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About the Book


People say six years is long enough to mourn the death of his husband but for Ross Miller, the pain is as fresh as if it happened yesterday. He’s left his glittering Hollywood life behind, yet guilt still dogs his steps, no matter how far he runs. Trapped by his past and needing to escape his well-meaning friends, he rents a cabin in the secluded Adirondack mountains. A reclusive man moves in next door and piques Ross’s interest, but his persistent attempts at friendship are rebuffed. That doesn’t stop him because the one rule Ross Miller has always lived by is to never take no for an answer.

Novelist Arden Wainwright has given up. He can’t pretend a happiness he knows he’ll never find again. Solitary days turn into years, and he remains frozen, unable to take a breath. At his wit’s end, he retreats to the mountains, but it does little to stir his creativity. He continues to hide from life and avoids his overly nosy neighbor, who insists on planting himself at Arden’s doorstep at every turn. Making friends is the last thing Arden wants, but annoying or not, he can’t get the damn man out of his mind.

Finding peace in their isolated surroundings, the two lonely men forge an unlikely friendship where they realize they’re more alike than different and better together than apart. With Ross’s help, Arden begins to rebuild the shattered pieces of his life, while Arden gives Ross the strength to face his fears and find his way home. When love comes calling you can choose to hide from hurt, loss, and pain, but if you take a chance and open the door, you might discover that running from your heart is the last thing you’ll want to do.
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Running from My Heart


ROCK BOTTOM– BOOK3

By
FELICE STEVENS


“Holding on to the past can hurt more than letting itgo.”



CHAPTER ONE


Six years earlier

“Why didn’t you tell me you auditioned for a new part? I thought we discussed taking time off to relax?”

Dominic waited in front of me, pale and visibly annoyed. He remained frustratingly silent, which I took as my opportunity to vent. “We have trips planned, including one back East to visit Foster. We haven’t seen him in over a year. And what about Italy, Greece, and the Maldives? We decided on all of this together, I thought.”

Sunlight burst through the wall of windows in our Malibu home, washing the powder-blue walls almost white, but all I saw was red. I didn’t pay attention to the multimillion-dollar view of the Pacific Ocean or the sweeping turquoise sky. I was more interested in why the man I’d loved almost half my life now seemed like a stranger.

“No, you decided. You always decide everything, and I’m tired of it. Of course I want to see Foster; that’s not the point. You decided to take time off from directing to relax, and I support you. But why does that mean I should put my life on hold?”

His words hit me like a punch to my gut, and all the breath left my body. I took a seat on the long, low white sectional couch.

“I didn’t think I was asking you to do that.”

“No, you didn’t. You didn’t think about me at all. That’s what our relationship has become. You’re the one with the Oscar nominations and a SAG Award, and I’m proud of you. No one’s more thrilled with your success than me. But when is my chance in the sun?”

“Dom, what’re you talking about? You wrapped up a project three months ago, and all the buzz everywhere is that you were brilliant.”

Dominic had landed a lead role in a movie as a divorced, single father struggling with alcoholism, who meets his love interest at an AA meeting. He’d been ecstatic to get this meaty, emotional part after years of playing secondary roles as the main character’s best friend.

“The studio pulled it, and it’s going straight to HBO. Ezra called this morning and said the early focus groups thought it was too depressing.”

Stunned, I reached out a hand to comfort him, but he either didn’t notice or ignored me. “I’m sorry, baby. I’m having lunch tomorrow with Rick Gregson, and I know he’s lining up a few projects. I could—”

“No, dammit.” He stormed away from me to stare out the windows. “I don’t want to get a part because my famous husband called in favors. I studied my ass off in acting school. I left New York and Broadway so you could make it in Hollywood. It’s my turn now.”

Confused by the level of Dominic’s anger, I left the couch to stand behind him. “I didn’t know you felt this way. You never said it bothered you to leave New York. I thought you were happy to come to California. ‘I love the warm weather.’ That’s all you said.”

“Because I saw how much it meant to you. So now why can’t you understand that I want that same respect?”

“You think I don’t respect you?” Where was all this resentment coming from? “I love you more than anything; you know that.”

We’d met at an after party for a small, independent film I’d done. I took one look at his twinkling brown eyes and was lost. After an evening of talking, laughing, and flirting, I invited him to brunch the next day; then we spent the night together, and he never went home. Dominic was the other half of my heart. The man who made me whole.

