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  Chapter One




   




   




  “You’re running away, Miss?” Harry, the butler, asked her.




  “Yes, I am. I’ve had enough. Thank you for all your kindness over the past five years. You helped to make unbearable times better,” she said, warmly, shaking his hand.




  Harry, a non-descript, plump, fifty-year-old man blushed, putting color in his sallow cheeks.




  “Don’t know what’s wrong with Mr. White. When he has you here, why would he…? Well, it’s not for me to understand, I guess. But I wouldn’t be doin’ that if I were him.”




  She was grateful for his sweetness, but it was time to get started. She had a long trip ahead. Caroline Davis White dashed into the sunroom to grab her sketchpad and her fawn pug when the doorbell rang.




  “It’s Stanton Cauley, Mrs. White,” Harry said, returning to the sunroom.




  Caroline went to greet her visitor, a tall, slim, attractive man with gray hair, dressed in casual pants and a button down shirt.




  “Stan, nice to see you, but I was just going out. Is there a problem with the collection?” she asked, smoothing down her long blonde hair.




  “No, no, Caroline. My people have packed up your paintings now that the show is over, and I wanted to deliver them to you personally.”




  “That’s nice of you, but unnecessary,” she said, looking at her watch.




  “You’re looking ravishing as ever,” he said, his eyes roving over her body, focusing too long on her cleavage, unconsciously licking his lips before raising his eyes to hers.




  “I’d love to invite you for coffee, Stan, but as I said, I’m on my way out…” Caroline said, uneasy under his stare. She backed away from him, crossing her arms over her chest defensively.




  “Always working, Caroline, you’re such a gifted artist, but even a driven one takes time off to…ah…play once in a while,” he said.




  “Yes, well, today is not the day for that, I’m afraid,” she said, moving toward the front door, hoping he would follow her.




  “Come on, Caroline. Let’s stop beating around the bush. You know why I’m here.”




  “Honestly, Stan, I don’t have a clue. But whatever it is will have to wait.”




  “But love can’t wait.”




  “What?”




  “That’s right.”




  “What do you mean?”




  “Don’t pretend, Caroline. You know I want to have an affair with you. I’ve wanted it for a long time. Brad has his…other life…so why shouldn’t you have yours?”




  Caroline’s face flushed with anger and embarrassment.




  “What happens between Brad and me is none of your business. I’m married, Stan, and even if I wasn’t, I wouldn’t be interested in sleeping with you. Never have been, never will be. I suggest you leave.”




  “Come, come, don’t be like that. I can show you a good time, believe me. We can sail away for the weekend together on my yacht.




  I’ll treat you well, just say the word.”




  “No way. If Brad knew you were coming here with this…this proposition, he’d-”




  “But he does know. He thought if you had some diversion of your own, you wouldn’t mind so much if he had his,” Stan said, stepping closer and reaching for her hand.




  Caroline moved back away from him.




  “Come. Don’t be childish. You know you want this,” he said, advancing toward her.




  Anger from the past two years of pain and humiliation pooled in her chest. Stan Cauley’s proposition was the last straw.




  “Get out, Stan. Get out. You’re disgusting. Leave. Now! Get out!” she screamed, her voice escalating in intensity.




  She picked up an umbrella from the stand and threatened him with it.




  His face turned purple with outrage and when Harry opened the front door, Stan stormed out.




  Caroline put down the umbrella and took several deep breaths to calm herself. She blinked back tears.




  “That’s the way, Miss,” Harry said, shutting the door quickly.




  “Harry, did you get the paintings unloaded before you escorted him out?”




  “Of course,” he said, smiling.




  Caroline sank down in a soft chair in the foyer. Trixie came and sprawled out at her feet. Harry brought her a cup of coffee. The foyer of the Riordan twenty-room house in Greenwich, Connecticut, one of the richest towns in the country, was grand. Great art hung on the walls, the floor was pink marble and the room was painted a tasteful beige.




  The foyer was elegant like all the rooms in this house.




