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This book is dedicated to the memory of Jerry Stan

Williams. In the two hours we spent talking in a local

coffee shop, he said, “I want this last mile of my life’s

marathon to be a story worth retelling, generation after

generation, and, thus, live in hearts I leave behind.” By all

accounts, he achieved that goal. He became the face of

ALS to all who knew him, and I can’t thank him enough

for sharing a few of his steps on the difficult journey.
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SELL IT AND TAKE CARE of the kids. 

It was the decision they’d made when they were halfway through the renovation of the brick Cape Cod that proclaimed itself to be Peaceful Cottage on the sign on its picketed white gate. Syd and Paul had referred to it as the Cavanaugh Money Pit. 

But now the kids were grown and gone from home. The college bills were paid off and no one slept in the bedrooms under the eaves. The house was finished to the point that it was on the home tour that took place in Peru, Indiana during the almost-annual Cole Porter Festival. It was a beautiful place.

Syd kind of hated it.

Give yourself a year to mourn if you think you need to, then put it away. Make the next year a time of firsts. Do things you’ve always wanted to but haven’t because life—or I—got in the way.

They hadn’t made that decision together, but it had been written in the last of the coil-bound notebooks with The Marriage Book printed on the covers that had diarized their lives together. You’ve taken care of me through All of This. Now it’s time to take care of you.

She hadn’t taken care of All of This, though. If she had, she’d have found a cure for amyotrophic lateral sclerosis and Paul would still be with her. They’d be sharing Marriage Books and boxes of scandalously cheap wine and making plans for what they would do Someday. 

Had she always thought in words that started with capital letters? She thought maybe she had.

It had been more than eleven months since Paul left them. Still smiling although he couldn’t talk, still the man she’d loved since the sixth grade. Syd had taken that eleven and a half months, every minute of it up to this very day, to learn to live without him. She’d read every book on loss the library offered, joined a grief group, and tightened the already strong bonds of her relationship with her daughters and sons-in-law. 

She’d given away things Paul had loved to others who would care for them as he had. One morning, wearing disreputable jogging pants and one of her husband’s equally shabby flannel shirts, she’d packed his clothes and driven them to the veterans’ thrift store in a neighboring city, crying all the way there and singing along with Paul’s beloved Eagles on the way home. She’d given his motorcycle and his pickup to the girls’ husbands, with all five of them weeping as she handed over the keys. 

And then she sold the house, standing for a long time at the sign on the gate when she left it for the last time. Peaceful Cottage. She’d loved the house for a long time, but thought Tribulation House would have been a more fitting name. Leaving it was painful because it felt almost as if she was leaving Paul, but there was respite in the move, too. That she had felt relief at her husband’s death was something she couldn’t make herself say. 

She made sure her will was in order and gave lists of passwords and account numbers to the girls. She sat at the rolltop desk that had been one of the first pieces of furniture she and Paul had bought and that now lived in in Haley’s big farmhouse kitchen and made a list. The girls helped her with it, sharing memories and ideas and a bottle of the same wine their parents used to drink out of a box.

When the list was complete, she handed it to them. “What do you think? What would Daddy think?”

They pored over the handwritten sheet, Haley’s brown head and Shiloh’s blond one close together. Syd stopped for a moment, interrupting the plans that were jumbling together in her head, her heart spilling over. If she hadn’t had them when their father died, she’d have wanted to die, too. How could she leave them? 

Paul had covered that question, too, in the marriage book. Don’t start feeling as if you’re deserting the family. The girls will want this for you, and you’ll always be there if they need you. Do this for you, Syd. 

What will you do first?



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


SYD HESITATED A LONG time over the convertible on the front row at the dealership, but in the end her farm-girl frugality won out. The small SUV cost several thousand dollars less than the convertible, promised better gas mileage, and—truth to tell—was more comfortable. And it was deliciously red and had seat heaters. “Red car” had been near the top of her list. Paul had hated red cars. 

“Where are you going first?” Riley Winters, with whom she’d shared Monday and Thursday morning coffee ever since Riley and Ben had moved into the neighborhood, poured coffee and set the cups between them on the table in her sunny breakfast nook. 

“Vermont. Because I grew up watching White Christmas and reading Understood Betsy. I thought about going on the train, but I knew Bing Crosby and Danny Kaye wouldn’t be there to sing.”

