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			To the Anderson men:

			Thank you for putting up with my writer-ly insanity.

			I love you.
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			Prologue 

			The Long Way Around

			It’s a bluebird day. Warm spring skiing, clear skies, soft snow. On Upper Nugget, the turns come to me easily, and I feel for a brief moment like an expert skier, someone terribly suave and possibly European.

			I watch Peter. He makes long, lazy turns, and they seem to rise from the bottom of his skis, as if suggested not by him but by the corduroy powder beneath him. Turn here, the mountain whispers, and so he does.

			I try not to be exasperated. The boys are between us. Hunter looks more and more like his dad. At nine now, he has begun to stand tall in his boots. His brown-blond hair riffles in the wind.

			Beau races to catch up. He looks very small on skis, a compact bundle of energy. At six, he still is a little boy, though heaven help the person who dares say that to his face. He tucks determinedly, in a constant effort to keep up with his brother and, more distantly, his father.

			The wide, sunny slope begins to narrow. Now is when skiers like me start to tense up. The run begins a steady banking that will end in a slender trough called Second Chance. What had been an ego-boosting run for me quickly turns surly.

			As I brace myself for the transition, I notice that Peter has pulled up at the top of the shot. I stop, grateful for the chance to gather myself and assess the risk-to-benefit ratio before me.

			“Why’d you stop?” I ask him. He usually never stops, not even to let the kids catch up. The boys have shot on down the run, making tighter and more frequent turns as it narrows like a funnel. I can see the chairlift at the bottom and can almost make out the liftie with the shovel, smoothing out the ramp.

			Peter holds up a gloved hand, not answering for a second. When he does, he is uncharacteristically winded. “Give me a minute.”

			“Is there something wrong?”

			He smiles, shakes his head no, still leaning on his poles. “I’m pretty sure it’s your fault. You keep me up at night.”

			I elbow him. If it wasn’t so cold, I might blush. I shuffle my skis, trying to stay warm and ready for the next burst of skiing.

			“You doing this?” Peter nods down the tight stretch of snowy hill.

			I take stock. The right side of the run, the side I like because the angle is more consistent, has been scraped off. I can see icy streaks of hard pack where the powder is gone.

			The left side of the run is moguls. The powder has been bulldozed over to that part by the morning’s skiers and boarders. The piles of snow are menacingly uneven. The cat track leading into the trees at the edge of the run—the gentle, safe way down—calls to me.

			“I’m going around.” I can see too many opportunities for disaster today.

			“Okay, Miss Cat Track Fever. See you at the bottom.” Peter readies his poles for a split second and shoots down the run before I’ve even fully settled into my decision to follow the easier path.

			As usual, the boys have all left me by myself, contemplating, while they take action.

			I sigh, adjust a mitten, and push off to cruise my way down.

			“Don’t mind me!” I say this to the pines and the crunch of snow as I leave the run for another day.

			PETER SLEEPS, BUT MOSTLY the Fentanyl has taken effect, willing the pain to leave and the body to rest. I suppose he made the right choice a few days ago. After a long five months, he’s insisted on having himself moved to the hospice center. I had no idea, standing on the slopes with him in April, that we’d be here now, making decisions like this.

			His thought is that the boys do not need their home turned into a hospital wing.

			I guess I could agree with him, but I can’t help the strong urge to surround him with known people, items, rooms, anything. It feels like we need to batten down the hatches and ride out the storm, and here he is insisting on taking a trip in a rowboat.

			He’s warned me for weeks. About the trip part. And he’s not talking metaphorically anymore. He is planning on departing.

			Again, I can’t blame him. The doctors have tried increasingly creative and desperate ways to manage his pain. They have been increasingly unsuccessful. And lately, there’ve been very few discussions about beating back the illness. It seems to have won in its effort to camp out with us. When words like metastasized and terminal began to be tossed around, we stopped fighting on that front. Now we’re in a different theater of war. I guess we could call it the Managing the End campaign.

			We could call it that, but I can’t give voice to it. I hang on by a very, very tenuous grasp to full consciousness. But I haven’t let the waves of hysteria win, at least not yet. A few times I’ve found myself locked in a stall in the hospice women’s restroom, but I manage to rally enough to make it back to the room and Peter’s bed each time.

			Right now I sit next to him. I’m kind of cheating about the sitting. I’ve pulled my lounger up to the side of his bed, and my head and upper torso rest forward on it. This pose looks suspiciously like the kids in their school desks when they play heads up seven up.

			I listen to him breathe shallowly in and out for a while. My mind drifts, and I think about the message I need to craft to the boys’ teachers, one that explains they will start the school year late, owing to the fact that they have a gravely ill father.

			I don’t know when it is exactly, but that train of thought gives way to the weight of exhaustion, and I am out. I don’t think sleep is the word, because this is the absence of anything. Total deprivation leads to blank unconsciousness.