  Bradley Riordan White lived in the section of town zoned for four-acre estates, a cut above the area zoned for a paltry two acres.




  Caroline paused. She thought about how great life could have been in this amazing home with an art studio and a greenhouse. Life could have been wonderful with the right man. Instead, this house had become world’s classiest prison with Caroline as the only inmate.




  She had been planning to leave Brad for the past three months. Her suitcases were packed, but the time never seemed right. After Stan’s visit, if she had any thoughts about staying, they were gone. Her relationship with Brad had deteriorated beyond repair and she had to leave…immediately before she had to face another degrading situation like the one with Stan. She finished her coffee and called for Harry.




  “Would you please help me load up my car?”




  “Right away, Miss,” he said.




  Caroline led him into her bedroom to get two suitcases and several small oil paintings.




  “Harry…don’t put the luggage and things in the Bentley,” she instructed.




  “You’re not taking the Bentley?” he asked, raising his eyebrows in surprise.




  “No. Put everything in the Mazda, in the trunk. I don’t want anything showing in the back seat,” she said, ready to be rid of the trappings of wealth.




  “Yes, Miss,” he said, picking up the two heavy suitcases.




  He carried the luggage and artwork out to her car and loaded it expertly into the trunk, fitting all the luggage, paintings and sketches together snugly so nothing would get damaged.




  “A long trip, Miss?” he asked her.




  “Yes, Harry. A long, private trip. You’re not to tell anyone,” she said.




  “What should I say if Mr. White asks me where you’ve gone?”




  “Tell him you don’t know. Because you won’t know.”




  Harry packed up Trixie’s things and put on the dog’s harness and fastened her safely in the car while Caroline paused again to take one last look at the magnificent house, her home for the past five years, a two-story structure of wood painted white with dark blue shutters. The long, graceful circular driveway was paved with gravel and the three acres of rich, green lawn behind the house seemed to stretch to the next town. The grass was clipped to perfection, thanks to a team of gardeners.




  The azaleas in the front of the house, under the large windows of the living room were blooming in pink and white. May was the most beautiful time of the year here. gravel and the three acres of rich, green lawn behind the house seemed to stretch to the next town. The grass was clipped to perfection, thanks to a team of gardeners. The azaleas in the front of the house, under the large windows of the living room were blooming in pink and white. May was the most beautiful time of the year here.




  She thought for a moment about the fabulous parties they threw there, especially the ones introducing her art shows. Brad urged her to expand her art subjects, and he became her biggest




  promoter. He threw elaborate parties to introduce his rich friends to Caroline’s art. His money and influence got her work shown in the toniest galleries in New York City and Connecticut. She became a celebrity in the art world.




  Brad saw her as his creation and took credit for her success. Caroline, a shy twenty-eight-year-old woman when they married, was uneasy in the spotlight but she kept painting and doing what Brad directed in an effort to make him happy. She was born to please but try as she might, she didn’t seem able to please Brad into being faithful.




  She felt sad to leave. This would be the first failed marriage in the White family for one hundred years. Remaining married was an important tradition for The Whites. They had all lived, reproduced and prospered in this house, even the staff had been there before Caroline arrived. Her day-to-day existence with plenty of household help had been one of great comfort as well as her own private dungeon.




  Caroline knew where she was going would not be nearly as lavish, but still she had to leave. After a few years of a decent marriage, Brad had cheated on her. In the last two years, the




  cheating had become so blatant Caroline could barely endure it. Yet when confronted, Brad told her he had been faithful to her for four years, counting the year of their engagement, the longest he had ever been faithful to anyone; she should be flattered and take this in her stride.




  Gradually, the hurt and humiliation from his cheating eroded her affection for him, which had never been overwhelming to begin with. Her mother, Linda, wanted her to marry rich so she would be well taken care of and not have to struggle, like the Davis’ did, so when Brad proposed, she did what her mother wanted and married him.




  Unbeknown to Caroline, Linda had been terminally ill when Brad proposed. She worried about who would take care of her daughter after she was gone. It never dawned on her Caroline could take care of herself. They were married the next year and the year after that, Linda died, content in the knowledge that her daughter would be well provided for.