“I worry about you traveling alone.”

Syd rolled her eyes. “Before ALS, we taught Sunday school together. You of all people know I’m not traveling alone. This is no faith journey—I’m just doing what Paul wanted me to—but God will be in the car with me.”

She wasn’t sure she believed that anymore, although she wanted to, but she went through the motions. A cross Paul had given her swung from the rearview mirror. Her Bible was in the passenger seat with her cell phone and her list. 

The list would only have eleven things left on it after today, and a half page of empty lines in case she wanted to add more.

She was so excited she could barely swallow the rich brew Riley had insisted on making since she was starting her journey on a Monday morning.  

“The farthest I’ve ever gone on my own,” Syd mused, “is shopping trips to Indianapolis or Chicago. Paul always drove when we took car trips, and we didn’t go anywhere not easily accessible from an interstate. On longer trips, he would have flown the plane if they’d have let him into the cockpit.”

They laughed together, although tears dampened their cheeks. Riley’s late husband Ben and Paul had shared both an abiding friendship and managing personalities. “I wish you were going with me,” said Syd. “We’d have so much fun.”

“Maybe next time.” Riley held her gaze, her blue eyes soft with empathy. “I think you need to do this on your own.”

A half hour later, Syd was on State Road 24, heading for Vermont. She would stop...when she felt like it. 

The thought was startling. When she and Paul had traveled, they stopped when he was tired or when she threatened him with mutiny if he didn’t find them a bed and a bathroom. She was about journeys, liking two-lane highways, roadside motels, and mom-and-pop restaurants. Her husband had always gone to hotels from the same franchise, stopped at restaurants from yet another chain, and bought gas from a third. 

“Oh, Paul,” she said aloud, “if only you were here, I wouldn’t mind going to those same places again. Really, I wouldn’t.” 

It was a great day for a drive. The month of May was at its warm and charming best. Halfway across Ohio, she wished she’d planned another route. She’d always wanted to see Gettysburg, but it would take her a long way off the path to Vermont. 

Who cares?

She fed information into the car’s GPS and followed its stoic instructions, heading toward the town that had captured her imagination years before when she’d first studied the War Between the States. She drank coffee and listened to an audio book as she drove. 

When she stopped to refill the gas tank and her cup in mid-afternoon, she realized she was tired. Although driving by herself was fun, it got lonely, too, and she’d been on the road a long time. “Is there a motel nearby?” she asked the cashier in the convenience store. 

“If you don’t need a pool or a weight room, Traveler’s Rest is right on the edge of town. There’s a restaurant next door—Dinah’s—that has really good food, too.” The young woman smiled at her. “Why don’t you go ahead and fill a go-cup if you’re going to be stopping for the night? On the house—businesses around here try to help each other out.”

Businesses did that at home, too, and Syd swallowed an unexpected pang of homesickness. 

The motel was small and cozy, with its vee-shaped row of Kelly green doors facing a curved driveway. Syd let herself into Room Seven and called the girls to let them know she was safe. “I’ve never stayed anywhere that didn’t have interior doors,” she admitted, which made them both laugh. 

“You’ll be fine, Mom,” Haley promised. 

She ate dinner at Dinah’s, where the server tucked her into a cozy corner booth with the menu, a small plate of cheddar and crackers, and a complimentary glass of tea. Noticing the paperback Syd had just taken out of her purse, she asked, “Is the light okay for you to read? It gets a little shadowy sometimes.”

Syd observed as she ate that she wasn’t the only person sitting alone or the only one reading a book. They all seemed to be fine. It reminded her painfully of when she’d discovered that the girls were taking turns having lunch with her after their dad died. Her son-in-law had been in deep trouble with Shiloh for letting the truth slip, but it had been an awakening for Syd. 

She was forty-six years old and healthy. Although she was grateful for the girls’ solicitude, she didn’t need it. “When you spend time with me,” she told them the next time they went to lunch, “I want it to be because you choose to, not because you drew the short straw.”

It was the right thing, she’d journaled. 

Then she’d closed that notebook, put it in her bottom drawer with the others, and bought a new one, writing Alone on its cover and starting over. 

Yes, starting over.

She could do this.