			And just as suddenly, I am upright in the chair, and I know Peter has taken the opportunity of my sleep to leave. His body, though it’s been still for weeks now, is a different kind of still. Before I’m even awake for a second, I know he is no longer breathing.

			I stand and begin to call for someone in a loud wail of a voice. Thankfully the boys are away. I can pretend later for them that Peter’s passing was peaceful. Actually, his part of it was, relatively, but my reaction is proving not to be.

			His eyes are closed, and in the relaxed state of death, his mouth looks strangely smaller, drawn. His hands are at his sides.

			Nurse Ann comes in, alerted by my wet cries for help. She checks his vital signs or lack of them, makes a note of the time on his chart, and gives my hand a squeeze. She whispers a soft, “I’m so sorry, hon,” before she exits the room. Then she leaves me with myself and my grief and my gone husband.

			The thing I am most acutely aware of, before I lose myself to the sobbing, is how spacious the room feels with one less soul in it.

		

	
		
			The Spaces in Between

			I don’t know how to describe the time that passes next. Yes, there are stages of grief. Yes, there are plenty of abysses that seem to suck into them any attempt at normalcy.

			But routine often saves me. When I feel things getting bad, I notice that the house has gotten overly bad too. Toilets need to be scrubbed, and dishes have multiplied while soaking in the sink. If I throw myself a life preserver of chores and errands and rides for the boys, not only does the house start to look better, but I’m able to hang on through the riptides of depression that want to pull me out to sea.

			This routine cannot, however, help me overlook the necessities prompted by Peter’s death. It is not routine, nor is it a standard household chore, to meet with an attorney to discuss putting things in my name that were in his. There is nothing fathomable or predictable about the way it feels to summarily strip his name off of the title to the car, for instance, or the mortgage to the house. Or to discuss the life insurance policy—the one I tried to talk him out of because we were both so young. I don’t like the way the lawyer says that policy will take care of me and the boys for a good long while. Suddenly we’re comfortable, and it’s because I’ve lost my husband. That’s the worst kind of fortune. It isn’t routine, all of this. What it is, is treason, as far as I’m concerned. It’s an admission that yes, I believe he really is gone for good, and no, I’m not waiting for him to come back.

			The least I could do for the person who waited for me while I fumbled around for my keys for the nine millionth time in the grocery store parking lot is wait for him. It’s the loyal thing to do. Either that or follow him in a prompt manner.

			Yet I have no choice but to stay. The other people in the world who rely on me for their basic survival force me to cope with what has happened. That’s actually one comfort: I don’t have any options. I can’t think about doing anything but sticking around, because there are two people who need me to be here, now more than ever.

			This doesn’t make it any easier, though. Gray days stretch into one another.

			Months slip through the house surreptitiously, like uninvited spirits.

			EVENTUALLY, I WAKE UP one day to both my boys standing by my bedside. Their eyes are wide with concern.

			“What’s up, boys?” I sit up, rub the sleepers out of my eyes, and try to shake off the weight of the anvil sitting on my chest, my familiar companion since Peter died.

			Beau elbows Hunter. He’s been appointed spokesperson.

			“Mom, we called Gran, and she said to get your butt up out of bed and go see Joe. We told her you slept most all of the weekend.”

			This is what they’re wide-eyed about. They tattled on me to Gran, and they’re afraid of the consequences. The thought makes me want to cry.

			“Oh, guys, come here.” I pull both of them to me for a long hug. “Listen. I’ll hop in the shower, and I’ll call Joe for an appointment right after, okay?”

			Joe is our family doctor. He is also my best friend’s husband. And he used to ski with Peter. He’s patched up every one of the Reynolds clan at one point or another. I guess it’s time he patched me up. This is not something I look forward to, but the way the boys look at me is reason enough to suck it up and call.

			Sure enough, when I talk to the receptionist at Joe’s office, my mom has called ahead. Great. She’s staged an intervention long-­distance. Since I went to college, we’ve never lived in the same town, but now that I’m alone in Boise with the boys, she keeps tabs on us more closely. Mom and Dad live in LA, and we visit them there and at their condo in Indio a lot. And if I asked them to move in with us in Boise, they just might do it. I’m pretty certain that would be a disaster, which is why the subject has never been discussed, but they do take good care of us.

			The appointment is for ten. I drop the boys at the sitter and drive through town in the pouring rain. When I get there, the receptionist hustles me into a room. I check to see if I’m bleeding anywhere; I don’t think I’ve ever gotten such prompt service at the doctor’s.

			I sit on a chair next to the exam table. After a few minutes, Joe sits across from me.

			“What’s going on, Kelly?” He’s a fit, glossy-haired Asian man who looks trim and put together in his white lab coat. I showered, but that’s about the only thing I have going for me currently.

