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The soles of her expensive running shoes crunched against the fallen leaves of autumn but Kristen barely noticed the sound. Normally, she would relish the sweet smell of fall as she jogged, taking in the fiery reds, golds and oranges of her favorite season but that day her mind was clouded with anger. As she ran through the picturesque trails of Blue Grove Forest, Kristen desperately tried to exhale the venom in her lungs but she was not having much success.

Not adventurous! How dare he use such a lame excuse after three years together. If he wanted to end things, he could have come up with something more creative than “not adventurous enough.” And what about his downfalls? I put up with so much of his childish nonsense. When did my stability become such an issue for him anyway? Someone has to be responsible. We can’t all be a good time Charlie. 

Kristen’s small feet pounded the soft ground mercilessly as if taking out her frustrations on the harmless soil. Something had to pay for the injustice she had suffered at the hands of her fiancé.

Ex-finance, Kristen reminded herself, grimacing. She was becoming winded and her long ponytail was becoming loose. Pausing to catch her breath, she stared blankly at the river rushing below the low bridge at her feet.  She wrested the elastic from her thick tresses and rebuilt the ponytail at the back of her head.

The River of Tears the body of water was called and it was fitting.  Kristin fought the urge to bawl openly into the rushing waters below. Outwardly, Kristin told herself she was disgusted with the shoddy way that Max had dumped her but the truth was, she was devastated by the break-up. They had met in college and instantly sparks had flown which was surprising because Kristin had entered university with a very jaded heart. 

Mex had been studying political science at the University of California at Berkley and Kristin was working towards her bachelor’s degree in mathematics. 

“You are the only woman in the world I would consider suggestive with a degree in math,” Max used to joke. “But then again, you look beautiful doing everything.”

Kristin tried to push Max’s boyish smile and cutesy mannerisms from her mind. 

He will make a fine politician, she thought bitterly, stretching her arms. He is filled with nothing but charisma and false promises. 

Kristin swallowed the bile in her throat and stared up into the dimming sunlight. The sun’s rays trickled through the maples and pines, kissing her skin warmly against the nip in the air. 

Abruptly, she was knocked to the side by a passerby who was enveloped in his headphones. Startled, Kristin whirled to face him but he had already disappeared around the corner and out of sight. Just before he was gone, the brindle boxer puppy at his side cast her a lopsided grin. Kristin was not impressed.

And I have to deal with rude people on top of everything else, she thought angrily. Kristin glared after the stranger who had trotted off on his merry oblivious way without so much as a backward wave of apology. 

I suppose he had somewhere very important to be. At least the dog looked rueful, she thought sarcastically. Turning away from the ledge of the bridge, she jogged on the spot to rewarm her cooling muscles. As she put on foot forward, it landed squarely upon an object which had fallen into mound of naturally gathered leaves near her feet. Leaning closer, Kristin realized it was cell phone. She reached out for it, cleaning off the wide screen with her pale fingers. She could see her reflection clearly in the dark exterior. 

I wonder if this belongs to Happy Feet over there, she thought, glancing back up in the direction which the man had vanished but of course he was nowhere to be seen.

She pressed the menu button and immediately a picture of the happy faced boxer puppy, its tongue hanging irregularly out of its awkwardly large mouth materialized. Kristin giggled at the image, in spite of her resolve to remain irritated. 

“Aw, puppy,” she said aloud. “Aren’t you sweet? Not like your owner, huh?”

The light faded out and Kristin hit the key again. Once more she stared affectionately at the dog. She swiped to the right and groaned inwardly. It was asking for a passcode.

Let’s see how adventurous this guy is, Kristin thought smugly pushing 1-2-3-4. The device buzzed to indicate she had guessed wrong. Sighing, Kristin put the phone in her pocket and shrugged.

I’ll drop it off at the service provider and be done with it, she told herself, starting back onto the trail. 

“Kris, Tom Lawlor stopped by. He said you have a project due for work tomorrow and you were supposed to meet at six.”

Kristin paused mid step to stare at her roommate. Groaning, she pulled the earbuds from her lobes and hurried toward the house phone.

“I had forgotten about that,” Kristin muttered, punching in her co-worker’s number. She hoped he would not be furious with her. They were on a strict deadline and they didn’t have time for forgetfulness. They could not afford a missed meeting.

“Uh, it’s his voicemail. It’s only six thirty. Hopefully he’ll pick up this message before its – oh hi, Tom, it Kristin Chambers. I’m sorry I missed you when you came by. My roommate didn’t realize I only went out for a quick jog but I’m home now if you want to swing back. Talk to you soon.”

She replaced the cradle on the receiver and buried her face in her hands. 

“What is wrong with me?” she cried to her friend. “I never forget stuff like this!”