~*~
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SYD DIDN’T EXPECT TO sleep well in the hotel’s queen-size bed, but she did. The sun peeking around the edges of the slatted blinds woke her at daybreak, and she got up. The motel’s desk clerk had told her where the walking path was that would take her through the town and in a curvy, hilly circle around it. “It’s an hour if you walk steady, an hour and fifteen if you saunter.” She’d grinned at Syd. “I wouldn’t know how long it takes going any faster than that—I’ve never tried it.”

With her brown hair pulled into a ponytail, Syd tucked the postcard-size map into the pocket of her yoga pants and left the room, heading east so that she could watch the sun put on its early-morning show. 

A sign a few hundred yards into her walk welcomed her into the city limits: Fallen Soldier, Pennsylvania Est. 1789 Pop. 2922. She wondered where the town had gotten its name. She’d never heard of it, but she hadn’t been to Pennsylvania since she was a child, either, except for a few hours spent at a Philadelphia airport when and Paul were on their way to somewhere else. 

Fallen Soldier lay in the curve of a busy creek, shadowed by the Alleghenies. There were very few empty storefronts in its three-block downtown area, and the town’s outskirts hadn’t grown to include big-box stores or strip malls. 

Paul used to say their hometown had a church or a bar on every corner, and Fallen Soldier was no different. A half hour into her walk, she’d counted five churches and signs of invitation to two more. The bars, like many of the ones at home, served food and were family places, nothing like the shotgun-style taverns her father used to stop at to “wet his whistle.”

A drugstore, the only chain store she’d seen, took up a quarter of a block, sharing the space with a bank, the Fallen Soldier Public Library, and Captain’s Emporium. The façade of the Emporium looked like pictures she’d seen of the dime stores that used to be in Peru—dark red with gold embossed lettering. 

Have A Cup, a long, narrow coffee and tea shop, filled a storefront in the middle of downtown, and it was bustling. Syd got into line, enjoying the sensation of not being alone. 

“Let me guess,” said a voice behind her. “Something milky and whipped, sugar-free. Right?”

She turned, looking up into an exceedingly handsome face that stirred her rather unexpectedly. And uncomfortably. “Medium grind, one sugar, hazelnut creamer. If I do the whipped, milky thing, it has to be a dessert, and I haven’t even had breakfast yet.” She tilted her head. “Now, let me guess. Dark blend, black, large, no additives.”

“You’re right except it’s medium with half and half and enough sugar to make a diabetic coma a possibility.”

“Oh.” She laughed. “I blew that one, didn’t I?”

“As did I.” He extended a hand. “I’m Clay McAlister, editor of the Fallen Soldier Record. I’m also the janitor and the owner, but ‘editor’ sounds so much more successful.”

The name sounded familiar, and so did his voice, although she couldn’t place either one. His face, with a neatly trimmed beard and laugh lines crinkling around dark green eyes, was...nice, but she didn’t know it. She didn’t recall knowing any McAlisters, and she was pretty sure she’d have remembered this one. She slipped her hand into his, enjoying the firm shake. Enjoying being touched by a man who wasn’t married to one of her daughters. Feeling terrible for enjoying it so much. 

“I’m Sydney Cavanaugh. Just passing through.” 

The statement made her ache. It seemed as if “passing through” was all she’d done since her husband first got sick. Nearly every connection outside of Paul and the girls had slipped away until her life had become something like a cocoon that was just...going through the motions. It wasn’t living. Not really.

She got her drink, smiled a farewell at Clay McAlister, and left the coffee shop, stopping outside to decide which direction to go. 

A half block later, as she headed back toward the motel, quick footsteps approached behind her. She put her hand around the container of pepper spray in her pocket and kept walking.

“Please. Ms. Cavanaugh...Sydney...”

It was him, and it didn’t matter at all that she knew better, a little thrill moved up her arms, making her hands tingle so that the spray slipped from her fingers and she held her cup a little tighter in case it slipped, too. She stopped, turning slowly in case the thrill was wrong and she needed to run.

“I’m sorry,” he said, coming up beside her. “I’m really not a stalker. I’m a respectable son, brother, and uncle. Well, depending on who you ask, I am, anyway.” He held up the soft leather change purse she carried when she walked. “You dropped this.”