			“I feel rotten. I think you may have heard why.”

			He takes a deep breath, lets it out. “Are you taking care of yourself?”

			“Yes.”

			“Exercising?”

			“No.”

			“Sleeping?”

			“No. Unless it’s the random times when I can, and then all I do is sleep.”

			“Reading? Taking the dog on walks? Entertaining the thought of seeing your friends? Learning how to cook? Thinking about going back to teaching?”

			“I get the point. What’s your point?”

			“I prescribe activity. You need to get out of the house. If you don’t make an effort at this, to exercise, or call Tessa up to have coffee, or to get a part-time job, I’ll prescribe something stronger. Antidepressants stronger. You catch my drift?”

			I surrender. “Yes. I promise I’ll do something.” I start to tear up.

			“Oh, Kelly, listen, we all love you, and we’re worried sick about you. But it’s been seven months. It’s time to ease back into it.”

			I nod.

			He scribbles on a prescription pad. “Try running again. It’s good for you. Gets the endorphins going.” He hands me the slip of paper. “That’s the address of the store I like for running shoes.”

			When I leave the office, the sun has come out. I squint and stop for a minute before I get in the car. The smell of the rain on the warming pavement is clean. I remember that I like that smell. I decide to give reentry into normalcy more of an effort.

			I go get new running shoes on the way home. I call Tessa, Joe’s wife, to have coffee. The pain is still there, hanging on under the surface, but I try to live through it, kind of like running through an injury. It feels awkward.

			Finally, I’m able to put two days together where I function almost normally. Then I’m able to go three days with only brief crying episodes when I wake and when I fall asleep. And yes, after a long while, there’s the day I make it through without a tear shed. The day after that is spent in bed, inconsolable, but still, the tear-free day is on record.

			There’s always an ache under my collarbone, but every day that I brush my teeth and put on pants instead of pajamas, I call a good day. I wait for there to be more of those than the not-so-good days.

		

	
		
			Departure

			A few months after my visit with Joe I’m able to stitch a few “together” days together. After six months, I make it a few weeks. And now, with the time that’s passed, apart from the recurrent ache under my collarbone and the voids Peter has left all over my life, I’m pretty sure I at least appear to be a functioning human being.

			Today, for instance, the boys and I are taking a very functional trip to visit my parents. This is something regular people do. No problem. Tessa takes us all to the airport. I love her dearly. She and Joe take good care of us. In a town without family, they are our family. With Mom and Dad two states away, I’ve leaned on Tessa and Joe a lot in the last two years.

			She looks over at me. Her sleek dark bob bounces as she twists her hands on the steering wheel, the conspicuous diamond ring on her left hand glittering with all the movement.

			“Are we going to park anytime soon?” I try hard to keep the exasperation out of my voice. Tessa gets worked up when we leave. It’s sweet, but her worry about details and departure times and whatnot does nothing to relax me.

			She finally pulls her oversize SUV into a spot at the curb. The boys hop out, shoving each other to get to the tailgate first to unload.

			“Boys! Just get your stuff. Get it and go wait by the kiosk. This is not a race. We’re all getting on the same plane.”

			“Mind your mother, boys.” Tessa pulls a suitcase from the back of the car. Hunter and Beau finally have all of their stuff and drag their luggage into the terminal, leaving me at the curb with my best friend.

			“I want to kill them already, and we aren’t even on the plane yet.”

			She pulls one last bag from the back of her car. It’s a shiny tote with the Eiffel Tower on it. “Here’s the remedy. This is my flight bag. Delve into these goodies and ignore the wombats until you touch down in Cali.”

			She reveals the contents: a stack of gossip magazines. From the looks of it, most of them are “Sexiest Man” or “Hottest Hunks” editions.

			“Quality journalism. I feel smarter already.”

			She shows me one in particular, reads from the cover. “Look at this gorgeous creature. And inside, ‘Twenty-five Things You Didn’t Know About Andy Pettigrew’!”

			I look at the tall, lean, handsome man on the cover. “I know nothing about him.”

			Tessa strokes the cover guy’s tuxedoed body with a manicured nail. “Except that he’s smoking hot.”

			“Thank you, Tessa. I’ll take good care of these. I better go herd the boys onto the plane before they get detained by the TSA.” I give her a big hug, and I probably squeeze a little too tightly for the light conversation we just had.

			She pulls back and looks in my eyes. “Take care of yourself. That’s what this trip is for. Run lots, sleep lots, rest lots.”

			“I promise.” I sling the bag over my shoulder and head into the terminal.

		

	
		
			One Morning Run

			I wake up to a dim room. Soft, blue light comes from a monitor. I sit in a chair in the corner.

			I see Peter. He sleeps in a hospital bed. His skin is gray; his face is thin. I shiver at the sight of him and pull the blanket more closely around me.