“I mentioned respect, and you brought up love.”

“I don’t think of one without the other when it comes to you.”

Finally, Dominic turned away from the windows and met my eyes. “Do you? Sometimes I’m not sure you have faith in me. I’m not sure you believe I have the talent to make it.”

We’d had this discussion before. I knew actors needed ego-stroking, but Dominic shouldn’t need me to tell him every day how wonderful an actor he was. He was more important to me as a husband. Somewhere, for him at least, the lines had blurred between the two.

“That’s crazy, honey. You know I think you’re a tremendously talented actor. The right part is out there waiting.”

“I’m glad you said that.” Dom gave me the full brilliance of his smile. “Because this is the one. I got the offer last night and told Ezra I’m taking the part.”

Dread and dismay seeped through me. “Without even mentioning it to me? Why would you do that?”

“Because of this exact reaction. You trying to dissuade me and hold me back. I’m taking the part, Ross. It could be a game changer for me. If you want to take time off, that’s fine. But I’m not trotting along after you like your puppy.”

“Trotting after me? Puppy? What the hell does that even mean? I can’t believe you just threw away a whole year of plans without bothering to tell me.”

“I knew you’d respond this way. You’re being selfish.”

“Selfish?” What the hell was happening here? “Me? How am I being selfish, when you’re the one who didn’t give a damn about my opinions and decided everything on his own?”

“I already knew what the answer would be. It’s always the same. You carry the weight. You pay the bills. Whatever you say goes.” Dom’s eyes, always warm and twinkling, now gazed back at me with accusation. “I’m tired of it. I need a break.”

The pain in my chest made me think I might be having a heart attack. “A break? From what?” I could barely hear myself over the roaring in my head.

Dom hesitated only a second. “Us. Maybe you should go away for a while. Alone.”

“Alone?” I repeated. I didn’t want that. “I only want to be with you. I don’t want to go by myself.”

“Maybe I’m the one who needs a break.”

I almost couldn’t ask the question, but it tumbled out before I could stop it. “Is there someone else?”

“No. Never.” The answer, swift and definite, should’ve satisfied me, but my head was too clouded by pain. “There could never be anyone else for me but you.” A sad smile tipped his lips upward. “But I need to find out who I am aside from being Ross Miller’s husband.”

I touched his face, and his mouth tasted as sweet and warm as the first time we’d kissed, but the laughter was gone.

“I don’t want to go without you.”

“That’s your decision. But I’m not giving up this part.” His face tightened. “I have to go. I’m late to meet Ezra and Sunny at the beach. We’re going surfing.”

Without a good-bye kiss or a smile, he gave me his back and walked away, leaving me wondering what the hell was going on. Before I could call out and plead with him to stay, or to let me come with him, the front door slammed and he was gone. The roar of the Porsche’s engine split the silence, and then nothing.

For a few minutes I remained by the windows, the anger in the air as alive as if Dom were still in the room with me. Was he right? Did I put my needs before his? I’d always thought I was a supportive husband. Picking apart the last few months in my head, I stomped outside to the pool and threw myself in the water, determined to swim off my bad mood. After fifteen laps, it hadn’t worked. I took a shower, got dressed, and paced around the house. I’d thought we’d be sharing a nice breakfast together, and instead, he’d left me to be with his agent and PA.

“Dammit.” I ran a hand through my hair, picked up my phone, and called Foster.

“Ross, how are you?” As always, Foster’s quiet voice grounded me.

“I don’t know.” I dropped down to the couch again. “First, how’re you doing? How’re classes?”

“Different students, but everything else is the same.”

Even though I knew the answer, I had to ask. “Dating anyone?”

A long-suffering sigh resounded in my ear. “No. Nobody.”

“And I bet you’re sitting home every night too. You’re never going to find someone by hiding in that giant house of yours.” I hated knowing Foster sat alone night after night. When Dom and I moved, I’d made him promise me to get out more, but I doubted he followed through. Foster preferred books to people.

“I’m not hiding. Maybe I’m happy being alone.”

“Honey, nobody’s happy being by themselves.”

“I’m not you. You need to be surrounded by people. You love the crowds.”

While I did love the nightlife, I equally preferred my nights spent with Dominic. Aside from Foster, whom I’d known almost my whole life, Dom was the only one who understood me. That is, I thought he did. I gnawed on my lower lip.

“Can I ask you a question?”