  Brad proposed. She worried about who would take care of her daughter after she was gone. It never dawned on her Caroline could take care of herself. They were married the next year and the year after that, Linda died, content in the knowledge that her daughter would be well provided for.




  Now at thirty-three, Caroline was ready to shed the skin she wore for her mother and strike out on her own.




  “Will I see you again, Miss?” Harry asked as he closed the door on the Mazda for her.




  “I don’t know,” she said.




  “Then I wish you well. Been a pleasure drivin’ you and all,” he said, bowing, his limp brown hair falling in his eyes.




  “Thank you,” she said, starting the engine and putting the car in gear.




   




   




  Chapter Two




   




   




  Caroline was on the highway before long, heading toward upstate New York, driving to The Birches, a co-op community of summer cabins located on twenty-five acres of land in Pine Grove. It was a tiny town about thirty miles south of Willow Falls. Her mother and father owned a cabin there and Caroline spent her summers there when she was growing up.




  Linda Davis and other teachers escaped to The Birches for its cooler weather in the summer, leaving behind the hot, stifling, and claustrophobic city. Caroline inherited the cabin from her mother when Linda died and along with it, just enough money to continue paying the maintenance on the property that was run as a cooperative for several more years. Brad knew nothing about this place and although Caroline had not been there in ten years, she had fond memories of her summers, playing with friends, swimming in Cedar Lake, drawing and painting.




  Mid-May was early in the season; Caroline didn’t expect anyone else to be there. She wouldn’t mind being alone. When she pulled into the parking lot, she was right, hers was the only car there. She got out and unfastened Trixie, who immediately jumped out of the car and raced around in the thick grass, snorting and panting.




  “Come on, girl,” Caroline called as she walked down to the old cabin. The paint on the outside was peeling signaling the cabin probably was in disrepair. The once carefully tended shrubs were overgrown and unruly, like her hair in the morning when her mother had tried to comb it. Her favorite pine tree for climbing had been trimmed severely so the low-hanging branch she used to start her climb had been cut off.




  Caroline had a moment of panic when she realized she had not considered the cabin might be uninhabitable. If so, she had no place to live because she would not go back to Brad, no matter what.




  Trixie followed her down the hill to cabin number fifteen, her lucky number. She stopped to reach under the front step for the key always left hanging there. It was still there! She stepped up on the deck, carefully walking around two holes where rotting boards had broken through. She opened the screen door, then worked the old key into the lock on the wooden door and twisted. The door swung open and while she hesitated a moment, Trixie pushed ahead, trotting into the cabin, sniffing. trotting into the cabin, sniffing.




  “Okay, I know you’re braver than I am, Trixie,” she said, following the dog inside.




  Stale, damp, musty air greeted Caroline, the same smell that was always there after the cabin had been closed up for the winter.




  She walked in, leaving the inner door open to air the place out and looked around. The bungalow had not changed at all since she had last been there. The faded red sofa and the mismatched plaid chairs were still in the living room. The fine wood coffee table had a thick




  layer of dust on it. She walked into the kitchen that also served as a dining room. The big oak table was still there but there were only four chairs instead of six. She turned on the sink and found the water was still working. Next she tried the lights, which also worked.




  Her old bedroom was off the kitchen and her parent’s room was off the living room. She went into her room and immediately felt transported back to when she was thirteen. On the wall were her sketches and watercolors. One caught her eye right away. It was her favorite, a sketch of Mickey Foster, the eighteen-year-old boy she had a crush on when she was thirteen. Mickey was her protector when he was there. But she never saw him again after he went off to college. She touched the pencil sketch tracing his profile, remembering how handsome and brave he was.




  Caroline thought about the last time he “saved” her: when a stranger trespassing on the community’s property approached her, Mickey came to her rescue. The man told her he had a puppy that needed help and would she come to his car to see it. Caroline had been both afraid and curious, she backed away from him, but he kept on creeping closer. Mickey showed up before the man could touch her and told him he was her brother. The man left and Mickey called the police. Who knows what would have happened if Mickey had not been there. But he was always there bailing her out of trouble, and she was grateful.