			I am still trying to center myself, orient myself, when the wind howls.

			It grows to a roar, and the window blows open. I feel the ice-cold air bite at my skin. I try to shut the window, but snow flies in. It’s everywhere, settling on the chair where I sat, filling the air of the hospital room.

			I turn around. Peter is covered in snow.

			I rush to him, brush the snow away from him. I uncover his face just as the monitor starts to beep loudly.

			Peter’s face is blue. It is the face of a frozen corpse.

			I sit up in bed. The alarm continues to beep loudly. I smack it off and turn on the lamp.

			Sitting on the bedside table is my wedding ring. I pick it up, feel it between my fingers. I don’t know why, but I can’t put it on. I set it back down and try to focus on finding my running shoes.

			I like to run now. That’s a big difference between me before and me now. I used to run on the treadmill when we all went to the gym. I did it because I should. Now I do it because I will go stark raving mad if I don’t. It’s become very cathartic for me. It helps me work through stuff that I might not even realize is a problem until I’m out there breathing hard and sweating.

			I have a loop I like to run when we’re here in California. From my parents’ vacation condo in Indio I run south to this little coffee shop, about two miles, and sometimes I stop and get tea. It’s a holdover from living in the South, home of sweettea—all one word—which is iced tea with bucket loads of sugar in it. Only now I try to redeem myself and drink green tea since everyone is under the impression that it’s good for you.

			Running is good today. I feel strong. The Indio sun is warm in a very crisp, blue sky. The desert air is dry and cool. I feel so full and happy until suddenly I’m crying. Grief catches me by surprise then hits me hard. Tears stream down my face. After that dream this morning I should’ve known I was in for something seriously cathartic. It was there, lying dormant as I put on my shoes and told the boys and my parents I was heading out.

			I’m just outside the little coffee shop when I have to stop. I bend over, elbows on knees, and there’s definitely some heavy sobbing going on. But I’m also trying to catch my breath so I can get it together enough to stop crying.

			There’s a light touch on my shoulder. Oh shit.

			“Are you all right?”

			I look up from my bent-over position. I was kind of hoping it looked like I had a side stitch and was trying to work it out. Clearly it just looks like I’m losing it.

			“I’m fine.” The sun is behind the person’s head from my position. I can only see that it’s a guy, and he’s wearing jeans, a coat, and a baseball hat.

			“Are you hurt?” He’s still standing there. He has a coffee carrier in his hand, with two cups and a white bag balanced on it. He’s not leaving, so I guess I’m going to have to stand up.

			I pull myself up and wipe my eyes and nose on the sleeve of my shirt. He’s much taller than me, and he has on sunglasses. I feel my hair kind of flop back into place from being upside down.

			“No, I’m okay.” I step a little to the left, partly because the sun is still shining from behind him and partly because I have a head rush from standing up so fast.

			He does not take this as a sign that I am okay. He steadies me by the elbow. “You should sit for a second. Here.” He pulls out a chair at a little patio table of the coffee shop and helps me sit. He plunks the coffee tray down and sits next to me. “Do you want coffee?” He checks the two cups, evidently trying to identify which is which.

			My head isn’t spinning anymore, and I’m beginning to feel the full brunt of complete and total embarrassment. It’s early enough that there aren’t other customers to see this whole travesty, but still . . . I sound sheepish when I answer. “I’m fine. I drink tea anyway.”

			He plucks one of the cups from the holder and hands it to me. “You’ll drink mine then. It’s green tea. I’m trying to make up for eating crap food.”

			I sit very still, hoping I can disappear.

			“Are you sure you’re not hurt?”

			“I’m really fine.”

			“Why were you crying?” His head is tilted a little. He seems to want to know. To me, it seems like a very young question to ask.

			“A girl could have a million reasons to be crying while running. Unpaid bills, hormones, lost job, pulled hamstring—”

			“Of course.”

			“My husband died two years ago today.” Why, why did I just say that? I can feel tears crawling back up my throat again.

			He covers his face with his hands. “Oh, Christ. I’m an idiot.” He melts into his chair. Maybe I feel a little less embarrassed now.

			“You couldn’t have known. I didn’t need to say that. I don’t know why that just came out of my mouth.” I put both my hands around the cup of tea. Either the weather’s gone cold, or the turn in the discussion has chilled me. I shiver a little in the morning air. I start to look for an escape route.

			He notices that I’m cold. No one ever notices that kind of stuff. He’s up and out of his chair, and he’s got his coat around my shoulders. It smells like Old Spice and cigarette smoke.

			What do you say to a guy after you just brought up the death of your husband? I’m flummoxed.

			He sits back down, pulls the top off the other cup. He takes a cautious sip and grimaces. “This coffee is awful.”

			“I like their tea.” Apparently, inane blather is now all I can manage.