“Oh.” The little red pouch, a gift from Paul in happy days, had her credit card, driver’s license, blood donor card, and money in it. She’d have hated losing it for several reasons. 

“I have to admit, I was glad you did drop it. I’m too old to be chasing women I’ve just met down the street on Sunday morning. My brother’s a preacher—he’d be calling me in for atonement of some kind.” 

Syd laughed. “It’s Sunday morning. Is he waiting for you?”

“He is, as a matter of fact, if for no other reason than our mutual nephew spent the night with him last night. His church is called, believe it or not, the Little Church in the Woods. Even he admits the name is so cute it needs to be in a bad movie. It has an official name, but no one ever remembers what it is.” He pointed toward where she knew the stream was. “Just across the creek.”

“It sounds very picturesque and...cute.”

“It is. Would you like to go? You’d be welcome.”

Although Paul’s faith had never wavered, hers had. She’d never stopped attending the church on Main Street in Peru, but she’d been going through the motions when she took her seat on the back pew where Paul could sit beside her in his wheelchair without being in anyone’s way. When he became bedridden, going to church hadn’t made her feel any better, but she knew if she stopped going, it would have made her husband feel worse.

“Tell you what,” Clay said, before she could demur, “I’m heading that way. Why don’t you walk with me? It you’d like to go to the service, you can, but if you’d rather not, it’s an easy walk back to town, even to Traveler’s Rest if that’s where you’re staying.” He grinned. “I’m assuming too much there, I guess, but since it’s the only game in town other than a bed and breakfast out at the lake through the woods from the church, it’s where most everybody stays.”

“All right,” she said. She put her hand back in her pocket, making sure her pepper spray and her phone were within easy grasp. “So,” she said, “you’re a newspaper editor, owner, and janitor who drinks wimpy coffee. What else should I know about you?”

“I’ll be forty-eight my next birthday, which isn’t at all the same as almost fifty. That idea bothers me more than I thought it would even though I know it’s just a number. I’m single. No kids or pets, although I have a nine-year-old nephew named Toby who’s living with me while his parents are deployed. He seems to think there are good reasons I’m not a father. And the lake cat, Ishmael—he stops in a few days a week.”

Ishmael. That was it. The breakthrough in her memory washed over her in a flush of discovery and maybe just a hint of starstruck. 

“You write a column, don’t you, called ‘Good Presents’? One that’s in big newspapers. Political, but not just political. You’ve written about Ishmael. You used to be on one of the news networks on TV. Until suddenly you were gone. That was you, wasn’t it?” He’d been younger by a few years, clean-shaven. His hair had been darker. Neater. He’d worn flamboyant neckties with conservative shirts and suit jackets. His hair was streaked with silver now, longer than was fashionable. He wore glasses with frameless lenses instead of the dark-framed ones he’d worn on television. 

“It was me.” His jaw, lean and shadowed, looked tense. “It is, in some ways.”

“I always enjoyed watching you on TV, and I read the column when I see it. I have your book.” She smiled. “I’m sorry. Do I sound like a groupie?”

“Thank you.”

They were walking without her being fully aware of when they’d started. “I’m a widow,” she said, answering the question she felt rather than heard. “My husband had ALS. Our two daughters are married.”

“Are you on your way to visit one of them?”

“No. This is my year of firsts. Paul has been gone almost a year, and he made me promise to do things I’ve always wanted to but never could or never did, for one reason or another. The first one was a road trip on my own, going at my own pace and only where I wanted to go.”

“Sounds like a good plan. So you wanted to go to Fallen Soldier, Pennsylvania?”

She laughed. “No. Vermont is my ultimate destination, because I have cousins there and because I’ve always wanted to see it, but Gettysburg gave me a ‘here I am’ call as I was driving, and I took a detour.”

“Gettysburg is beautiful. Have you been there?”

“Not yet.”

“What’s next on your list?”

“There’s no order to it, and I can’t talk about what’s on it, because then people will try to help me. The girls saw it, because they need to know where I am, but no one else. I have to do these things on my own.” She shrugged, not looking at him. “I’ve always waited for life to happen. Because it was easier, maybe, and because I didn’t have any gifts or talents that led me in a certain direction. And life was good, just going on like that.” 

