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      Living alone took some getting used to. Dealing with the pain and sorrow of losing someone to a tragic event such as the terrorist attack on the Twin Towers, Maggie knew all too well the anguish and sadness that came with such a harrowing experience. She remembered the day clearly as so many Americans did.

      She was sitting on her couch, putting on her tennis shoes to go for her walk when an emergency announcement broke through the daily show. She moved to the edge of her seat to get a better glimpse of what was happening. Shaking her head uncontrollably, she began to cry. Richard’s office was in one of the buildings. He was senior partner at a very prestigious law firm.

      With her pulse racing, she grabbed for the phone and dialed Richard’s number. The line beeped nonstop.  She clutched her chest and cried out. Noooo! With her worst fears realized, she slumped to the floor. Collette. My sweet girl, Collette. How am I going to tell her?

      Over the course of the next several weeks, Maggie walked around in a state of shock. She vaguely recalled getting through it all. So many memorials to attend, so many to comfort. She found it difficult to go into the city any longer. She sheltered Collette and became so overprotective she began to smother her. When one of her closest friends, who’d since moved away to another state, came for a visit and began to tell her about her new life in Oregon, Maggie took notice. A new start in a new state could be what would help them move on. So on the invitation of an old friend, Maggie and Collette left New York for peaceful Eugene, Oregon. And she never looked back.
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      When the realtor took her down the narrow two-lane road, Maggie wasn’t sure about the location. So far off the beaten path. But when he showed her the small house with a national park nearby, she fell in love with the simplistic yet cozy feeling of the home and the area.

      She and Collette would explore the trails later, enjoying a nice lunch under one of the many trees at the park. Because of its location, it wasn’t busy most of the time. Unless it was someone on a hunt for a covered bridge that is.

      Deep in the woods, about three miles or so, stood a covered bridge. Back in the day it probably saw a lot of action, but due to lack of funds, the poor bridge had seen better days. And because it wasn’t on anyone’s radar, it was a hit or miss when someone came to the park and also discovered the bridge.

      Maggie kind of liked the solitude in the beginning. But as with anything else, as time marched on, her taste changed too.

      Maggie was at a crossroads like this now.

      In the beginning, Collette needed her mother, and more than ever the duo formed a bond that no one could tear apart. But when Collette began college it wasn’t long after that she met Jeremy. Soon she was spending time with her new boyfriend, and it was during those lonely evenings Maggie’s mind would drift. Sometimes to places better left untraveled, undiscovered, packed deeply, maybe never to be explored.

      After Collette married and moved out, Maggie had to come to grips with the fact she was all alone. Many nights she cuddled up on the couch, crying herself to sleep.  Left with only the sounds of silence, all those feelings came crashing in. She kept busy, but the truth was, she was lonely. Very lonely.

      When they first came to Eugene, Maggie worked for an insurance company. It was more about keeping busy than needing money. She’d been the beneficiary of a large settlement with Richard’s death. But the days were long, especially while Collette was attending school. After she graduated and went to college, not only were the days long but so were the evenings and weekends.

      Katherine set her up on a few dates, and for the most part, the company was appreciated, and it did one thing if nothing else. Kept her busy and therefore not always focused on Richard and why this had happened.

      Not that any person can ever replace a true love, but Maggie found so many things wrong at every level with her dates. They didn’t have a chance of getting anywhere with her, let alone a second date.

      Katherine finally got the message and stopped fixing her up. She fell back in love with reading, gardening, and long walks.

      With several years behind her, she was getting a little older, fully retired and not enjoying living alone. She began to feel the emptiness and wondered why on earth she couldn’t have seen this coming.
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      Hiking seemed to clear the cobwebs, rejuvenate her soul, and with the holidays just around the corner, keep her weight down. Now that she was sixty, all she had to do was look at a sugary sweet and the pounds jumped on her, going right to her hips. Her plans for the day were to go grocery shopping, a task she detested, and go on a nice hike. With the park across the way, she had her choice of a mild hike to the bridge or a more moderate one a few miles beyond. She felt like she needed the longer one today.

      She stood at the sink rinsing out her bowl and spoon when she got a glimpse of a man at the park across the way. He sat on a collapsible canvas stool in front of an easel, and every now and then he’d look toward the creek. She couldn’t see exactly what he was painting, but him sitting all alone made her wonder about him.