			“No, this is some triple frappawhip vanilla nonsense. Tucker can tough it out. I’m drinking it anyway.” He pulls open the white bag. “Want a muffin?”

			I shake my head no and look at him over the rim of his tea that is now my tea. His brown hair is cut short at the nape and around his ears, but some bangs poke out from under the bill of the ball cap. It’s old and frayed, obviously a favorite. I still can’t see his eyes behind the sunglasses he wears. He has a stubbly beard, maybe a day or two. He looks young—younger than me. Maybe in his late twenties? The older I get, the harder time I have telling anyone’s age.

			I’m staring. I should say something. “Do you live here?”

			“Just a couple days of work, then back to LA. What about you?”

			I shake my head again. “No, my parents have a condo here. I live in Idaho.”

			He gives up on the sweet coffee and sits back, picking at the faux wicker on the arms of the chair. “I bet Idaho’s nice.”

			He sits up abruptly and pulls a phone from his back jeans pocket. The phone vibrates furiously. He looks at the screen and jumps to his feet.

			“I have to go. I’m sorry!” He leaves the coffee, the tray with the muffin bag, all of it.

			He literally jogs across the street. He climbs into a black car and drives off before I even remember his jacket is draped across my shoulders. I stand up to see where he’s gone, but the car has disappeared already, turned off onto a side street.

			“Umm . . . okay.”

			Totally bizarre. I take off the coat and fold it. I check the pockets. There’s a green plastic lighter in one, and the rest are empty.

			I turn back toward Mom and Dad’s condo with the jacket draped over my arm. I walk, too stunned by the chance meeting to muster a run.

		

	
		
			The Next Morning Run

			I tiptoe into the living room, feeling my way around the boys, still sleeping on the pull-out couch.

			Of course I’m going out. The guy needs his jacket back, after all. I spent a lot of time last night thinking about how to graciously return it, how to say something witty, seem cool, or at least less crazy—all of that. Then I spent a lot of time worrying that I’ll cry again.

			I don’t think I will. The boys and I had dinner last night and we talked about their dad, and I did cry then. But a lot of stories made me smile and laugh too. Mostly I just felt that familiar tight ache under my collarbone. That’s how I feel when I miss him.

			At the front door, I take the jacket and stuff it into a day pack I found in the closet.

			Mom comes down the hall. “Are you going out again today?”

			“I want to give that guy his jacket, Mom.”

			Her brow furrows. She’s always been a worrier. “Just be sure he’s not some stalker. Don’t tell him anything.”

			“The way he left yesterday was more stalkee than stalker.” I put the day pack on my back.

			Mom pulls me into a hug before I can get the door open. “You hanging in there? I know yesterday was hard.”

			“I have to go, Mom.” I don’t want to have this conversation right now. I want to run.

			“Sure, Bug. Have a good run.” She kisses me on the cheek, just like she did when I was five.

			Even though my mom drives me nuts sometimes, spending time with my parents here in Indio is always peaceful. I get a bit of a reprieve from the taxi-service-mom routine, and the boys enjoy hanging out with their grandparents. This morning I’ve got a bit of extra time: Mom and Dad are taking the boys with them to run errands.

			As I stretch out and find my rhythm, I start to worry. I feel like a loser with the jacket in the day pack on my back. I am not a marathon runner, and in my opinion normal runners with day packs look like they’re trying too hard. Also, the mystery guy’s departure was odd. Is he a wanted criminal? Because the way he took off sure seemed a lot like that.

			I’m almost to the coffee shop. What am I going to do if he’s there? Do I jog on up, pull out the jacket? Then what?

			I slow down, check the bistro tables out front. No one. The inside looks empty too. I stop for a moment, look around. The only person inside is the lonely barista behind the counter. I check my watch. It’s roughly the same time as yesterday. Mystery guy is a no-show.

			I’m a little relieved, actually. All the guy did was help someone bawling her eyes out. I’m silly to think I’ll run into him again.

			So I’ve been spared some humiliation. That’s what I’m thinking about twenty minutes later when I finally come up the street to the condo and stop to stretch and cool down.

			I peel off the day pack and toss it on the grass by the sidewalk. The shade of the big palm tree out front is a good spot to stretch. I sit and start with my hips, turning across my body to lengthen the outside leg. Beauty queens. That’s what Hunter’s soccer team calls these stretches. Mid beauty queen, I hear someone walk up the sidewalk behind me.

			“Um, hello.”

			I unwind out of the stretch to face the voice. It’s him. Same baseball hat. Same sunglasses.

			“Hi . . . How’d you find me?” It starts me worrying for a second. How did he find me?

			“I pulled up to the coffee shop and saw you leaving, running home. I kind of followed you. That sounds bad.” He tucks his hands into his jeans pockets, his shoulders shrugging up. He’s uncomfortable.