“Of course. What’s going on? I can tell from your voice this is more than a simple catch-up call.”

I examined the intricately woven pattern on the colorful rug and remembered the trip Dom and I took to Morocco after we got married. The sights and sounds of the crowded streets and bazaars, the smells and tastes of the delicious, exotic foods made it unforgettable. We’d brought back the rug to keep a piece of that time alive with us forever.

“Am I a selfish person?”

“What brought this on?”

As upset as I was, I couldn’t help but smile. “You’re such a New Yorker. Instead of answering a question, you ask one of your own. It’s one of the things I miss most about home.” I sobered. “Seriously, though. Dom and I…we had a fight—a big one. And he said some things that made me wonder if I don’t take people’s feelings into consideration and do what I want, expecting them to fall in line.” I grimaced. “Do I?”

“You aren’t selfish.” Foster’s even, measured voice held an undercurrent of amusement. “But you are a big personality, and sometimes people follow you because they’re either intimidated or they don’t want to start an argument.”

Shit. “That makes me sound like a horrible person.”

“No. You’re far from it. But you do need to stop sometimes and think about what other people might be feeling and why. What happened between you and Dom?”

My mind had already begun spinning, thinking up a scenario to make it up to my husband. I’d cancel the trips—who cared about the money when Dominic was so obviously distressed? Then I’d make sure to be as encouraging as I could, downplaying my work. I had enough money to last me a lifetime. I couldn’t care less about the awards and the accolades. Having Dominic by my side was all that mattered.

“I love you. And I gotta go. Thank you. I knew talking it out with you would help.”

Foster laughed. “I’m not sure how, but I’m happy to accept the credit.”

“Talk to you tomorrow. Bye.”

I pressed the Speed Dial button for my assistant. “Cass? I need a favor. I want four dozen red roses delivered here in about an hour. Plus, please pick up matching Love bracelets from Cartier—you have our sizes. Plain gold, no diamonds.”

“Sure, Ross. Anything else?” Cass was the perfect assistant. Unfailingly positive and unflappable, he performed magic no matter how impossible the task I asked him to accomplish.

“Yeah. I’ll need two filet dinners and some of those chocolate-dipped strawberries. Dom loves those.”

“Got it.” He hesitated. “It’s not your anniversary. Something special going on?”

“Nope. Just letting Dom know how much I love him and that I’m behind him one hundred percent.” My phone beeped with a call from Ezra. “I gotta go. Dom’s agent is calling.”

“Got it. Okay, I’m on it. I’ll report back when I’ve picked up the bracelets.”

“Thanks, Cass.”

“No problem.”

I hit the Accept button.

“Ezra? What’s go—”

“Ross. There’s been an accident.”

My heart almost stopped. “What happened? Where’s Dom? Is he all right?”

“You need to come to Woodland Hills Hospital.”

I tried to speak, failed, then tried again. “Tell me. What’s going on?” I croaked out. “Where’s Dom? Why isn’t he calling me?” I heard the echo of my scream. I felt light-headed and nauseated.

“Ross…” Ezra’s voice broke. “Don’t make me tell you on the phone. Please.”

A gray mist enveloped me. “Tell me now.”

“Dom was surfing and got pulled under. The board must’ve struck his head. It took a while to get to him. They brought him to the hospital, but he never regained consciousness. He died, Ross. They tried everything…”

The phone slipped from my hand.

Present Day

I awoke, as always when I dreamed of that day, shaking and covered in sweat, my face streaked with tears. I turned over to see a motionless figure lying next to me, covered by the comforter. My chicken-farmer neighbor, Garrett, had proved to be more welcoming than I ever expected.

I threw off the covers and hit the bathroom, desperately needing to pee. As I emptied my bladder, I stared at myself in the mirror. What the hell was I going to do with the rest of my life? I flushed the toilet, washed my hands, and wandered through the darkened cabin until I reached the screened-in back porch. I’d rented this house in the Adirondacks as a place to escape to, but I knew it wouldn’t help. The year after Dom’s death I’d wandered around the world, seen all the wonders, eaten all the foods, and slept with countless men. Anything to take away the pain of never seeing his face again. Never touching or kissing his lips. Never getting to tell him one more time that I loved him. That I believed in him and I was sorry.

Nothing worked.

I poured myself a brandy from the bar and lay down in one of the cushioned lounges, listening to the sounds of the dark. Three a.m. had become my natural wake-up time, and I sipped my drink, letting its burn permeate my blood.