      It was a beautiful fall day, and many of the trees still had leaves—although with each gust of wind more tumbled to the ground. Piles of dried leaves cluttered the ground, and in the distance, the blue cloudless sky gave the illusion it was a warm day.

      She finished rinsing her dishes and set them in the drainer to dry. Living alone made kitchen cleanup almost painless. She crossed over to the pantry and did a quick survey of goods. Three cans of chicken noodle left, couple cans of chili along with a new package of chocolate chip cookies. She ran her hand along the boxes of tea. She still had plenty, and she still had a box of her favorite Italian blend coffee pods. She opened the refrigerator and did an inventory of the milk, half and half, and butter. Shaking the cartons, she took a whiff. Wrinkling her nose, she made a mental note to grab some at the store.

      When she peered back out toward the park, the man was gone. She shrugged, then went about her business of watering the houseplants. The dirt seemed to dry out more during the heater season. She filled her watering can and went to each plant, giving them a drink. When she finished that, she set off for the store.

      The drive into town was an easy one. Hardly any traffic on her end, and it made it a breeze to get to the post office, store, her doctor, and anything else she needed. Her daughter Collette, along with her husband, Jeremy, and Maggie’s sweet grandson, Sam, lived about five miles from her. They got together often, and with Thanksgiving just a few weeks away, she knew she’d better buy the ingredients for her famous pumpkin cheesecake.

      After she finished the shopping, she checked her post office box for mail, afterward treating herself to a latte at the little coffee shop and a warmed cinnamon roll dripping with icing. She savored every bite. She’d normally bypass the dessert, but she also knew she’d walk it off later. Rationalizing the consumption of calories helped her to enjoy it more. After her last bite, she wiped her mouth with a napkin. Waving to the coffee shop owner with a backhanded motion, she bent over, slurping the last sips of coffee before tossing her garbage and rushing off.

      Feeling tired from her trip into town and a bit drowsy from the sugar overload of the cinnamon roll, Maggie talked herself out of the hike. Besides rationalizing everything, she was great at talking herself out of doing things too.  If she didn’t want to do something, she just didn’t do it. Shaking her head, partly disgusted she’d talked herself so easily out of the hike, she settled onto her overstuffed couch with a mug of her favorite Italian coffee to watch a mystery romance on the one channel she watched the most, the Hallmark Channel. They were gearing up for the holiday lineup of movies, and she made a mental note to remember to watch as many as she could.

      After a light dinner of canned chili and a slice of white bread smothered in butter, Maggie headed off to her bedroom. She entered the bathroom adjacent and began to scrub her face and brush her teeth and her hair. She gasped. Another gray hair! She leaned in to get a closer look. “Yep, those little buggers,” she said. She tried to pluck them but with absolutely no resolve. Disgusted that age was creeping in on her and there was nothing she could do to stop it, she climbed into bed with the one electronic device she owned, her Kindle, and began to read a few lines of her newest download before getting extremely drowsy and falling asleep.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Spontaneity and zeal for anything had all but dried up. Or so she thought. She had to admit the house walls seemed to be closing in on her more each day. Now that she was labeled a senior, a term she didn’t relish, and was slowing down just a tad, she found more idle hours that needed filling. The man with the easel popped into her mind. Maybe she’d take up painting. No, how about photography? She hurried to the back bedroom and rummaged through the closet. She pulled out an old 35 mm camera. She eyed the antique-looking box, and feeling the weight of it in her hands, she frowned. No doubt there was something lighter available. So, on a whim, she drove to the camera store. Maybe that would put a little zest in her very boring life.

      The clerk behind the counter was young and easygoing. He laughed at her “senior moment” jokes, and when she said she wanted a camera that even a child could operate, he tossed his head back and laughed so hard he snorted.

      “Well I’m glad I’m entertaining you this morning.” She shrugged, then lowered her gaze to the glass display case. “What about that one. It looks simple enough.”

      “That would be an okay choice, but this one is better.” He leaned down and pulled out a camera and placed it on the counter. “This is basically a one-button camera. One button to focus and one button to take the picture. It comes with one lens that will be good for someone just learning, but you can upgrade the lenses later on as you get more comfortable.”

