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A modern-day Cinderella Story

––––––––
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A PRINCE TO THE RESCUE?

Golden Browne is the victim of a fate that, while not worse than death, is almost more than a girl can bear.  Having no way out, she resigns herself to her sad fate.  And then she meets a man who is like a prince from a fairy tale, her knight in shining armor who will rescue her from the wicked wizard, A.K.A. Dunstan Manchester, the stepfather she just can’t stand.  But just when Golden thinks her story will have a happy ending, fate takes a nasty turn and she finds out that the man she’d hoped would be her savior is not the man she thought he was.

Reed Davidoff is entranced when a girl with hair like sunset runs out of his fashion show leaving behind a golden slipper, his only clue to who she is.  He is determined to find this enchanting creature but when he does he realizes he has bitten off more than he can chew.  Because, after all, how can he give Golden what she wants when he’s in a prison of his own?

Will this fairy tale have a happy ending?
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PROLOGUE
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“It’s raining so hard.  Can you see?”  The girl’s frightened voice echoed inside the car which was shut tight to shield them from the driving torrent.  She shivered.  “And it’s so dark.”  

“It’s all right, honey.  Just stay calm.  We’ll be there soon.  I promise.”  The man’s voice was steady, a whole lot calmer than hers, but there was a tension in it that said he was far from relaxed.  The tight set of his jaw and his deep intake of breath made it clear that he, too, was on edge.

But he was trying to hide it from the girl, doing his best to reassure her, and when she let out her breath on a sigh and sank back into her seat he knew he’d succeeded.  Thank God for that.  Now he could focus on what needed to be done.

He tightened his lips and narrowed his eyes, peering through the sheets of rain ripping through the English countryside.  It didn’t help that the night was pitch-black, a solid wall of darkness lightened only by intermittent flashes of lightning.  Of all the nights for a thunderstorm to hit, it had to be this one.

He glanced in the rearview mirror.  No lights, no signs of life, which meant no-one was following them.  Not yet, anyway.  He was tempted to breathe a little easier but he couldn’t, not until he’d deposited his precious cargo safely to her destination.  And they had not a moment to lose.

He glanced at the clock on the dashboard.  Jeez.  Eighteen minutes gone already and it felt like they’d just left the house.  Almost twenty more miles to go in this hellish downpour.  But rainstorm or not, they had to speed up.  He pressed down on the gas pedal, sending the Aston Martin shooting through the blinding sheet of precipitation.

The car shot around the bend and that was when he saw it.  A mass of white speckles in the middle of the road.

He slammed on the brake, tires screaming, but the water flowing on the paved surface made the car plane and slide straight toward the massive black and white cow.  He swung it around, narrowly missing the animal which hadn’t even had time to react.

And then the car went sailing, flying off the road, and then it was sliding down the grassy bank, picking up speed as it slid toward the woods, heading straight for a massive tree.

The car slammed into the trunk.  The girl screamed.  

Then everything went black.
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CHAPTER ONE
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“Move it along, move it!”  The show director’s voice rose with every word and the muscles in his neck began to bulge.

Golden’s eyes widened.  If the man didn’t calm down he was going to burst a blood vessel right there backstage.  She was sure of it.

“I said, move!”  The man stepped closer, shouting right in her face, making her jump back in fright.  He reached out and grasped her upper arm.  “Get out of these clothes, girl.  Evening wear’s up next.  Move it!”  The last two words weren’t shouted.  They were screamed at the shocked girl.

“B...but I’m not...”

That was as far as she got.  The man, big and muscled and strong, shoved her into an area sectioned off with heavy purple drapes and as soon as she stumbled in she was grabbed by two women who began to unzip her skirt and unbutton her blouse, moving swiftly and mechanically like two robots whose sole function was to strip her bare.

“I’m not one of the models,” Golden gasped.  “I’m here to be a dresser, like you.  Ms. Townsend told me to come.”

“Step out of those shoes, luv.”  The dark-haired woman kneeling before her seemed not to have heard her.  She was pulling the shoes off Golden’s feet and pulling her skirt down her legs, both at the same time.