She hesitated, reflecting on that goodness. Missing it. “But then Paul got sick and the girls got married, and I didn’t know how to roll with things. I mean, the girls getting married was good, but it wasn’t easy. And I wouldn’t give up a single day I had with Paul, but I can’t say life was good for a while.”

“So you’re not waiting anymore?”

“Right.” She laughed. “Well, not for right now, anyway, and I’m using my own definitions, too.”

He smiled, the expression lighting his face and his green eyes. “I like that, what you just said. Do you mind if I use it?”

She’d been distracted by his eyes. “Use what?”

“A time of your own definitions.”

“Oh, sure.” The question pleased her, although she wasn’t sure why. “How?”

He must have gotten sidetracked, too, because he looked confused. “How what?”

“How would you use that? Politically? Slice-of-life?”

“I’m not sure about that.” He grinned and shrugged. “I haven’t written it yet.”

“Tell me about writing a column.”

“Okay.” He raised an eyebrow. “Of course, you’re only going to get my definition. Every columnist does it differently.”

“Ah, definitions, again. Understood. Let’s hear yours.”

By the time they reached the white clapboard building that was the Little Church in the Woods, it was surrounded by cars and bicycles, its bell was ringing, and people were entering the double doors that bisected its front.

She’d learned on the walk that Clay often finished his thousand-or-so words only minutes before his deadline and that he often started it not very many minutes before that. He was an excellent typist, but often couldn’t read his own notes when he wrote them down, so the Notes app on his phone had saved him from countless errors. The title of the column came from a discussion with his brother about “good presents” as opposed to “good presence.”

“I have to go in now,” he said. “If I’m late, Jake will call me out and embarrass me in front of the whole congregation and Toby. He delights in it even though I’ve told him several times that it’s not at all Godly of him.”

“Several times, huh? Okay.” She smiled up at him, and at the little church with its belfry and its welcoming setting. “I enjoyed meeting you.”

They shook hands, such a formal thing. She was glad for it, because she liked the touch. Needed it. 

“Are you sure you won’t join the services? You don’t have to fill out a card, leave money in the plate, or offer to bake pies for the next potluck.” He was still holding her hand. “I’d like to spend more time with you.”
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CLAY WASN’T SURE WHAT had made him engage Sydney Cavanaugh in conversation. Unless he was on a story, that wasn’t his way of doing things. He was a friendly guy. He nodded and smiled at people whether he knew them or not, he liked to talk, and he’d never had a problem with interviewing people for stories, but he didn’t...well, he guessed engage was the right word. 

It had been a different kind of life, living in DC and working at the network and traveling all over the world with no more than a backpack, a laptop, his passport, and press credentials. He’d loved it. He’d had enough professional friendships that he really didn’t miss personal ones. If he ever got too full of himself, his family was always happy to yank him back into line. 

Some of his best friends had been other journalists who made marriages and parenthood work and were able to maintain normal lives. But he’d known and accepted his own limitations. His relationships with women had been with ones whose lives mirrored his.

Things had changed two years before when he had a heart attack and his brother sat beside his bed and said grimly that if Clay chose to kill himself, Jake wasn’t preaching his funeral. 

In retrospect, he could understand the concern. At the time, he’d thought his brother was playing at being a clergyman. When he’d said that, Jake had laughed long and hard. Clay still didn’t understand that part.

He’d moved to Fallen Soldier, though, and bought the paper and a house on the nearby lake. He spent time learning to live in an area six times the size of his six-hundred-square-feet apartment and writing about what happened when the preacher and the journalist went head-to-head over where to put the pool table. He went to church for the first time since high school, even though at first it was more to annoy Jake than from any particular urge to repent his myriad sins. His brother was, to Clay’s satisfaction, often annoyed, and he did mention repentance from time to time. 

He mentioned it this morning, as he greeted Clay with a hug and Sydney Cavanaugh with an enthusiastic handshake and a welcome. 

“I promised her she wouldn’t have to bake pies,” Clay warned.

“Falsehoods, my brother. One more reason to hit your knees. Do you make good pie, Ms. Cavanaugh?”

“I do, as a matter of fact,” she replied, laughing, “although I’d better confess that I buy the crust. Mine always end up looking a little like modeling clay that’s been in too many dirty little hands.”

“I won’t tell anyone that part, and Clay is right—I won’t ask you to make any, since this is your first Sunday here. We hope it won’t be your last.”