Here I sat alone while a man slept in my bed, and I knew if I awakened him, he’d be happy to fuck me until I couldn’t move. My body could be satisfied, but my mind and heart remained numb and frozen, and I cursed myself for even trying.

What gave me the right to think I deserved happiness again? Dom had me pegged perfectly. I was a shit person, selfish and controlling. If I’d seen the signs of his unhappiness, he’d be with me today. If I’d agreed right away to postpone the vacations we’d planned, we’d be together. Instead, I had only the final bitterness between us playing round and round in my head, the part where he told me he wanted a break from being with me. He died with anger in his heart against me, not love.

“Ross?” The tall figure of my bed partner stood silhouetted against the inside door of the porch.

“Yeah. You can come over. Don’t be afraid.”

He entered, and I studied him. After ignoring me for months, he’d been forced to acknowledge my presence when one of his chickens ran into my yard. That was what my life had become—chasing a runaway fucking chicken. Once the little bastard had been cornered and captured, but not before some nasty pecks to my hand made me threaten him with a fryer and barbecue sauce, my hunky neighbor showed up at my door with an apology and a bottle of home-brewed moonshine.

Three hours later, he was in my bed with his dick in my ass. One kind of cock had led to another. Guess I owed the chicken an apology.

“Ain’t afraid. You looked like you’d rather be alone, is all.”

He sat in the chaise next to me. A light dusting of golden hair covered his beautifully sculpted torso. He’d put on his white briefs, and even only semi-erect, his cock bulged thick in its nice package. Foster might be on to something, picking a guy in his twenties. Garrett had the stamina of a racehorse.

But Foster was in love with Justin; Garrett was a way to pass the night.

“Maybe so, but now I’m here with you.” I set the brandy snifter on the table and gave him a slow smile. “What are you doing awake?”

He shifted, and his breathing grew heavy. My guess was, my chicken farmer was hoping for a repeat performance.

“Woke up and wondered where you were.”

“And here I am.” I trailed my fingers down his arm. “What would you like?”

His briefs stretched tight, and he adjusted himself. I’d told Foster I’d had the love of my life and all I was interested in was lust, but that was only partly true. It wasn’t all I was interested in. I slipped my hand inside Garrett’s underwear and grabbed the thick shaft, listening to his sighs of pleasure as I stroked him to full, delicious hardness. He came fast on a loud groan, his hot come spilling through my fingers.

I missed intimacy and closeness with a partner I cared about. I missed nights spent wrapped around that person, listening to their heartbeat against my chest. I missed kisses so deep and passionate, I couldn’t tell where our breaths separated. I spent my life knowing I was never going to find what I once had, and that scared the shit out of me. Foster was right. I did run away up here. I was running from memories and a life I no longer knew how to live.

I wiped my hands on some napkins and picked up my drink. As I sipped, my eyes caught the glow of a light flickering in the dark. “What the heck is that?” I stood and peered into the darkness. “Someone walking around in the middle of the night?” A bit nervous, I stepped back and hit Garrett’s broad chest.

“Guess he can’t sleep neither. Another city guy, I heard Cora mention. He’s rented the place next to yours.”

Cora ran the general store and her mouth. I said my hellos and good-byes when I went to pick up my milk and the stuff I didn’t feel like driving miles out of my way to get, but I wouldn’t tell her anything I didn’t want everyone in the entire Northeast to hear.

“Oh? You know anything about him?”

“He keeps to himself and don’t speak to anybody. About your age, I think.” Garrett slipped his hands around my waist to fondle me, and I stiffened under his rough hands. “Forget about him.”

Much as I wanted to fall into Garrett’s touch, I had to be up-front. “I’m not looking for a relationship or even to date.”

Garrett wrapped his hand around my now-aching cock and began to jerk me off. “You don’t gotta worry. Just blowing off some steam here.”

That settled, I leaned back into his arms and let my body take over while I watched the lights in the house behind the trees.


CHAPTER TWO


Total darkness. I sat staring out into the void, wishing I had the nerve for what would solve my problems. Walk out into the dark cold waters of the lake and never return. Only then would the incessant, painful beats of my heart stop, and I’d be free.

But I was a coward and remained alive while my husband and child, my two loves, lay still and cold, their voices forever silenced. I pretended not to notice my trembling hands as I poured myself another vodka.