Georgia shrugged and turned back to her paperback.

“I’ve been asking myself that for about a year now,” she replied. Kristin hurled a pillow and Georgia laughed. 

“I am never this distracted,” she continued, plopping onto the sofa beside Georgia. Her roommate made a commiserating noise.

“You’ve been through a lot this past week,” the tall brunette answered. “You got dumped by your husband to be.”

Kristin cringed at the blunt wording but she couldn’t argue. Her head had been in turmoil since Max’s curt and cruel termination of their three-year relationship. They had only been engaged for three months and Kristin was still reeling in the aftermath, wondering how it had all gone so wrong so fast. 

He told you, she reminded herself. You’re boring. 

A sudden knock at the door forced Kristin to her feet. She opened the front entranceway and stood staring at Tom Lawlor. He was what anyone would envision a math prodigy to appear. His clothes were ill-fitting and mismatched, as if he was dressing for both an ugly sweater party and clown convention simultaneously. His had a nervous tic which was accentuated by his coke-bottle thick eyeglasses. Looking at him, no one would ever guess that his intelligence quotient was in the high one sixties. He could solve quadratic equations in seconds without shifting conversation from comic books. The two had overseen computer algorithms at a prestigious web design company for two years. The work was stressful and the hours were long but they both loved their jobs.

He smiled crookedly at his lovely red headed co-worker.

“Oh, Tom, thank heavens! I was worried you thought I had blown you off.”

“You wouldn’t be the first nor the last, Kris,” he answered dryly. “May I come in?”

From the living room, Georgia guffawed and Kristin shot her a scathing look. Contritely, the brunette lowered her gaze to her book once more.

“Anyway, I knew you hadn’t forgotten about me,” he replied. “You are the most responsible person I know.”

Kristin felt herself bristle even though she knew Tom had issued her a fine compliment. At any other point of her life, Kristin would have been flattered by the statement. Yet Tom’s just seemed to be reiterating Max’s words which endlessly echoed in her head.

“I don’t know what has changed, Kris. Our relationship seems so dull lately, so lifeless. You’re too...structured for me.”

Kristin had not been aware that she had changed. She had held the same aspirations and goals she had always had.

Or was I always boring? Is that what he was saying?

Tom cleared his throat nervously, apparently registering her terse expression.

“I did not mean to insult you, Kris,” he told her quickly. “I only meant – “

“I know what you meant, Tom and I appreciate it,” Kristin jumped in, forcing a smile onto her face. There was no need to make Tom uncomfortable because of her own insecurities.

“Let’s head into the dining room where we can work.”

I know exactly what you mean, Tom. You think I’m as lack luster as my fiancé does. Ex-fiancé.

As the two sat at the spacious surface, opening their laptops, Kristin suddenly realized she had to do something about the perception everyone else had of her. 

“Are you going out for a jog again?” Georgia asked as Kristin bounced down the stairs after work the following day. Kristin nodded absently, checking her pockets for the third time. 

“You’ll never jog far enough to escape the pain that pig inflicted upon you,” Georgia called after her. “Your only recourse is confronting him. That’s the closure you need!”

Kristin did not reply. She had a better idea than seeing her ex face to face. 

As she headed toward the Blue Grove Trails, she allowed for a small smile to play on her lips. She had no idea if the owner of the phone was, in fact, the man who had almost bowled her over the previous day but that was a good a place as any to start. The dog certainly seemed to be the same animal as the she had seen on the bridge and it would be quite a coincidence if it was not him. 

The old Kristin would have simply returned the phone to the store and been done with it. The new Kristin goes searching for the rightful possessor of the device and makes an adventure of it.

Even as she thought it, her pale, freckled skin turned crimson at the lameness of her own plan. The reality was, she had no idea how to seek out exploits. Her way was one of consistency, not debauchery. 

I should have asked Georgia for advice.

Kristin continued on her chosen trail, carefully watching about for anyone resembling the tall man who had bumped into her or the boxer puppy from the home screen picture. She picked up her pace slightly, heading toward the River of Tears. It was the same time of day and if the mysterious jogger was a creature of habit like she, he would probably end up on the bridge again that evening. 

Casually, Kristin leaned up against a post and began stretching her hamstrings. She didn’t need to stretch but it was a way to pass time while she willed the man back. Dusk was falling sleepily upon the forest and Kristin waited patiently.

He’ll be here, she told herself with more confidence than she was feeling. This is not a large park. Inevitably, our paths will cross even if he does not use the same route. 

Yet as Kristin altered her exercises, focussing on her arms, she was filled with a sense of uncertainty. By the time she had finished limbering her entire body, the uncertainty had turned into a feeling of foolishness. 