  She went into her parents’ bedroom. Her father’s artwork was all over the walls. He did many sketches of their friends in the community and wild animals and birds in watercolors and oils plus local landscapes. He was a talented artist who had never gotten the recognition he deserved. He became an art teacher and a salesman trying to support his family in style, but he never made much money and died in a bus accident on the way to the cabin when she was ten.




  Caroline missed him, his sense of fun, his guidance and watching him paint. She learned much from her dad about technique like light and shadow, how to pick a good landscape to




  paint and mixing colors. He had been her hero. She felt guilty she had so much more fame than her father had, even though she considered him the better artist. But she knew he would have been proud of her and admired her success.




  Trixie barked at the screen door to go out and brought Caroline back to reality. She and the pug went to the car. She lugged each heavy suitcase down to the cabin. Then it was time to clean.




  She put music in the old CD player in the living room, singing along while she dusted, swept, cleaned the kitchen and changed the linens. The little cabin brightened up under her labor; singing the old familiar tunes she used to sing with her mother brought happiness to the old place once again. She hadn’t sung much in years and was happy she could still sing on key.




  As she was taking out garbage, she spied a man on the grounds. He was driving a small tractor down near the lake. It was a relief to find she wasn’t totally alone; there was a maintenance man about.




  Before grocery shopping, it was time to scrub the grime of the old cabin off her body. She got in the shower and when she twisted the hot water spigot to adjust it, it came off in her hand.




  Scalding hot water shot across the shower, trapping Caroline against the wall. She opened the bathroom window, saw the figure of a man walking toward the Baron’s cabin across the way and screamed for help. She saw him stop and turn. She called out again, and he came toward her cabin. A minute later, he entered the bathroom where she was naked and confined by the hot water.




  “Towel!” she hollered, covering herself as best she could with her hands and arms. After studying her body briefly, he looked away then threw her a towel, went over to the water controls and turned off the hot and cold water. Caroline covered herself with the skimpy towel and stared at the man. He was in his thirties, handsome with dark brown hair, light brown eyes, a slightly square jaw, one day’s growth of beard and over six feet tall with a slim, strong build.




  “You need a new spigot. There might be one in the shed good enough to hold for today, but tomorrow you should stop by the hardware store and pick up a new one,” he told her.




  There was something about his voice, something she recognized. Caroline stared at his face, peering into his eyes…those eyes seemed familiar. She gasped.




  “Mickey, is that you?”




   




  Chapter Three




   




   




  Mickey’s head snapped up and he eyed her directly.




  “No one has called me that in a long time. Who are you?”




  “Caroline Davis.”




  “Sunny?”




  “Yes. No one has called me that in a long time, either,” she said, smiling at the memory.




  “Boy, you sure have changed,” he said, looking at her towel-clad body with admiration. She had certainly grown up.




  “I would think so. I was thirteen when I last saw you,” she said, stepping out of the tub.




  “What are you doing here?” he asked her.




  “Maybe I should get dressed before we start chatting,” she said.




  “Oh, sure, sure. Sorry. I’ll leave. Want to catch up over a burger later?” he asked her, stepping out of the bathroom and turning away to give her privacy.




  “I’d like that,” she said calling out to him as she retreated to her room.




  “Six o’clock?” he called back.




  “Fine.”




  “I’ll be right back with that spigot,” he said, closing the front door.




   




  * * * *




   




  Sunny threw on a clingy little blue jersey dress that matched her eyes. She thought about her old nickname, Sunny, and how perfect it would be to use it now. Using Sunny instead of Caroline would make hiding from Brad easier. She always liked it better than Caroline anyway.




  It was her father’s hippie leanings that led him to select Sunshine as her middle name when she was born. He always called her Sunny, saying she brought sunshine into his life, another reason why she adored him. Although her mother called her Caroline, everyone else called her Sunny when she was younger. Brad called her Caroline, making fun of the name Sunny as juvenile and unsophisticated.