In the week I’d been here, all I’d accomplished was to unpack one suitcase. I hadn’t ventured out past my back porch, and though I’d spied wildlife in the fields, none of it brought me any joy, knowing there was no one to share it with. Drake, if he’d been here, would’ve screamed with laughter at the deer nibbling on the grass or the rabbits hopping, and Jared would be filming it all. But that would never happen now.

My phone remained silent. I had no one left to call. My sister-in-law, Liza, was angry I’d left her alone, as we lived in the same apartment building and had dinner several nights a week together, talking about our loss and how much we missed Jared and Drake. She said it was good to talk about them and keep their memories alive, but those nights left me worse off, not feeling better.

My therapist had tried to get me to see that dwelling on the past with Liza was unhealthy, but we were each other’s family. She was my link to Jared; I couldn’t let her go.

Elaine, my agent, had pushed me to get away and out of the apartment, but I always made excuses. “Too busy plotting my next book” worked until it became abundantly clear that nothing was forthcoming. One day she marched into my home and told me she’d found a place in the Adirondacks and made all the arrangements. Elaine was one of those people who believed a different environment would help me forget.

“I think it’ll be good for you. It’s been years. You have to move on, Arden.”

Move on. That presupposed I had something to move on to or someone to do it with. But I didn’t. I felt old and weary beyond my years. When Jared and Drake were alive, I’d never thought about age. Life and laughter filled our house.

The day it happened, I’d been caught up in a frenzy of writing. I’d been blocked for some time on a book I owed my publisher, and then, the morning we were all supposed to go to Coney Island, I had a breakthrough. Considerate as always, Jared kissed me and told me not to worry.

“Don’t stress. The beach will be there next week. We’ll all go together then. It’s more important that you get this book done. Drake and I will send you videos.”

He was the most understanding man, and I loved him with my life. We’d found each other the first week of college, and there was never another in our beds or our hearts. I didn’t stop to think why I deserved to be so happy. I was blissfully ignorant of anything except being in love and having the world at my feet. With the stupidity of someone who’d lived a golden life, I’d thought it would last forever. We had our disagreements, of course, and we even had one terrible fight when despite Jared’s protests, I went to California to see about having one of my books made into a movie.

When we decided to have a child, I wanted Drake to be from Jared’s sperm. “He’ll have your temperament.”

“True.” Jared’s eyes sparkled. “One moody, grumpy artist is enough for a family.”

That final day I wrote and wrote like never before, interrupted only by the promised videos from the beach and the merry-go-round. I watched Drake take on his Nathan’s hot dog and a pouf of cotton candy bigger than his face. The last video they sent me was them singing “She’ll Be Coming ’Round the Mountain” in the cab together.

I decided to make our favorite breakfast for dinner and whipped up my famous chocolate-chip-banana pancakes. I had put the bowl with the batter in the refrigerator to wait for them to come home, when the doorbell rang.

The police officer told me the driver of the van ran the red light and plowed right into their cab. They died instantly. And so did I.

That was five years ago, and I’d yet to feel my heart again.

Now here I sat. The cabin’s solitary location suited me perfectly. I could write and walk the grounds in peace. Early in the morning I’d heard the squawking of a few chickens and located the neighbor’s yard where the sounds originated, but I had yet to meet the man living there. Some young guy who took over when his father passed away, I’d been told. The cabin about twenty-five yards to the right of mine was rented to another man from the city, the realtor told me. “A famous movie director,” she’d whispered loudly but didn’t give his name. I merely nodded; it didn’t matter much to me. I had no desire to meet anyone. I wasn’t fit for company.

Shadows moved in the gray space of my neighbor’s porch. Perhaps he too had sleepless nights and demons to chase. I made out two distinct figures and watched their dim faces merge together, maybe in a kiss. One tall figure, a man, walked down the steps and crossed the yard to the chicken farm. Well, well. Seemed like the night had secrets of its own. Whether in the city or the country, sex remained the number-one activity people could do anytime, anyplace.

The other person, also a man and obviously the renter, sat on the top step, staring out into the darkness.

Intrigued, I left my porch and soft-footed it down the stairs but then stood by a towering pine. I didn’t know why I stayed hidden in the darkness. The chirp of crickets and the occasional hoots of owls filled the night, along with another sound I couldn’t place.