      Maggie picked up the camera and held it, feeling the weight in the palms of her hands. “It’s pretty lightweight too. My old camera is cumbersome.”

      “They’ve come a long way. So, what do you think?” He crossed his arms and stepped back.

      “I think I’ll take it.”

      Happy with her purchase, she headed home. When she drove onto the gravel driveway, she noticed the man at the park again. She parked her car and then did something she wouldn’t normally do. She went over to say hello.

      There was no surprising the gentleman; with every step, Maggie crunched leaves under her shoes. He rolled his neck her way.

      She put up her hand and waved. “Hi, there.”

      He put down his brush and stood. “Hello.”

      She gazed at his blue T-shirt that snugly wrapped around his biceps and solid chest. Her gaze moved further down where she noticed the belt buckle and narrow waist and hips, and more muscular limbs—his thighs. Her gaze traveled back to his. “You came back. I saw you here yesterday,” she said with a bit of hesitation in her voice.

      He narrowed his eyes, then motioned toward her house. “I saw you the other day looking out your window. I hope you don’t mind me being here. I just assumed”—he tipped his chin toward the open space of the park— “that this is a public park?”

      She tossed her head back and laughed. “No, of course I don’t mind. It’s a beautiful park for anyone and everyone to enjoy. What are you painting?” She stepped toward the easel.

      “Just the landscape. Trees and birds.” He lowered his head, and Maggie could see his cheeks flush with color.

      “I didn’t mean to embarrass you. I love your painting.” She crossed her arms and tipped her chin. “Do you live around here?”  Now whose cheeks were blushed? “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be so bold.”

      “No, it’s okay. No, I don’t live around here. I’m visiting from San Francisco.” He motioned toward the camera around her neck. “Photography?”

      “I just dabble. In fact, this is a new camera.” She picked it up and focused him in. She peered around the lens, locking gazes with him. “Do you mind if I take your picture while painting?”

      “Not at all.” He turned and picked up his brush and dabbed some brown on the canvas.

      Maggie clicked, then turned the camera and clicked again. “I have no idea what I’m doing, but the youngster at the shop said this was so easy a baby could do it. Not sure if that was a compliment or a crude comment?” She shook her head and laughed.

      “I’ve never been to San Francisco before. It’s on my bucket list,” she said, admiring his artwork and changing the subject.

      “It’s a pretty city, but not as peaceful as here.” He reached for his paintbrush.

      “I won’t keep you any longer. I just wanted to say hello.” She began to walk backward.

      He nodded, and the corners of his mouth drew up.

      “If you get too cold, I have hot tea…and chicken noodle soup. Not the homemade kind but the canned kind.” She stopped suddenly when she realized she was rambling on a bit.

      “Thanks for the offer.” He turned his back and began studying his canvas.

      She left him quickly, crunching leaves all the way back to her house.

      Once inside, she leaned up against the door. I don’t know what just came over me.  She covered her mouth to conceal her silliness. It wasn’t like her to be so bold. Maybe Collette and Katherine were right. She’d been living alone too long, and now, she was going the complete opposite of the shut-in she’d become. Shaking off her silly move, she made her way into the kitchen. But she couldn’t help herself. She peered out the window to watch the man with the strong arms, alluring senses, and calm voice paint—even if it was from a distance. I need a walk. A long walk. She made her way down the hall to her bedroom. She slipped on her treaded boots for hiking and put on a medium-weight hoodie. Then she headed out the door.

      She waved to the man and in passing spoke. “Trails. They’re this way.” She pointed toward the small bridge that crossed the tiny creek.

      He nodded. “Enjoy,” he said.

      She was happy to get outside and walk off all her past indiscretions of food, but also her lack of caution regarding this stranger. Maybe I need to get a dog!

      Maggie timed her walk, and when she’d been gone for about forty minutes, she headed back home. She hoped the quiet man, as she now called him, was gone, but when she stepped over the little bridge and saw that he was, a little pang of sadness hit her.
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      The quiet man with the strong hands came back two more times. Each time, she went outside and visited with him, and during the last time, she brought her own folding chair. She sat a little distance from him and in silence watched him paint. She’d never seen anything like it before. Sure, in galleries but up close and personal while it was being done, nope, and it was a sight to be seen. She folded her hands in her lap.