			“You needed your coat back.” I jump up, brush off, and go for the day pack. I will be gracious, cool, and let him get out of here without embarrassing him. He wants to be on his way; I’m sure of it.

			“Did you have a better run today?” He doesn’t look rushed.

			“I did. Yeah, I did. Thanks for asking.” I try to hold still.

			“I’m Andrew.” He puts a hand out to shake.

			I wipe mine off before I do. “Kelly. Nice to meet you.”

			“Are you busy?”

			He’s asking me?Really?

			“No, I’m not.” I have no idea what to say.

			He shifts from foot to foot. He looks at me from behind the sunglasses briefly, and then stares at the sidewalk. “I have some time before I have to be anywhere. I could buy you a green tea.”

			I’m quiet. At some point I should probably talk. “Or I have tea. Do you want to come in for some?” For once in my life I say something normal.

			He smiles. “Sure.”

			I pick up the day pack and try to fix my ponytail a little as I walk toward the front door. “My mom and dad got this place a few years ago. They live in LA.”

			I panic for a second as I open the door. First of all, did I just invite a serial killer into my house? And second of all, I can’t remember—is said house clean? The boys have been sleeping on the pullout in the living room, but did they put it in before they left this morning? I cross my fingers that the kitchen doesn’t look too terrible.

			“It’s been great to come visit them here. More mellow than LA.” I swing the door open, and all looks well. Thank God Mom makes the boys pick up. The same probably couldn’t be said if we were walking into my house.

			“You said you live in Idaho?” He stands in the doorway. He takes off his sunglasses.

			For a second, I can’t answer. I am too stunned.

			Andrew is Andrew Pettigrew. Andy Pettigrew. Movie star Andy Pettigrew. “Twenty-five Things You Didn’t Know About Andy Pettigrew” Andy Pettigrew. Holy shit. Too bad I didn’t read that article on the plane when I had the chance.

			Recover. Recover. Speak! My brain finally comes back to me. He asked a question. What was it? “I’m sorry. Yeah. I live in Boise. Come on in. I’ll get the kettle on.” I check to make sure my mouth is closed.

			How did I not notice this before? Young, tall, scruffy beard, nice smile, lives in LA. Probably the sunglasses. Without them, his famous blue eyes are unmistakable. Jesus, I am a dumbass.

			What was the last thing I saw him in? He started out in a couple of movies as sons of really famous guys. I remember the one with that one girl, set during the Revolutionary War . . . What was the name of it? Oh, God. Nothing comes to me to say to this person. How do I say something if I can’t even remember the name of his last movie? It was huge this summer, for God’s sake. Come on!

			He looks at me for a minute. His lips part, as if he’s about to say something. It’s a question, a look with a staggering vulnerability to it. I’m not sure what it means, but the way I take it, it feels like he’s asking a favor. Maybe a favor about recognizing him, or not making a big deal out of who he is. I try to say yes by keeping my mouth shut. Keeping my mouth shut for once in my life is hard—trust me, I am a total reject at following social cues and shutting up. However, I’m all in favor of not discussing the movie thing at this point since I can’t remember a single title of any of his multiple hits. Pathetic.

			I put the kettle on and promptly am at loose ends. I don’t know how to make small talk with a man, much less a famous one. I put two mugs on the kitchen table, get a tea bag in each. Thank God I have something to concentrate on.

			He sits at the table. “What’s Boise like?”

			“There’s a lot to do. Plus it’s a good place to raise kids.” Hmm. I just mentioned that I have children. I should know something personal about him. How old is he? Surely I can recall something from pop culture that could help me talk with this person. Why, why did I not read Tessa’s magazines when I had the chance? I will bore him to death.

			He seems interested. “You have kids?”

			“Hunter and Beau. We moved to Idaho, and I realized their names are like the top two hunting-dog names out there. It embarrasses them. Hunter is eleven, and Beau is eight.”

			He looks at me for a moment, deciding something. “They must miss their dad.”

			Oh. He went there. I don’t know why, but I let go. There’s been nothing normal about meeting this person anyway. “My husband was sick for five months before he died. It was impossible for the kids. I was a mess. Some days are still worse than others.”

			He turns the mug by its handle. “That’s why you run.” He’s perceptive. And curious. Interesting.

			“If I don’t, I yell. A lot. Things are tough enough without me being a total bitch.” I try to take a deep breath. I’m not crying. That’s a complete miracle.

			“I have a hard time imagining you as any kind of bitch.” He looks at me warmly and then leans forward. What’s he going to do?

			He takes the teaspoon out of my hand. The teaspoon I’ve been tapping on the table incessantly. I didn’t realize that until now. “Oh, God, I’m sorry. You make me nervous.”

			“Why?” He smiles.

			I doubt he needs to ask that question. I mean, really.

