese will taste good after eating sandwiches all the way here.”

“I’ve got sliced ham and tossed salad to go with it. We’re going to be more organized in our meals and in our lives. Now wash your hands and sit down; dinner is ready.”

Sam hurried to complete the ritual and sat across from her, helping himself to the food placed in front of him. “What do I do if the dog comes after me on my way to Tommy’s?”

“Get off your bike immediately. Rotating wheels sometimes agitate dogs. Tell him to ‘get home’ in the fiercest voice you have. Most dogs will turn tail and run because they understand that command.”

“Okay. But he’s already home, won’t he know it?”

“He’ll know it means he should go down his driveway.”

“Okay. If he’s scary, I’ll come back.”

“I’ll watch from here, Sam. If you see he’s a problem wave. I’ll come pick you up and talk to his owner. Both of them might as well learn they can’t interfere with anyone’s right of way on a public road.”

After supper Mauri made a pot of coffee and took a mug of it out to the doorstep. She could barely see Sam’s head above the long grass as he rode toward the property next door. He continued along at a smooth, even pace with no obvious hassle. She stood on tiptoes when she could no longer see his movement. He must have driven on to Tommy’s with no canine trouble.

She turned toward the water. The sky’s amber glow reflected a path of gold on the smooth swells. Energetic sandpipers ran crooked gauntlets searching for food among patches of seaweed. She wondered how their spindly legs could support such industrious activity. The only sound was the gentle lap of waves washing the beach. The tide’s on its way out. All is at peace with my world.

Glancing in the direction of the point, she saw something she’d not noticed before. A red roof peeked above the trees. A lighthouse? To find out, she’d have to go past the neighbor’s home. Beaches aren’t private property. No reason I can’t walk up the shore for a better look.

Mauri drained the last dregs of her drink, set the mug on the step, and kicked off her shoes. Her descent down a well-worn, but prickly path made her aware of how tender her feet were. She exercised great care over the stony high tide line marked by drying sea grass until she reached the sweep of wet sand. A soft, gentle breeze passed across her cheeks as she walked where the tide had receded. Except for the cedar house, nothing but sea, sand and large rocks near the point’s base lay before her.

Mauri strolled along enjoying her exploration. Her thumbs in the belt loops of her short jean shorts, she paused often to scrutinize pockets of water trapped amongst the seaweed and barnacled rocks. Occasionally she stopped to watch snails leaving their tiny tracks as they moved from one shallow pool to another. She picked up a few pieces of sea-rubbed glass and put the green and blue chips in her pocket to show Sam. Mauri glanced up to get her bearings and was surprised to see she had come so close to the log home. She stopped. The beach beyond was blocked by a pile of large rocks making it impossible to reach her destination. Moored to one of the rocks at the high water line was a green rowboat, its two paddles lying inside on the small craft’s bottom. The only way to get closer to the lighthouse was to help herself to the boat and row around the point or go up the beach stairs and onto the neighbor’s property. Not given to stealing, she took the latter course.

She peeked over the top of the stairs. Hmm, doesn’t appear to be anyone home. I can cut through the break in his trees. It was too good an opportunity to miss, so she hiked the path through the woods and came out at the base of a huge three-story, white painted brick tower. A lens flashed intermittently under its red roof. The lighthouse’s placement on the high rocky ledge gave added prominence to its stature.

Above the locked door, a brass heritage plaque engraved with the date 1779 had been carefully centered, attesting to the community’s pride. Mauri settled for peering through a slit in a red-shuttered window and running her fingers along the curved wall. She could see that the spiral, wrought iron staircase inside led upward to what must be a fabulous view.

The lighthouse, like most everything else today, was automated. She counted six-second breaks between flashes. The white light-keeper’s house sitting next to it, another relic of years gone by, was devoid of furniture. What tales of shipwrecks could the ghosts of previous occupants tell? Or maybe there had been none due to the warning this mighty sentinel provided.

Mauri sat on the lighthouse seaside step lost in her imagination. Here was fodder for a new novel—hellish storm, lover lost at sea, heroine waiting anxiously as she paced the narrow railed service platform that circled the glassed-in lens. Mauri knew she could work marvels with that premise.

As the sun stretched low on the horizon, she observed the reflection of the tower’s beacon in a tidal pool below. Sometime soon she wanted to go inside and view the scene from the top. With reluctance, she headed back through the woods... to the neighbor’s front yard.

Lucky for her there still appeared to be no one around—no truck, no dog, and even though her inner voice warned against it, she couldn’t resist pausing for a closer look.

The house was built with authentic axe-hewn cedar logs fitted together with care. No perfect factory job here. This home showed sweat and love. I wonder what it would be like under that metal roof in a downpour? The vibrant royal blue goes well with the natural finish of the walls. Aha... the veranda that keeps the owner secreted behind its screens. I can see a pine picnic table and benches from here. No bugs will spoil his comfort. And on the other side of the front door I see he has two old-fashioned rocking chairs. Probably has a girlfriend to share this luxury.

Mauri laughed to herself then quickly sobered. A pair of binoculars swung from a brass hook by the door. I bet the first thing this guy does every day is scan his kingdom to make sure there are no invaders. She looked around at the view. Can’t say I wouldn’t enjoy this, too.