“Wait.”  Golden tried to grab at her disappearing skirt but too late.  Within a fraction of a second it was bundled around her ankles and the woman was lifting her left foot to drag it away.  By the time she recovered from that shock enough to pay attention to the other woman her blouse was gone and so was her bra.  The woman had already dropped a shimmering gold sheath over her head and was busy pulling it down Golden’s body.

“Stop,” the captive yelled, her voice muffled by the dress.  “Enough.  I am not a model.  I’m not part of the show.”

“What’s going on back there?”  It was the show director again and this time his shouts had graduated to a certified bellow.

“She won’t go on,” robot number one yelled from where she was kneeling on the floor, holding a pair of gold slippers.  “Says she’s not a model.”

“Well, she is now,” he yelled back.  “Looks like we’re one girl short so we’ll have to use her.  You have one minute.  Get cracking.”

“Boss says you’re in,” robot number one said and proceeded to lift Golden’s feet and slap the way-too-big slippers on.

Meanwhile, robot number two was making quick swipes at her copper blonde hair.

“But I don’t know how...” 

They cut her off again when they threw her into a nearby chair and a third robot who Golden hadn’t even noticed before tilted her head back and swiftly applied make-up, eye shadow, blush, eyeliner and lipstick, all in the space of thirty seconds or less.

Then they hauled her up and hustled her toward the curtain where a line of similarly decked-out models awaited.

“What do I do?”  Golden wailed, her heart pounding like a drum on steroids.  She’d never in her life been on a stage and she’d never done anything without careful planning.  And now she would have to do both – firsts for her – and she was scared out of her wits.  

“Just follow the other girls,” robot number one said, giving her a little shove, “and smile.”  And that was the extent of Golden’s training to be a runway model during Fashion Week in London for the launch of the Davidoff Fall Collection. 

The music began, the lights flashed and with flair and fanfare the master of ceremonies called the models onto the stage.  To the beat of African drums the line of girls began to walk out from behind the curtains, Golden bringing up the rear.  She glanced behind her, desperately seeking a means of escape, but the manager’s eagle eyes were on her.  Nowhere to run, nowhere to hide.

Golden’s eyes flew to the back of the girl ahead of her.  Eyes glued to her forerunner she sucked in her breath, determined to copy the girl’s every step.  She had to do this.  She’d better.  She needed the money.

She’d been hired to do one job and then had been dragged on stage to do another but she knew very well that she had no say in the matter.  If she wanted to get paid she’d better fit in wherever they threw her.  And so, calling on all the muses of runway models and all the gods of fashion shows, she breathed a prayer and strutted onto the stage.

But on top of the fact that she had no idea what the heck she was doing Golden had one other little problem.  Actually, not so little if you considered it literally.  The golden slippers that the dresser had slipped onto her feet were huge, at least three or more sizes bigger than her feet.

In their haste to get her on stage no-one had bothered to check that the shoes actually fit...or maybe they didn’t even care.  They probably just wanted her dressed and out of there so they could move on to their next victim.

And so it was that Golden found herself in the middle of three huge dilemmas – not a model, no experience on stage, and wearing shoes that threatened to throw her flat on her face if she wasn’t careful.  All she could do was mumble under her breath and keep moving.

So she moved, swinging her arms like the girl in front of her was doing, her back straight, her head high...even though behind the smile plastered across her face she was whispering, “Please, God, don’t let me fall.  Please, God.”  Blinded by the bright lights and deafened by the music all she could do was step and smile and pray.

Before she realized they’d gone that far Golden found herself at the front of the stage, right in front of the clapping audience.  The girls who’d been ahead of her, her shield, had all turned and were heading back toward the curtains, leaving her startled and stupefied in the middle of the stage.  Good Lord, what should she do now?  Do a pretty little pirouette like the girl who’d been ahead of her or just turn and hurry back the way she’d come?

Golden chose the latter.  Just as the MC called for a round of applause for the Davidoff Fall Collection she turned, intent on escaping the limelight.  To her horror the wretched slipper on her left foot caught in the hem of the sleek golden gown and she stumbled and began to pitch forward, arms flailing, a shriek ripping from her throat.  There was a universal gasp as Golden tumbled to the platform and she felt like she would die from the shame of it all.  For all she knew, the show was being televised.  Hopping up from her knees, she snatched the slipper from her other foot and made an undignified dash toward the curtains, the offending slipper forgotten in the middle of the runway.