They left the church exactly an hour and ten minutes later, a solemn-eyed boy in chino shorts and an untucked dress shirt like his uncle’s walking between them. “Thank you for going with us,” said Clay. “I hope you didn’t mind it.”

“Not at all.” She sounded surprised. “I enjoyed it. I may have to stop in Fallen Soldier on my way back home and attend again.”

He didn’t want to examine too closely how much he hoped she did just that. “So,” he said instead, “since I made you miss breakfast, could Toby and I buy your lunch at Dinah’s, or are you anxious to get back on the road?”

“I’d like to have lunch.” She looked past him at the cemetery beside the church. “He looks lonely.”

Clay knew who she was talking about before he saw the man sitting still and alone on the white bench at the back of the little graveyard. Jason Benteen was a Fallen Soldier native. He lived in the senior living apartments and rode his bicycle to the cemetery nearly every day, interrupting his ride to spend an hour or two downtown being social and keeping the sidewalk planters neat. He’d been wounded in the last days of Vietnam. Clay knew there was more to his story, but not that much of what it was. 

“That’s Jason. The town kind of looks after him.”

“He’s a soldier, like my mom and dad.” Toby ran to speak to the man on the bench, who smiled, answered, and rubbed a hand over the boy’s dark head.

Syd looked as if she’d like to know more, but she didn’t ask.

Back at the Traveler’s Rest, he and Toby waited while she packed her car and checked out, then walked to Dinah’s with her. “Do you have siblings?” he asked, when they’d ordered.

“I have a sister, Nancy. She and her husband live in Idaho. My parents do, too. What about you? I know Jake’s your brother.” She smiled at Toby, her eyes twinkling. “Are you his brother, too?” she asked.

The boy laughed. “No, but my mom’s his sister, sort of.”

“It’s just Jake and me in our set of kids,” said Clay. “My folks got divorced when I was in junior high and now Mom has two daughters and Dad has two more boys, plus they each have a stepdaughter who’s younger than Jake and me. Mom’s stepdaughter, Corinne, is Toby’s mom. When there are family gatherings, we’re all there, plus the numerous and sundry children, stepchildren, grandchildren, and foster children some of us have. Not me,” he added quickly, “although I’ve done my level best to lead my sisters’ kids astray when the occasion called for it. No one was more surprised than I was when they snuck away in the middle of the night and left this one with me.” He exchanged grins with Toby.

“Ah, the black sheep uncle, huh?” Syd nodded wisely, and her delicate scent wafted past his nose, reminding him of...something. He couldn’t have said what, but it gave him pleasure in the moment. “Nancy’s husband fills those shoes in our family. He taught the girls to spit.”

“Did he do a good job?”

“He must have. We got called to the elementary school for a discussion after a recess-time spit-a-thon. When we found out that only we were called and not the parents of the boys who were part of the competition, I found out I was a feminist. So did Paul. It was an explosive afternoon.”

She looked so pleased with herself that he wanted to laugh. “Do they still spit?” he asked instead.

“I couldn’t swear to it, but I wouldn’t doubt it, either. Haley is a special education teacher and Shiloh is a structural engineer. They are rather...firm in their convictions.”

He smiled at her. “Life has been satisfying?”

The light went out of her hazel eyes, and he was sorry he’d said it. What did he know?

“I remember seeing a movie about Lou Gehrig where his wife said she wouldn’t give up a minute of her life with him, even the bad years at the end. Paul had already been diagnosed, and I was just crying buckets when it got to that part. I was so glad he wasn’t watching it with me. I don’t know if I feel the way she did. It still makes me angry that such a good person had to suffer as much as he did. But even if I knew how bad the last years would be, I still would have married him.” She was silent for a few beats, one small hand fisted on the table between them. When she met his eyes again, the brightness was back in hers. “Thank you for asking the question, because it forced me to answer it. Yes, it has been satisfying.” She tilted her head, just as she had when they’d gotten coffee only a few hours before. “What about you?”

He was a reporter—he asked questions. That meant he was uncomfortable with answering them. “Yeah,” he said. “Satisfying. Fun.”

The waitress set their plates in front of them and refilled their cups. Clay nodded a thank-you to her and stirred half and half into his coffee. 
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