			“Remember when you were first learning to drive?” I take another deep breath. I’m not sure if I’ve been breathing in any reliable way since we crossed the condo’s threshold.

			“Yeah, I do, actually. Everything was a giant ordeal. My dad took me out in our neighborhood. I sneezed and ran the car up on Mr. Hattingfield’s yard. Took out his mailbox.”

			“I haven’t been very social lately—except with people I know. Heck, since the boys were born, I haven’t been super social at all. Okay, I wasn’t ever amazingly social to begin with.”

			“But your point?” I think he’s kind of grinning. At me. He could be close to laughing.

			“I have one. Stop smiling. You’re not helping. The point is, I’m back at the aware-of-every-little-part-of-a-social-interaction stage. Like beginner driving, when you check the mirrors, and you have to think, Turn on the blinker. That’s the stage I’m in. I don’t even know where to look. Do I look right at you the whole time we talk? Do I look you right in the eye?”

			I stop to breathe for a second. He turns the mug all the way around by the handle before he responds, his eyes on the tea bag. “You’re fine. You need to breathe, and you need to not tap the spoon on the table. Other than that, I find you pretty socially capable. I might even venture to say charming.”

			“Where do I look?” This has devolved into a social etiquette class offered by a movie star to a woman whose mind has completely left her in her moment of need.

			“You can always look at me.” He looks up from the mug, right into my eyes.

			I agree. I think I could look at him for a nice long while. Gaze might be the word I’d choose for it. “Yeah.” It’s quiet for a moment. “Oh, let me get your jacket.” I’m grateful for a reason to walk out of the kitchen and breathe. I look for where I tossed the day pack when we came in. I seem to be okay. I’m settling into the idea of the movie star in the kitchen.

			When I come back, he’s up, kettle in hand. “It was boiling.”

			“Thanks.” I set his jacket on the back of his chair, sit at the table, and watch him pour water into both mugs. Do I feel different now that I know who he is? I can’t tell.

			He hands me my tea. “What if we went running tomorrow?”

			“What?”

			“You and me. I’d like to get out, stretch my legs. We could go for a run.”

			“I don’t know. I usually run alone.”

			“You could humor me.” He tilts his head in a little plea. I can’t imagine anyone resists that look very often.

			“I guess.” I’m pretty sure this is a hallucination. What in the world?

			“Good. I could meet you here. What time?”

			“It’s supposed to be really hot tomorrow. Six?”

			“In the morning?”

			“Yes.” This running thing still seems unlikely. “Why would you want to run with me?”

			“When you do take a minute and actually look straight at me, I like it. And I have to say, the way you were upset yesterday? I kind of feel like you could use a wingman.”

			“Except you ran off.”

			“Yeah, sorry about that.”

			“Sorry about the way I cried like a blithering idiot.”

			“No, really. I shouldn’t have run off, but I needed to. Word sometimes spreads quickly.”

			We’re talking about him. Him being famous. But we aren’t talking about it. “I thought you were a spy. Or a felon.”

			“I act like a total lunatic ninety percent of the time, I swear to you. You’ve probably heard. I earned kind of a reputation when I was younger.”

			Again, I try to remember anything I’ve heard, but my mind is a total vacuum. “So you have to go back soon?”

			He looks at me, takes a sip of his tea. “I think Monday. When do you go back?”

			“Sunday. The boys start school again on Monday.” I try to stay cool, but I think I’m sweating from nervousness. That’s attractive. “I’ve kept you talking way too long. You probably have lots to do.”

			He makes no move to get up. “You’d be surprised. Unless I’m working, I’m completely bored most of the time. Sometimes friends come out to LA to visit, but other than that, I’m completely and utterly dull. I buy sneakers on eBay for fun.”

			“What kind of sneakers?”

			“Old Air Jordans, other basketball shoes mostly. It’s kind of addictive.”

			This strikes me as funny. “You buy sneakers worn by other people? Like, used shoes?”

			“When you put it like that, it sounds gross. They’re collectible. Limited editions. One guy spent eighty thousand dollars in a year.”

			“Really.” I can’t help it, and I can hear the sarcasm in my voice.

			“I’m not that guy. It’s something to do. I said I was boring.”

			“Do you even play basketball?”

			“Not particularly.”

			I laugh. It feels good. As absolutely bizarre as this is, I like talking to him. He’s funny.

			Suddenly, I’m struck by a new thought: someone will be home soon. Someone as in one of my sons with my dad or my mom. I’m not prepared for any sort of introductions of this new person. I need to get him to leave.

			Nothing smooth occurs to me. I stand up from the table. He looks at me. “I’m so sorry, but my boys should be home soon and . . .” I’m about to kick Andy Pettigrew out of my house. I am the biggest idiot on the planet.

			“I’m leaving. Say no more.” He’s already on his way to the door, returned jacket in hand. He smiles at me. “So I’ll see you in the morning, okay?”