To her utter mortification the audience began to clap, whether in sympathy or to mock, she didn’t know.  All she knew was that she needed to get out of there and, pay or no pay, she would not be returning to that cursed stage.

The MC took the stage again, his rich bass voice booming as he invited the models back on stage for the grand finale.  The girls filed past her as she ducked her head and ran in the opposite direction.  To their credit, she didn’t hear a single snicker or jeer as she dashed by but she didn’t turn to look nor did she wait for what would come next.

Before any of the managers could grab her and chew her out for the mess she’d made of their show she would be out of there.  She wasted no time in stripping off the elegant gown and throwing her clothes back on.

Then, dressed in her discount store garb she slipped out the back door, leaving the haute-couture show behind, a major production she had just succeeded in ruining.  ***

Who in the blue blazes is that?  From his seat at the head of the runway Reed Davidoff stared at the girl as, head down and eyes averted, she walked onto the stage, trailing behind the line of tall, willowy models.  She stood out like a wild Marigold among a bevy of hothouse flowers.  Well-trained and confident, they strode down the catwalk, heads high, all except for one – the girl he’d never seen before.  

She was trying her best to look composed but behind the overly bright smile and the perfectly made-up face he could clearly see that inside she was pure panic.  The quick rise and fall of her breasts from her rapid breathing and the deer-in-the-headlights quality of her wide-eyed gaze said it all. Who was she, anyway?  Clearly not model material.

And then the unthinkable happened.  The girl got to the front of the stage, turned and tumbled onto her knees, right there in front of the audience.  Reed felt his body jerk, an involuntary response to seeing her fall, but then she got up and ran for the curtains, moving so fast that all he could see was a flash of gold dress and a swathe of red-gold hair disappearing behind the curtains.

Johnny O, his master of ceremonies and ever the professional, immediately re-entered the stage and waved for music and lights and then he brought the models back to the runway to close the show with the pomp and panache that always brought the house down.  And tonight more than ever Reed was grateful he had such a showman on his team because, after the way that girl almost brought the show to a halt, right now what the audience needed was a major distraction.  What better way than with a finale that would put all others to shame.

And the Davidoff fashion team did not disappoint.  Whatever mishap had just taken place was soon forgotten in the swirl of colors that hit the stage when the entire crew of models floated down the runway in all the glory of the Davidoff Fall Collection.  And if the whoops and cheers from the audience was anything to go by, the crowd loved it.  Hopefully, so would the media and the reviewers.

And maybe, if he was really lucky, no-one would remember the lone butterfly that had fumbled and fallen on stage.

But, to Reed’s chagrin, there was one person in the audience who could not just dismiss the accident and move on like it never happened.  That person was Reed himself.

Amidst the applause, whistles and cheers what Reed wanted to do was head for the dressing rooms to find the mystery girl who had almost turned his launch into a disaster.  The only thing stopping him was that, at that very moment, he was being called on stage to stand beside his chief designer.  From the way Frank Santana was grinning ear to ear it was clear that he felt they’d done it again – a successful launch and hopefully a season of superb sales to follow.

It was another fifteen minutes before Reed was able to escape to the back.  He pushed through the crowd of models, some changing in the hallways, all in various stages of undress, none of them seeming the least bit perturbed that a man was striding past.

His eyes skimmed the crowd but there was no sign of the petite waif with the copper-gold hair.  Frowning, he headed for the show director’s office.  “Where is she?”

He had to shout above the din inside the room which was so full of people he could hardly find the director in the crowd.  “The girl who fell on stage.  Where can I find her?”

At his words Ali Messam extricated himself from the mass of bodies surrounding him and pushed to the front of the room.  “Mr. Davidoff.  My humblest apologies, sir.”  He clasped his hands in front of his chest and gave Reed a look of deep regret.  “It was my fault.  One of the models suddenly fell ill and I was forced to grab whoever was available. That dress, it had to be shown.  Do you not agree?”

“Yes, yes.”  Reed frowned, his eyes searching the room.  He had no interest in the ‘whys and wherefores’.  He just wanted to find the girl.  “Now where is she?”