      “You are so graceful with the brush. Do you find it hard to hold?”

      “No, not at all. I had to get used to learning how to control the flow of the paint. It’s been very good for my therapy.” He dipped his brush and began to speckle the tip of the brush on branches he’d painted.

      “Therapy?”

      “Yes. My therapist felt I needed something to channel my anger.”

      Anger. Did this mellow guy have anger issues? “I see. What are you angry about?”

      The man put the brush down and turned slightly. “Mainly how I can’t control certain things,” he said in a lowered voice.

      She pushed out a burst of air. “I hear you on that front. If I could have only controlled a few things in my lifetime.” She lifted her brows and shrugged.

      “Do you live out here all alone?” He never turned around, just kept painting.

      Her pulse quickened as she thought the question over. Collette and Katherine both would be screaming at her right now.

      “Yes, I do.”

      “Any family around?”

      Yep, they would be screaming, jumping up and down and probably pulling their hair out. Don’t answer him!

      “My daughter, her husband, and my grandson live nearby.” Take that, you ax murderer. She shook her head. “What about you? Any family here?”

      “No family here. My folks live in New York.”

      “New York? I used to live there.”

      He quickly whirled around, eyeing her up and down. While still holding his brush, he presented a most winning smile that showed his front teeth. “Do you like Oregon better?”

      “Lots better.”

      “I can see why.” He continued painting.

      “I guess I’ve bothered you enough for one day.” She stood, collapsing her stool and hooking it through her arm.

      “You weren’t bothering me. I enjoyed talking to you.”

      She laughed. “Well, have a nice day.” She turned and started walking back to her house.

      “Anytime you want to come sit and talk is fine with me,” he said.

      Maggie studied the back of his head. If he was an ax murderer, surely he would have made his move by now. “Okay. I just might take you up on that.”

      After Maggie got inside, she bolted the door just because she could hear both Collette and Katherine in her brain, shouting for her to do so. She rushed to the kitchen window. He was still sitting right where she’d left him. He seemed nice enough, but something was definitely different about him. He was handsome, alone, seeking professional help, and painting at a park in Eugene, Oregon.
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      “Just checking in, Maggie. How are you?”

      The voice on the other end was a familiar one to Maggie, and it was the reason she was in Eugene. “I’m great, Katherine. And you?”

      “Getting ready for the mad rush of holidays. You’re going over to Collette’s, right?”

      “Yes, me and my famous pumpkin cheesecake.” She giggled.

      “One of these days you all should come over here.”

      Maggie rested her head on the sofa back. Katherine had a huge home with windows from one end to the other and a view to die for. “That would be great. I’ll mention it to Collette.”

      “I was thinking about having a holiday party. So you put the bug in her ear for me,” Katherine said.

      “Will do. Hey, listen, Katherine…have you ever just met someone and thought wow this person seems so familiar or like you feel this pull toward them so much you wonder why?”

      “Okay, first of all, are we talking a person or are we talking a guy?”

      Maggie counted to five under her breath. “A guy.”

      “Maggie Regan, are you dating someone? Because if you are, I think that’s great.”

      “No, nothing like that, Katherine. But this guy keeps coming to the park across the way, and I can see him painting. So today I introduced myself. Well, actually I guess I never even told him my name, but I did invite him in for hot tea.”

      “Don’t be inviting strange men in for tea, hot or otherwise, Maggie Regan. He could be wanted or something.”

      “I’ll tell you what he could be wanted for. I don’t normally drool over men, but this guy’s body is so perfect, not to mention his sandy blond hair, deep blue eyes…like the ocean, and…”

      “Whoa, girl. Hold up. You just described every housewife’s dream.”

      “He was soft-spoken, and the way he held the paintbrush literally took my breath away. His movements were so precise and moved like liquid.”

      “Stop. You’re making me shudder.”

      “I know. So that’s why I invited him in.”

      “Maybe have Jeremy check him out first.”

      “No! I can’t tell Collette her mother is gushing over some man that most likely is several years younger.”

      “Okay, now I’m just out and out shivering. Younger, too?”

      “Not a speck of gray hair anywhere.” She ran her hand down her dark locks, thinking about the silver streaks she saw in the mirror earlier.