  She couldn’t believe Mickey Foster was the maintenance man at The Birches. He returned with a new spigot and attached it for her.




  “So, if no one calls you Mickey, what do they call you?”




  “Mike.”




  “Oh, okay.”




  “What about you? Do they still call you Sunny?”




  “Yes,” she lied. “Do you work here?”




  “No. I live up here and like to help out from time to time. My parents sold their place when I went to college, but I liked it, so I decided to return.”




  “Thanks for fixing the faucet,” she said.




  “It should hold for a few days, until you get a new one,” he said. “I see you’re still getting into trouble,” he said with a mischievous grin.




  “What do you mean? What have you heard?” she asked nervously, her mouth getting dry and her stomach queasy.




  “Isn’t getting stranded in the bathtub by scalding water trouble enough?”




  “Oh…of course, of course,” she agreed, relieved.




  “Should I be asking about some other trouble?” he probed, his keen eyes boring into her.




  “No, no. I’m good,” she said with a smile.




   




  * * * *




   




  Mike didn’t believe her for a minute. He remembered Sunny, always curious, always in trouble…getting into poison ivy, cornered by a poisonous snake, climbing on the roof to see what it felt like then getting stuck up there, becoming stranded in a tall tree, teased by other kids who didn’t understand her.




  Sunny was different, but different in a good way; Mike always found her interesting even when he was called on to save her time and time again. Now the skinny, gawky young teen with the tiny turned-up nose and flat chest was a beautiful woman with amazing breasts and still interesting, he’d guess. A lethal combination for a single guy.




  “See you at six,” he said, packing up his tools and leaving.




   




  * * * *




   




  Sunny couldn’t believe how different he was. A good-looking boy at eighteen, he was now a real hunk, with a handsome face plus a fabulous muscled chest and shoulders nicely filled out and outlined by his t-shirt. She had watched the powerful muscles in his arms work as he attached the new spigot. She was curious where had he been and what he was doing now.




  Sunny put her clothes away, then took a shower. She selected a spring-like dress with a small flower print in blue and lavender on a white background, accentuating her blue eyes. She pulled out her lavender shawl and khaki sandals with little heels, as she was already five foot five. She had been called a natural beauty, so a little blush, lipstick and mascara was all she needed. She thought she looked pretty good for someone whose life had fallen apart. She heard a soft rap on the door. He was right on time.




  “Sunny,” he called.




  “Coming, Mickey…uh, Mike,” she called from her bedroom.




  When she walked out, Mike started to cough, choking on his own saliva.




  “Are you all right?” she asked.




  “You sure have changed,” he said, his eyes red and watery but still able to take her in.




  “You’re repeating yourself,” she said.




  “You look great, Sunny,” Mike managed, his eyes looking her over with approval.




  “Thanks. Where are we going?”




  “I thought we could go to Homer’s, down by the lake, remember?”




  “Yes, I remember a restaurant there, but it wasn’t called Homer’s.”




  “It is now. They’ve renovated the place and it’s pretty nice…for up here. Now if you’ve been living in New York City, you might not be impressed,” he said, holding the door open.




  “I never got to go there when I was a kid…too expensive.”




  “Expensive? Not now.”




  “It was for my parents.”




  “It isn’t for me, so don’t worry. You can sit by the window overlooking the lake. See if the fish are biting.”




  “What I wouldn’t have given to be going out for a burger with you when I was thirteen,” Sunny admitted, unable to hide a smile.




  “Better late than never,” he said, closing the door and joining her on the path.




   




  * * * *




   




  Homer’s House was like Mike said, renovated with beautiful wood floors and small tables situated by big windows overlooking the lake. Each table held a tiny vase of fresh flowers and a small candle. Placemats made tablecloths unnecessary in the true style of country. wood floors and small tables situated by big windows overlooking the lake. Each table held a tiny vase of fresh flowers and a small candle. Placemats made tablecloths unnecessary in the true style of country.
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