My senses tingling, I crept closer, and the noise grew louder. I stopped when I realized it came from the man sitting on the porch steps. Head in his hands, crying quietly. Ashamed at acting the voyeur, I backed away and returned to my house. Ignoring the vodka for the first time, I stripped and slid into bed. I hated sleeping alone, and even after all the years he’d been gone, I still missed Jared in bed with me. I closed my eyes.

The next morning I made coffee and went for the milk, only to discover it had gone bad. Shit. That meant I needed to drive to the one store in the area where I could get some. Deciding I might as well make sure I didn’t need anything else, I checked the empty cabinets and decided to stock up so as not to have to go out again anytime soon. Having spent less than an hour in the store on my initial visit—and having met the owner, a nice enough but extremely nosy woman who followed me around asking questions I had no intention of answering—I planned for a quick visit. Armed with my list, I climbed into my car and headed out. There was no sign of my neighbor, and I wondered if he was one of those sleep-all-day-and-up-all-night party people I’d heard lived in LA. My time in California had been a whirlwind of meetings with my agent and producers, a little sight-seeing and an Oscar party. It wasn’t my scene at all.

I pulled into the parking lot, noticing only a few cars, and girded myself for another interrogation. When I entered the store, several customers wheeled shopping wagons through the aisles, and the owner was at the cash register. I pushed my wagon to the dairy section to get my milk, then headed to the bread section, where an almost infinite assortment awaited.

“Jesus. Whatever happened to plain old Wonder Bread?” I muttered to myself and heard a snicker behind me.

“Don’t say that too loudly, or the sprouted-grain police will arrest you, put you in handcuffs, and take you to Gluten-Free Jail.”

A good-looking man, dressed in faded jeans and a T-shirt, stood next to me with a broad smile, and I wondered if he worked at the store. His hair hung sleek and shiny around his face and over his brow.

“All I want is something to spread peanut butter on that won’t break my teeth from a thousand seeds. My dentist has enough work from me already.”

“Are you sugar-free? Low carb or no carb?” He crossed his arms and grinned at me. His eyes were speckled green and brown and gold, like the forest.

Disturbed by his intrusion, I tried to brush him off. “I’m human. I’m forty-two years old and a man.”

“That I can see.” Frank admiration shone from his face, but I ignored him, amused he would find me attractive in my present state. I hadn’t shaved, my clothes hung on me, and I was pale from being cooped up inside for so long.

I pulled out a loaf of something that looked vaguely soft and edible and tossed it into my cart. “Excuse me.” I tried to wheel my cart past him, but he didn’t move.

“I haven’t seen you before.”

“What’s with everyone around here?” My irritation rose. “Do I need to conduct an interview before I step foot into every store?”

His smile didn’t dim, but he cocked his head and narrowed his eyes. I didn’t appreciate his assessing gaze. “I’m sorry. I’m Ross. Ross Miller.”

“Arden Wainwright.”

“The author?”

Now it was my turn to stare at him. “Yes. I didn’t think anyone would remember my name.”

Ross’s laughter rose around us. “You’re kidding, right? Who could forget it? Arden Wainwright?”

A smile broke through my tiredness. “It’s unusual, I’ll give you that.”

“I’d once contacted your agent about optioning one of your books for movie rights.”

It hit me then who this man was. My neighbor, the famous movie director. “You’re Ross Miller, the director.”

“I was, yes.” The light in his eyes dimmed. “I’m retired now.”

He looked to be around my age, with no outward signs of illness, but who knows why people do what they do? Especially the Hollywood type. They lived by a whole different set of rules.

“Which book was it?”

Lines of tension furrowed his brow. “Love Was Not Enough.”

That was a huge seller for me. My story of a couple who’d fallen in love young but eventually broke apart due to the wife’s success and her husband’s resentment of her rise to fame.

“I don’t remember why my agent didn’t go for it.”

“I had to pull out. My husband passed away unexpectedly.” Somber now, Ross couldn’t meet my eyes. The initial good humor and cockiness had fled.

“I’m so sorry.” Shocked, I couldn’t do anything but stare at him. I wondered what happened.

“Yeah, thanks.” He ran his hands through that thick, dark hair. “Anyway, I think we’re neighbors. You rented the cabin next to me near the lake.”

“I did. It’s very quiet. Exactly what I was looking for.”