Ali lifted his shoulders and shook his head.  “I do not know, Mr. Davidoff.  After she fell down she ran back to the dressing room and then she disappeared.”

“How can I find her, then?  What’s her name?”

“I do not know that either.”  Ali lowered his brows.  “But if I may say so, sir, it will make no use to find her.  This girl, she has nothing.  You should have seen the clothes she was wearing.  What sense would it make to sue?”

Reed glared at the man who was beginning to try his patience.  “What’s her name, dammit?  And don’t tell me who I can and can’t sue.”

Ali jerked back, obviously surprised by Reed’s aggressive tone, then he gave a curt nod.  “Let me get you the list,” he said and turned away.  In less than a minute he was hurrying back with a clipboard on which a sheet of paper was secured.  He shoved it under Reed’s nose.  “We hired forty-three temps for this show, some as models, some as dressers, some as make-up artists.  I believe she must have been one of the dressers.  Definitely not a model.”

Reed’s eyes skimmed the paper.  “So which one is she?”

The man looked distressed.  “I don’t know.  I just grabbed whoever was closest at that moment.  I didn’t ask her name.  Maybe when she comes to pick up her check...” 

“And when’s that?  A week or two down the road?  Not good enough.”  Reed snatched the clipboard from the director’s hand.  “Find her and bring her to me.”  With that he turned and walked out of the room, leaving Ali Messam staring open-mouthed after him.

Reed strode through the milling crowd and headed back to the stage.  Maybe someone in that area could tell him where she’d turned.  Or maybe she hadn’t even left.  Could she still be there, hiding behind the heavy curtains?  A stretch, he knew, but he was willing to give it a try.

When he got to the now deserted stage there was no-one to be seen.  But there, lying to one side on the catwalk lay the gold slipper that the runaway model had abandoned.  Someone must have kicked it to the side and out of the way.

Reed walked down the runway and bent to pick up the slipper.  Now he understood.  These slippers were way too big for a girl as tiny as the one he’d seen on stage.  No wonder she’d stumbled in them. 

He turned it over in his hand, realizing that a way-too-big abandoned slipper was of absolutely no use to him in this situation.  All he had to go on was a list of names, possibly an address that he could only hope was her real one, and the hope that she’d show up in a week to collect her pay.

Reed gave a grunt and turned to leave the platform, the gold slipper still in his hand.  He knew he should just let this thing go.  What girl was worth all this trouble?

But as his mind went to the memory of her guileless face, the cascade of golden hair floating behind her, he knew he couldn’t.

He couldn’t explain it but he knew he would not stop until he’d found her.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Golden was almost halfway home before her heart stopped slamming against her ribs and slowed to its normal rhythm.  Finally, she was beginning to breathe easier.  She still couldn’t believe what had just happened to her.  She’d never been more humiliated in her life.

How do you get from accepting the simple job of putting clothes on models to ending up on a catwalk in front of an audience of thousands?  She, who’d always been shy and reserved, suddenly pushed into the limelight – literally.  If she’d only known, she would never have even shown up.  But then how could she have anticipated this?  It could have happened to anybody.  She was just in the wrong place at the worst possible time, a time that made her the perfect target for a drive-by recruitment for the runway.

But never again.  As desperate as she was for the money she was still not planning to go anywhere near that place, not even to collect the thirty-five pounds they’d said each temp would get.  And, as much as she hated it, she had to admit it – she was desperate...

Since leaving sixth form and then doing a two-year diploma in business administration all she’d been able to find were odd jobs, none of which provided more than the minimum wage.  She knew she was at a disadvantage, twenty years old and fast approaching twenty-one, not having entered a bachelor’s degree program.  She needed to get moving on her plan but how could she leave for the university of her choice when it was almost a hundred miles away?  That would require her boarding on campus and that would never do.  How could she leave her mother behind?

Golden gritted her teeth as she thought about it.  She would just have to hang in there a little longer, maybe just one more year.  She had to keep trying to convince her mother to make that big step toward independence.  It was the only thing that would save them both.

By the time she drove along the gravelly road and parked in front of the country house where she lived with her mother and stepfather it was already almost ten o’clock at night.  Tired and hungry she climbed out of her twelve year old Vauxhall Corsa and closed the door gently behind her. She didn’t want to wake her mother and she definitely didn’t want to risk the wrath of the man who now fancied himself her guardian.