Mauri had no way to change their opposing lifestyles, but isolated like this she was free to admire his sanctuary and she backed up to examine the house further. This place was built for being one with nature. When she turned toward her own cottage, she saw the fisherman had a perfect view of everything she and Sam did outdoors. A lump caught in her throat, cutting off her air. She clutched at her chest. Palpitations forced her to breathe deeply until the panic attack passed. Damn, when can I rid myself of these awful spasms? The doctor said they would wear off as I learn to trust my ability to handle situations. Getting us here should have stopped them. Guess I have to work on not getting myself in a pickle that brings anger or worry. A few more slow breaths and she returned to normal.

Once Mauri regained her emotional balance, her curiosity again surged to the forefront and she walked to the back of the house. A large skylight had been cut into the roof. “Our neighbor seems to have a romantic streak. I bet his bed is directly below it and he goes to sleep watching the stars. Hmm, wonder if a lady and wine are part of the ensemble?” She couldn’t help but laugh out loud. “Ha! I’ll bet she’s no lady.”

“Who’s no lady?”

Mauri whirled and looked straight into blue eyes that stared with such intensity every shred of composure abandoned her. “You aren’t in your truck!”

“Was I supposed to be? A friend borrowed it.”

Neither she nor the neighbor said a word as they assessed each other. At last her senses returned, not quite to normal, but functional.

“Ah... I was admiring your home... it’s much larger than I thought... and there was no one—”

“Around,” he finished for her, his eyes as cold and penetrating as glacial ice. One word he’d spoken and the gravelly snap was enough to make her wince with guilt.

“I’m Maureen Ripley.” She extended a hand, which hung in the air when he hesitated to take it. When his fingers brushed her palm, an electric current crackled, causing them both to step back.

She scanned his features: short black hair peppered with silver, a strong nose and weather-browned face that looked as if it had been chiseled in a high wind. His determined jaw line was accentuated by what looked like two days’ worth of grayish black stubble. The permanent wrinkles crinkling his skin at the corners of his eyes drew her attention for a few extra seconds. Did he really ever smile? His deeply grooved frown didn’t speak well for his temperament.

Towering above her five-foot-six frame, he made her feel small and insignificant and worse: like a child caught doing something wrong. The feeling struck a bull’s eye, hitting her pride with a swift imaginary arrow because she knew she was trespassing. Further speech locked in her throat.

“I know who you are. I recognize the body.” His eyes languidly shifted to her breasts, lingered, roamed to her red-painted toes now scrunching into the grass, then lifted to glare into her face.

Mauri’s skin flooded with heat from her neck to the crown of her head. This standoff wouldn’t do. “I’d rather not be reminded of the incident on the beach, but I was—”

“Distastefully exposing yourself in front of the boy.”

The man’s sarcasm freed her from her embarrassment and fueled her resentment.

“I’m capable of finishing my sentences... I was clothed.”

“You looked naked from here.”

“You need glasses.”

“I had them... magnifying ones.”

Mauri took a slow breath and tamped down her fury. She’d been caught red-handed invading this man’s space and probably deserved his wrath. She shifted from one foot to the other, half of her feeling apologetic and half wanting to turn and run.

“I saw you chasing my dog with a weapon.”

Instead of adding to her guilt, his mention of the dog gave her an unquestionable reason for trespassing, canceling out her real excuse—the lure of the lighthouse.

“It was only the soft end of the broom. I... er... came over to ask you to please keep your dog tied,” she fibbed. “My son is terrified of dogs and we don’t want the animal at our place. He loosened the screening on my door jumping up like a wild beast.” Now she could return the scowl honestly.

“Casey isn’t ferocious unless threatened. He probably wanted your son to play with him.”

“I doubt that very much. Looked to me like he had orders to frighten prospective inhabitants away.”

The man paused and cleared his throat. “Think what you like. I’ll not keep him tied, but as long as you stay away from here, Casey won’t bother you.”

At the sound of his name, Casey bounded from the trees, barking loud enough to give Mauri a headache.

“Shut up!” Mauri said.

The dog stopped, cocked his head and stared.

Mauri was surprised to hear herself bark at the animal and looked up, catching a muscular reflex in the master’s cheek. Not waiting for the verbal abuse that might follow, she spun on her bare heels and scurried to the front yard. At the top of the steep bank’s steps, she drew to attention when she heard the man holler:

“Hey!”

She didn’t turn around.

“What kind of mother takes her child out of school this time of year just because she wants a holiday at the beach?”

She counted to five.

An even harder edge to his voice, he added, “I know only one kind of woman who parades around nude in front of males.”

“And that is?”

“A stripper in a club.”

She turned.

“Congratulations! I normally make a hundred bucks an hour. You got a freebie. Next time you pay.”

The man’s mouth opened but not a word came out of it. Mauri smiled her satisfaction.

“D-Don’t be thinking that strip of sand is yours alone,” he stammered. “And if you don’t want an audience, I’d suggest you don’t flaunt your more than adequate assets!”

Mauri inhaled sharply but kept control of her tongue and her finger. She stormed toward her refuge without stopping to admire the last glimmer of sunset. Adequate assets? Was that a backhanded compliment or a derisive sneer?

She picked up her shoes from the sand and stomped to her doorstep. She entered the cottage, relieved to see Sam at the table eating a slice of toast slathered with apple jelly. His sweet smile helped her regain her composure. “Did you have a good time with Tommy?”
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