What are you thinking, jogging alone in the evening, searching out a man who may or may not have lost his phone? You don’t even know what he looks like! Go home, Kristin. Your devastation is leading you to perform acts of madness.

For some reason she could not fathom, Kristin was filled with a terrible melancholy as she ran from the dark bridge. 

You truly are a fool, she decided, shaking her head. Bring the phone to Sprint and forget whatever crazy ideas you have in your mind.

She did not find the man the next day or the day following that. There was also no sign of the boxer but that did not stop Kristin from returning to the bridge every evening and staring at the picture of the massive puppy on the stranger’s phone. Every night she returned home, feeling more ridiculous than the day before, vowing not to return and yet she did. 

On the fourth day, she realized that the phone battery was dying. 

You should go out and buy a charger for this thing. My phone is completely different.

She stared at her reflection in the bathroom mirror as the thought crossed through her mind and she was instantly aware that she was descending into madness.

You will go out, alright. You will go out and drop this phone off to the nearest Sprint store. Then you will walk out of there and forget this insanity ever occurred. After that, you should sign yourself up for yoga classes. Your chakra is paralyzed. 

The next morning was Saturday and Kristin woke early so she would not have to invite Georgia to the mall with her. It was not that Kristin did not adore her roommate; it was that shopping with Georgia would result in an entire afternoon wasted. The woman was a shopaholic. 

Kristin jumped in her car and drove to Blue Grove Mall, ten miles away. 

She parked at the closest entrance and jumped from her vehicle before she could change her mind, making her way to the Sprint store just at it was opening its doors. 

“May I help you, ma’am?” a barely twenty-year-old boy asked, his voice squeaking in inopportune spots. 

“Uh...yes...” Kristin answered, reluctantly holding out the black Android phone. “I have this phone...”

“Oh, that is a good model. A Samsung Galaxy S7. How do you like it?”

Kristin stared at him a moment before shaking her head. 

“No, I – “

“Oh, don’t say you don’t like it,” the boy replied, taking the phone from her. “You probably haven’t explored half of what it can do. Here, let me show you.”

Skilfully, the employee slid a long finger across the screen to the pass screen.

“Type in your code,” he encouraged. Again, Kristin tried to protest. 

“I can’t! It’s not – “

“Oh! You locked yourself out of your phone. No problem, it happens all the time. I will just override the system and we will set you up with a new passcode.”

Immediately, the man-child typed a series of random numbers into the touch pad as Kristin watched in amazement.

You should put a stop to this, she warned herself but she could not bring herself to speak. She desperately wanted to see what other information she could find about the phone and the man who owned it.

“There you are. I just made your code 1-2-3-4 for now. If you go into your settings later, you can reset it to anything you want. Let me show you what this thing can do!”

Before the child could start on his sale’s pitch, Kristin put her foot down.

“No! I know what this thing can do!” she interrupted. “I just came here because...”

She glanced down at the home screen now open for her exploration. 

I bet there are more pictures of the boxer in here, a little voice whispered in her ear. And maybe a picture or two of the owner...?

“Ma’am?” the boy inquired. 

Kristin shook her head.

You must do the right thing and hand it over.

“I just came to see if you have a charger for this phone.”

As Kristin, had predicted, there were more pictures of the dog. The boxer with a Frisbee in its mouth, the canine frolicking about on the beach and ones of him sleeping upside down on a black leather sofa, his huge head dangling off the cushions. 

As she scrolled through the photo library, Kristin felt content for the first time since Max had unceremoniously dumped her. 

I wonder who takes care of you, big guy, she thought to the pooch. As she continued through the albums, she looked for clues.

Sometimes, she would catch glimpse of an arm in the shot or a reflection in glass there was not enough for Kristin to make an educated guess as to who the man was or what he looked like. All she could tell was that he seemed to dote upon his dog.

You can tell a lot about a man who cares for animals, Kristin told herself. She felt shame burning her face. 

You sound like a deranged stalker. You are creating this image of a man who may not even exist. I think it is time to make an appointment with the doctor now.

Yet Kristin could not shake the feeling like she had already met the man who owned the phone. It did not make sense to her but she somehow felt like God had intervened and sent this mystery for her to solve as compensation for Brandon.

“Did you get a new phone?” Georgia asked, strolling into the kitchen where Kristin was lost in thought. Quickly, Kristin shook her head and placed it on the island.

“No, I found it when I was jogging,” she answered truthfully. “I am just trying to figure out who it belongs to.”

“You mean you’re snooping,” Georgia replied, yanking open the fridge and peering inside. Kristin was insulted but she could not deny the accusation.

I really am snooping, she thought, guilt lining her stomach. 