As quietly as she could Golden turned the key in the lock and pushed the front door open.  Typical creepy old house, the heavy mahogany door groaned as she pushed it open.  Holding her breath she paused, listening for the sounds of approaching footsteps, but when all she could hear was silence she let out her breath and pushed the door all the way in.

There was a single light glowing on the entrance table.  Her mother’s doing, of course.  It was little acts of love like these that strengthened Golden’s resolve to do everything in her power to get her mother out of this prison into which she’d unwittingly trapped herself but, as much as she knew it was the right thing to do, there was a major issue that first had to be resolved.  There was hardly anything she could do until her mother realized that she’d married a man who meant her no good.

Golden was crossing the hallway on the way to her room when she heard a soft meow coming from the kitchen.  Immediately the crease in her brow disappeared and a smile softened her lips.  If there was one thing in the world guaranteed to lift her spirits it was a quick cuddle with Sir Winston Churchill.  She headed off in search of her beloved cat.

She found him by the back door, his head down as he lapped the remaining drops of milk from his saucer.  “Hey there, my love.  How are you?”  Kneeling beside him, she reached out to stroke his snow-white back.  “How was your day?”

The fluffy Persian lifted his head and gave her a milk-mustache smile – at least it looked like a smile to Golden – then he put out a pink tongue to lick the remnants of milk from his mouth.  Only then did he come to her, rubbing his head against her leg until she sat back on her heels and took him onto her lap.  When she stroked his head and tickled him behind the ear she was rewarded with the gentle vibration of his deep-throated purrs.

“You’re my best friend.  You know that, don’t you?”  Her voice was a soft whisper, almost as if she were sharing a very special secret with her one true friend.  And, like she’d said, he was just that – her best and only friend, the only one who would ever hear her fears or complaints or triumphs.

“Where were you?”

Golden jumped.  She turned to see her mother, her hair full of rollers, standing in the doorway blinking sleepily at her.

“Mother, I didn’t wake you, did I?”  She pushed Sir Winston off her lap and stood up.  “I tried to be quiet.”

“No, you didn’t wake me.  When I got up to go to the loo I peeked out and saw your car was here.  That’s how I knew you were home.”  She blinked then narrowed her eyes as she gave Golden a closer look.  “Why do you look like that?  You never wear make-up.”  Then her frown deepened.  “Where were you, Golden?”

“I...” Golden paused, wondering how much she could share.  Her mother loved her, she knew, but the reality was, she was so concerned about pleasing her husband that she put his needs before anyone else’s.  And she didn’t know how to keep secrets from him either.  “I was just...somewhere.”  It sounded lame but for the life of her she couldn’t come up with anything better.  She’d never been one to lie so when it came to making up stories she was hopeless.

She gave a shrug and turned to go.  “Well, it’s late.  Time to get my beauty sleep.  Goodnight, Mother.”

She didn’t get far.  Eugenia reached out and caught her by the arm.  “Golden, why is your face made up like that?  Were you out on the town...with men?”  The last two words came out in a hiss.  “You know your father would not approve.”

“He’s not my father.”  Golden almost dragged her arm out of her mother’s grasp but she didn’t.  No matter how angry she was she would not show disrespect.  But she would not perpetuate the lie her mother was living.  “He’s not my father,” she said again.  “He’s your husband.  I do not answer to Dunstan Manchester.”

“As long as you’re under his roof, you have to.”

“This is not his roof,” Golden said through gritted teeth and this time she did pull her arm away, albeit gently.  “This is the house my father bought when he brought us here from Atlanta.  This is the house he left for you.  For us.”

“I know all that, honey, but I have another husband now-”

“A husband who wants to control everything,” Golden bit back.  “Even me.”

On her mother’s face was a look of pleading that pulled at Golden’s heart strings and made her say no more.  How could she hurt her mother even if she was right?

“I’m sorry,” she said with a sigh then she reached out to fix one of the rollers that threatened to slide out of her mother’s hair.  “I’ll try to live by his rules.”  It pained her to say the words but she knew it was what her mother wanted to hear.