			“Okay. And thanks for stopping yesterday. Most people would walk a little faster if a person was freaking out on the sidewalk like I was.”

			He turns, hand on the doorknob, thoughtful for a moment. “It just seemed like the right thing to do. No big deal.” He walks down the sidewalk to his car and gives a little wave before he gets in and drives away.

			So I’m going on a run tomorrow at sunrise with Andy Pettigrew. No big deal.

		

	
		
			Still Running

			I don’t even give the birds a chance to start their predawn tweeting before I am out of bed, dressed, and in front of the condo, ready for Andrew.

			I held my breath for most of my morning routine, terrified that I would wake up my parents or the kids. The stealthy thing does not come to me naturally, so this is nerve-wracking. This is still my secret.

			Yet my movie-star hallucination continues as the same black sedan pulls up and parks at the curb, just as the sun begins to filter through the palm trees to the east. Andrew Pettigrew climbs out of the car. He wears a hoodie, with baggy shorts to match, but no sunglasses this morning.

			“Good morning.” His voice sounds scratchy. He joins me on the sidewalk.

			“You sound tired.” I don’t know if I should wave or what, so I put my hand out for a shake. “Good morning.”

			He shakes it. “Greetings, Kelly.” He smirks. It’s clear he thinks I’m a dork.

			“Are you ready?” The longer I stand here, the worse the awkwardness will become, so I take off down the street, jogging slowly.

			“Okay. Be gentle.”

			Of course I spent way too much time last night planning this. We’re going to do a straight shot down the street to the cart paths of the municipal golf course, not far from Mom and Dad’s condo. At night the course is lit, but it’ll be deserted now—too early for golfers.

			We run for a while in silence. He looks over at me and smiles. I smile back. He runs a little ahead, so I pour it on a bit and pass him easily. He catches up. We run in this easy, playful pattern for a while. He seems to be fairly fit.

			He nudges me with an elbow. “How am I doing?”

			“I don’t know. Are you okay? Do you run much?” I like this. Talking to him while he’s next to me is easier. I can run and look straight ahead and feel much more functional as a human. I don’t know when I turned into such a crazy person.

			“I run sometimes to get ready for work. Usually it’s when I’m told to.”

			“You tell me when you want to stop and we will.”

			“You tell me how you are today. You feeling better?”

			I’d much rather just run. “I’m okay. Each day is a new day. Some are easy; some seem long.”

			“Why don’t we turn around at the end of that path up there? By that palm tree.” He looks sly.

			Probably because there are palm trees everywhere we look. I stop and turn around. “This is an easy-run day for me. We can head back.”

			He makes a big circle, twice around me, and then heads back the way we came. “Thank God. I was worried I’d have to fake an Achilles tear.”

			I enjoy hearing the rhythm of two pairs of feet for a while, and I watch the sun climbing higher in the sky. We run together, side by side. I feel calm, so much more sane than I did yesterday, or the day before.

			“I can see why you run. You’re at peace.”

			We’re back at the condo again.

			“Here we are.” I feel good—that wasn’t a complete disaster.

			He looks at me. “See? We’re making direct eye contact without any kind of prompting or cue cards for you. Well done. And I have to say, you have lovely eyes. It’d be a shame if you avoided eye contact for the rest of your life.”

			“Thanks. For the run and for the compliment.” I kind of want to reach over and touch him. I almost chicken out, but then I touch his elbow, just barely. It’s my attempt to say “Hey, you’re cool” in a low-key manner. Of course, I’m a complete dork, so . . .

			He looks a little surprised. Maybe people aren’t supposed to touch fancy-schmancy movie stars. Or maybe people just don’t. He grins. “My pleasure.”

			We walk to his car. He swings the door open, stands with an arm draped over it.

			He looks like he wants to say something else. For once I keep my mouth shut and wait to see what it is.

			He fishes his cell phone and sunglasses out of the car. “Can I get your number?”

			“You don’t want my number.”

			“Yes, I do.”

			“No, you don’t.” Seriously, is he kidding?

			“Do too.” He shakes his head. “This is insane. Why not?”

			“Look at you. Come on.”

			He stares at me with those very blue eyes. “Don’t be ridiculous. Give me your number.”

			I tell him. He puts it into his phone. I bite the inside of my lip. I haven’t done this in a lot of years, but I think the way I feel is the way a person feels at the beginning of something. It’s kind of a dusty memory, but, yes, it’s coming back to me.

			I look at him for a minute. The world creeps back into my brain and speaks to me about real life again. “I don’t suppose you get to Boise much.” If this is a beginning, it’s the beginning to a very short story. We are never going to see each other again.

			His sunglasses are back in place, and he looks over them at me. “You never know.” He gets in his car, but pauses for a second to comment. “Like I said, I’m bored a lot.” And then he’s gone.
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