Recovered now, Ross walked beside me as I shopped, and he made comments about everything I put in my cart. “Get some smoked salmon and cream cheese.” He pointed to the package in his cart. “The bagels are shit, but that’s to be expected up here. I have my friend from the city send me a stash, and I freeze them. If you want, I can have him add in extra for you. The chocolate croissants and lemon scones, however, are to die for, and you’ll want to stock up on Cora’s homemade peach ice cream. I got three gallons myself. It’s my treat after I go running around the lake.”

The man could run his mouth for sure. I hadn’t heard this much conversation in years. Empty rooms don’t talk back. I put a jar of peanut butter, a hunk of cheddar cheese, some flatbreads, a box of granola, and a container of plain yogurt into my cart.

“Do you eat anything besides junk food?” I asked. “You must.”

“Thanks for noticing.” The cocky grin returned in full force as he ran a hand over his flat stomach. “I have a few activities that keep me in shape.”

Recalling his visitor from the prior evening, my face grew warm. “I’m sure you do.”

“Are you here with your family?” Ross picked up two boxes of chocolate chip cookies and placed one in his cart. They joined an eclectic mix of foods like the salmon he mentioned, a container of cream cheese, a large wedge of brie, fig jam, smoked salami, turkey breast, and several baguettes. There were bags of almonds and cashews, dried fruits, and containers of hummus and feta cheese. The other box of cookies he placed in my cart. I figured when this torturous conversation ended, I’d return them. Drake and Jared had loved chocolate chip cookies, and I’d lost my desire to eat them.

“I’m alone.” My hands gripped the cart handle.

He either didn’t notice my distress or I’d hidden it enough, as he continued on. “So am I. I needed a place to recharge, away from everyone. My best friend thinks I ran away up here, but I like the peace and quiet. And friends can be well-meaning, but sometimes they get to be too much with their caring and concern. Am I right?”

Weary of his incessant chatter, I decided I’d had enough of people today.

“So can strangers. And I wouldn’t know about that peace and quiet you’re talking of, since I came in here simply to pick up some food and ended up being waylaid by you. So if you’ll excuse me, I need to leave.”

I pushed my cart past him and into the line, where Cora, perhaps sensing my foul mood, said nothing beyond “Hello” and “Have a nice day.” I hefted my bags and hurried out to my car. I put them in the trunk and hopped into the driver’s seat, started the engine, and pulled away. My interaction with Ross left me shaky and afraid he’d come after me. Try and talk to me. Be my friend. He didn’t seem like the type who’d accept no for an answer.

I returned home and put the perishables away. The box of chocolate chip cookies was the last item out of the bag, and with trembling hands I threw it aside, angry that I’d bought the cookies and taken them home. “What the hell am I going to do with these?”

I could spend the day as I did every other, drinking until I could no longer hear the voices in my head, or lying in bed, but it didn’t help. I still mourned Jared and Drake and a life that no longer existed. The loud trill of a bird broke into my thoughts, and I gazed out the window, my face pressed to the glass. Two blue jays flitted from branch to branch, talking noisily to each other. Despite my mood, I couldn’t help but smile.

“You’re an idiot,” I said out loud to myself. “Only you would come to the country and stay inside listening to the birds instead of going outside to hear them singing. Coward.”

My reflection in the glass agreed. I should go down to the lake and feel the sun on my face. Spending the week cooped up indoors had left me restless. I couldn’t sit here, day after day, and drink myself into a stupor without serious repercussions. And with the ESP that came from working with me for years, Elaine would know. She might even show up here. I shuddered, thinking of her well-meaning but intrusive cheeriness. Plus, I was now afraid that Ross, knowing how close I lived to him, would come looking for me.

That thought spurred me to action. I put on my sunglasses and baseball cap, locked the door behind me, and took the path down to the lake. By night the water stretched out endlessly, a yawning, dark pit, but with the morning sun throwing rainbows off its pristine, glasslike surface, I understood its beauty. My heart steadied to a comfortable rhythm, and I inhaled the fresh air. Miraculously, I found peace in this remote area.

I sat on a grassy patch several yards from the shoreline and held my breath as a pair of huge birds hovered high above the lake, then swooped near the surface, their wingspan remarkable at full extension. Legs outstretched with sharp, curved claws, they skimmed the surface, and with a great splash and the beating of wings, each came up with a fish gripped in their talons.

“A nesting pair of ospreys,” a quiet voice murmured next to me. Startled, I gazed up at Ross, who stood with a pair of field glasses around his neck. “I’ve been watching them since they returned in the spring.”

“I’ve never seen anything like it. They’re magnificent.” I
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