Eugenia sighed and gave her a smile.  “Thank you, dear.  You know we only want what’s best for you.  Now get along to bed.  It’s late.”

Golden nodded, knowing full well that her mother might want what was best for her but her stepfather certainly did not.  Still, she kept mum and headed down the hallway then climbed the stairs to her room.  Tomorrow she would have to find other means of earning some wages but right now all she wanted to do was forget about her disastrous night, climb into bed and lose herself in the arms of Morpheus.  

***

[image: ]


“FOUND ANYTHING SO FAR?”  Reed glanced at his watch then began to throw the documents and folders into his briefcase.  His cell phone, he shoved into his pocket.

“Not yet, Mr. Davidoff.”  Sharon Crow gave him an apologetic smile.  “I spoke to Ms. Townsend again this morning and she said so far there are still eight girls who haven’t picked up their checks.  She thinks they’ll be all gone in the next couple of days.  She’ll keep her eyes open for a redhead fitting the description you gave.”

“Not a redhead.  A blonde.  A girl with reddish-blonde hair.”

“Oh, a strawberry blonde.  Why didn’t you say so?”  Sharon shook her head and just stopped short of rolling her eyes.  “We’ll find her for you.  I promise.”

After his executive assistant had walked out of his office Reed stood there for a moment, staring at the closed door.  Was he being a bloody fool to pursue a girl who was of so little significance in the normal scheme of things?  The expression on his assistant’s face said he was.  They were all probably wondering why he was making such a big deal about a mere temp, one who could be replaced by hundreds of others like her.

But where he was concerned there was no other like her, none who made him hungry to see her again.  It was probably bizarre that a man who had surrounded himself with beautiful models all his work life was now so captivated by the one who did not fit into that picture.  But there you had it.  Maybe because she was different, maybe because she was obviously out of her realm, he was intrigued.  And he wanted to see her again.

It took another four days before he got any further news on his mystery woman but it was not encouraging.  The staff member who had hired the agency to recruit the temps reported that all of them had collected their checks, all except one, and seeing that none of those who came in fit the description then the no-show had to be the girl he was looking for.  The only problem was, the agency had a name but no address, phone number or e-mail address.

That made no sense to Reed.  “Then how did she apply?” he asked Sharon when she came into his office and gave him the update.

She shrugged.  “It happens.  Sometimes the girls call in and ask for their names to be added to the list.  The name is recorded and the girl is told to fill in her particulars when she gets to the venue.  When you’re in a rush and you have hundreds of people calling in, it can happen.”

“Rubbish.  Is this the kind of operation we’re running?  This is not the Davidoff way.”

Sharon shook her head.  “This has nothing to do with the Davidoff way.  It’s the outside agency that gets the girls for the show.  We can’t tell them how to run their business.”

“If they’re going to have any connection to Davidoff Fashions Inc., we can.”  Reed pushed back his chair and stood up.  “From here on, any agency we’re working with must have accurate personal information on anyone who’ll be working at our show, no matter what her role.  If they can’t comply with that we’ll find another agency.”

Sharon gave a soft sigh.  “I’m sure they’ll comply.”  Then she tilted her head to one side.  “So where do we go from here?  Do you still want us to pursue your mystery woman?”

“No, never mind.”  His tone was impatient, brusque even, but he would not apologize for it.  He wasn’t liking this, not having his way.  He’d failed to locate the girl and that annoyed him.  He wasn’t used to failing.

But this would not end here.  He’d left it to his staff to find the girl but now he would tackle the task himself.  All he had to go on was a name, the name of the one girl who had not collected her pay – Golden Browne.  And Reed had no doubt that he would find little Miss Golden Browne because if there was one thing he would never accept, it was failure.
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CHAPTER THREE
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The road surface was still wet as Golden pulled into the parking lot of Sunnybrook Nursing Home.  They’d had a violent thunderstorm the night before which was unusual for the month of March but thankfully it did not last more than a few hours.  Still, the windswept trees and the carpet of scattered leaves on the ground were ample evidence of the strength of the storm.  She just hoped this wasn’t a sign of what was to come when the summer brought its own share of stormy weather.  If there was one thing that made Golden tremble it was a thunder-rumbling, lightning-flashing summer storm.
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