“I am trying to find the owner,” Kristin retorted without guile. Georgia plopped a bottle of orange juice onto the island beside the Samsung and chuckled.

“Then why don’t you just call the numbers on his contact list and tell him to come pick it up?” Georgia questioned, pouring the juice into a tall crystal glass. Kristin stared at her, mouth slightly agape. 

Yes, why haven’t I done just that? She asked herself. She tried to lie and say it simply hadn’t occurred to her but it had; many times. 

The truth of the matter was that Kristin was afraid of shattering the tender illusion of this dream man she had concocted in her head. Calling his contacts would immediately make him real and therefore tangible. She wasn’t sure if she could handle that yet. 

“Want me to do it?” Georgia offered, reaching for the phone but Kristin snatched it out of her reach.

“No, I can do it!” she insisted. Georgia shrugged and sauntered from the room.

“Suit yourself,” she called. “When you’re done snooping, let me know and I can help you get that phone back to the guy. He’s probably losing his mind. It’s an expensive piece of equipment, Kris. He has pictures and personal information in there.”

Long after Georgia had retreated into the upper part of the house, Kristin sat staring at the black device in her hand. 

She’s right. I shouldn’t have kept it this long. If this was my phone, I would be completely beside myself by now.

Finally, she took a deep breath and opened the contact list. Selecting the first contact, she pressed the send function and held the phone to her ear.

“Hello, I found your number in a phone I picked up,” Kristin breathed as a man answered the phone. “Do you know who owns this phone?”

“Ah, yeah! He’s going to be thrilled. He thought it was gone for good. I’ll call his house and tell him to give his own cell a call then.”

“I will be waiting,” Kristin replied, pushing the red end button. Her heart pounding, Kristin began to drum her fingers against the table in anticipation.

Will he be angry that I took so long to get it back to him? Or will he thank me? Maybe he’ll come over right away and I can put this weird childlike obsession to rest when I realize he is an obese seventy-five-year-old man with a peg leg –

The phone began to chime to “Amazing Grace” and Kristin’s heart picked up tenfold. 

“Hello?” she choked.

“Oh hi! I can’t believe this! You found my phone!” came the excited response. His voice was deep and rhythmic and again, Kristin was overcome with the sense that she knew the man on the other end of the phone. 

“Yes, I have it,” Kristin whispered. “Where would you like me to bring it?”

“I can meet you anywhere,” he answered. “My name is Elliot Grey. And you are?”

Kristin felt the blood drain from her face at the name.  She stared upward, a bemused expression on her face. 

Elliot Grey. Hilarious, God. Just hilarious.

“Hello? Are you there?”

Silently, Kristin pulled the phone from her ear and hung up. The man she had been imagining all week was a boy who had broken her heart in high school.

“Go Wildcats! Go, go, GO!” 

The cheer ended in a pyramid, Kristin as the smallest the crowing point. The football field erupted in an explosion of applause and screams and Kristin tumbled gracefully from the top, her long auburn hair fanning about as she landed on her feet.

On the grass, the football spiralled into the air and the halfback leapt up to claim it, capturing it and drawing it quickly to his stomach. Kristin’s breath caught in her throat as she watched him barrel through the crowd of players on the opposing team, knocking them seamlessly out of his way as he made his way to the twenty-yard line.

“Go, Elliot! Run!” the mob in the stands shouted encouragingly and Elliot obeyed. Past the twenty-yard line he flew, over the ten, then the five...

“Touchdown!” the announcer intoned and the masses went wild. Her fellow cheerleader screamed, waving their pompoms and kicked their legs in celebration, hugging one another at the certain victory.

“Oh, Kristin, you are so lucky!” Jessica Simms cooed in her ear as she watched Elliot get swept up among his teammates. There was only three seconds left in the game. The Wildcats had won. They were going to the championship game. Kristin smiled shyly, her face turning pink with wonder. The previous night, Elliot had called her and asked her to join him and the team for their postgame meal at Sunny’s Hub Spot. She had been pining for the handsome football star all throughout high school. His attention had been unexpected and Kristin had not been able to believe her good fortune. Because of Kristin’s exceptionally high academic record, she was graduating in January instead of May. She had long given up hope of attracting the popular boy, knowing she would be immediately commencing college after her high school grad. 

He finally realizes that he’s going to losing you, Kristin thought happily as the school began to filter out of the stands, still lost in the glee of their success. She knew that Elliot had been accepted at the University of California for the following year too. 
Perhaps we can pick up where we left off if things go well when he arrives in September.
The thought filled her hope. She glanced nervously at her watch. She had to head home and shower before meeting the team at Sunny’s.

As she turned to leave, she glanced furtively over her shoulder. Elliot had removed his helmet and was smiling at her
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