      Katherine sighed into the phone. “Call me when you see him next. I’ll hurry right over, and between you and me giving him the third degree, we can find out if he’s on the up-and-up.”

      “No, we’re not going to do that. Please, Katherine. We can’t act like some love-starved cradle robbers.” Maggie howled into the phone, laughing at her own surmise of the situation.

      “Well let me know how it all works out. I’m dying of curiosity.”

      “I do know he doesn’t live here. He’s from San Francisco.”

      “San Francisco? He might be gay. You better find out right away before you waste any more time on him.”

      Maggie furrowed her brows. “He might be, but either way, he’s one hunk of a guy.” She shrugged.  “We probably shouldn’t be stereotyping people from San Francisco.”

      “You’re right. It just popped into my brain. That’s what happens when you turn sixty. You say stuff that just pops right into your head.”

      Maggie thought about her brief encounter with the painter. She’d never have done that in a million years in her youth. Katherine was right to a certain point. With age came bravery, sometimes seasoned with stupidity.
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      Trey carefully tucked his easel away in the back of his rental car. As he lowered the trunk, he got a glimpse of the woman’s house. He could see the small dwelling nestled among a group of trees and a cloud of smoke drifting out of her chimney. She no doubt was curled up on the sofa with a cup of tea. Not ready to do anything about this deep-seated feeling he had, he jumped into his car and drove back to his hotel. While driving, a song came on, and soon it reminded him of her. Not the mystery woman, but the woman he was going to marry. Before his world came tumbling down, shattering any hope for happiness. Ever.

      He shook off the tears that tried to rear their emotional head, and after he willed them away, only then could he concentrate on living. It was tough. Every single day he was reminded somehow of Lacy.

      He unloaded his car, and after a bite to eat, he watched a little television only to drift off to sleep while the show played in the background. When he woke, it was chilly in the room. He grabbed his arms and rubbed them. He turned up the thermostat and then took a long, hot shower before finally settling in bed for the night with a good book.

      He’d just turned the page when his phone rang. It was his mother.

      “Hey, Mom.”

      “Hi, Son. Just checking in on you. Haven’t heard from you in a while.”

      He chuckled. “I’m fine. I’m in Oregon for a few more days. I love it here this time of year. The leaves are so pretty, the air crisp and clean, and well, it’s just what I need every so often.”

      “I don’t know how you manage to live in San Francisco. It’s so busy.” Her voice went from soft to stern.

      “Mom, we’ve been over this a zillion times. New York is a busy town!” he shot back.

      She sighed into the receiver.

      “When are you and Pops going to come out to San Fran and visit?”

      “I was just going to ask you the same thing.”

      “What? When were you going to come for a visit?” He was confused.

      “No, silly. You coming home. Thanksgiving is in two weeks.”

      “I’m not feeling the holidays yet. Maybe another time.”

      “Trey Simmons. I know you’ve been through hell and back. So many New Yorkers have, but don’t you think you’ve cleared your head long enough. It’s been seventeen years. We miss you.” Her voice was caring again.

      “Mom, too many bad memories there. I just can’t.”

      “Lacy’s parents haven’t heard from you in a long time either. I ran into Helen the other day. They asked about you.”

      Trey stared at the ceiling.

      “Trey?”

      “Yes, I’m here.”

      “I’ll let you go for the evening. It’s late here.”

      Trey removed the phone from his ear, locating the time. There was a three-hour time difference. “Why are you still up?”

      “I couldn’t sleep. I’ve been worried about you.”

      “Don’t worry about me, Mom. I’m just fine.”

      He ended the call and closed his book. He couldn’t manage to read another page after that phone conversation. He turned off the light. Just as he drifted off to sleep, a vision entered his mind. A beautiful woman with soft laugh lines and jet-black hair sprinkled with a few silver strands and warm brown eyes that could melt any icy heart. Maybe even his.
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      Secretly he’d hoped mystery woman would come out and say hello again. He had a tendency to seem a bit aloof or so he’d been told. He rather saw it as being observant. Since the accident, he’d had exactly three girlfriends, and none of them worked out. Maybe a brief rendezvous with an older woman who loved his painting would be enough to ease the loneliness he’d felt for the past seventeen years.  He shook off the crazy idea and began to set up his easel.
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