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For Jack—because I always said I would.

 


CHAPTER 1 — THE WALK

 

The cold settled in early.

 

Not sharp.

 

Not biting.

 

Just steady.

 

The kind that didn’t rush you—

 

but stayed with you once it found its way in.

 

Frank noticed it before they even reached the park.

 

In his hands first.

 

Then his knees.

 

Then the quiet way Marjorie pulled her coat tighter around herself without saying anything about it.

 

“You warm enough?” he asked.

 

“I’m fine.”

 

That was her answer for everything.

 

They walked the gravel path into the park together.

 

Folding chairs in hand.

 

Years of this.

 

Not spoken.

 

Not counted.

 

Just…

 

carried.

 

The voices reached them before the field came into view.

 

Laughter.

 

A shout.

 

The sound of a football cutting through cold air.

 

Frank slowed slightly.

 

Not enough for anyone else to notice.

 

Just enough to feel it.

 

The moment before.

 

Before they saw it.

 

Before it became real again.

 

Marjorie felt it too.

 

She always did.

 

She reached for his hand.

 

Not tightly.

 

Just enough.

 

“I’m okay,” she said.

 

He nodded.

 

He didn’t ask again.

They stepped into the clearing.

 

And there they were.

 

Not kids anymore.

 

But still—

 

there.

 

Still coming back.

 

Ethan.

 

Moving before the play even started.

 

Luke.

 

Hanging back.

 

Watching.

 

Jared.

 

Just off to the side.

 

Like he hadn’t decided yet.

 

Caroline.

 

At the edge.

 

Always at the edge.

 

Abby.

 

Taking it all in.

 

And Matt—

Already in the middle of it.

 

Calling something out.

 

Pulling it together.

 

Frank saw them as they were.

 

And as they had been.

 

Shoes in the mudroom.

 

Voices in the house.

 

Doors opening and closing.

 

Life everywhere.

 

Marjorie squeezed his hand.

 

“He always hated waiting,” she said.

 

Frank nodded.

 

“He still does.”

 

They didn’t say his name.

 

They never did here.

 

They didn’t need to.

 

The whistle cut through the air.

 

Sharp.

 

Familiar.

 

The kind of sound that didn’t belong to one moment.

But all of them.

 

The players shifted.

 

Laughed.

 

Argued over something small.

 

The way they always had.

 

The way they still did.

 

The ball moved.

 

The game began.

 

And for a moment—

 

the field didn’t feel like something had been taken.

 

It felt like something that was still happening.

 

Still moving.

 

Still alive.

 

Frank let out a breath he didn’t realize he had been holding.

 

Marjorie leaned slightly into him.

 

Neither of them said anything.

 

They didn’t have to.

 

Because for that moment—

 

it was enough.








CHAPTER 2 — THE FIRST SNAP

 

The whistle came from Matt.

 

Of course it did.

 

It cut through the cold air—

 

sharp enough to pull everyone into place.

 

“Alright, let’s go!” Matt shouted.

 

The group gathered.

 

Not all at once.

 

Not clean.

 

But naturally.

 

Like they had done it a hundred times before.

 

Because they had.

 

“Same teams?” Jared called out.

 

“Absolutely not,” Luke said.

 

“That’s why we lost last year.”

 

“You lost,” Jared shot back.

 

“I was carrying you.”

 

Laughter.

 

Easy.

 

Automatic.

Like no time had passed at all.

 

Matt shook his head.

 

“Just line up,” he said.

 

They did.

 

More or less.

 

The ball settled into his hands.

 

Cold.

 

Firm.

 

Familiar.

 

He looked up.

 

At the field.

 

At the players.

 

At everything that had changed.

 

And everything that hadn’t.

 

“Set!”

 

The ball snapped.

 

The game came alive.

 

Feet pounding frozen ground.

 

Voices rising.

 

The sharp rhythm of movement returning.

Not perfect.

 

Not clean.

 

But real.

 

Ethan cut across the middle.

 

Fast.

 

Too fast for a pickup game.

 

Luke reacted late.

 

Still fast enough.

 

Contact.

 

Laughter.

 

“Take it easy,” someone called.

 

“I am,” Luke said.

 

He wasn’t.

 

Jared hesitated on the edge.

 

Then stepped in.

 

Half a beat late.

 

Always just a step behind.

 

Caroline ran deep.

 

Long strides.

 

Smooth.

Like she had never stopped.

 

Matt saw it.

 

Considered it.

 

Didn’t throw it.

 

Not yet.

 

Abby cut underneath.

 

Perfect timing.

 

Always in the right place.

 

Matt hit her in stride.

 

“Nice,” she said.

 

Simple.

 

Enough.

 

On the sideline—

 

Frank and Marjorie watched.

 

Hands wrapped around warm cups.

 

Eyes locked on the field.

 

Not missing anything.

 

A young boy stepped closer.

 

Mimicking the players.

 

Running small routes.

Throwing imaginary passes.

 

Frank noticed.

 

“Your dad out there?” he asked.

 

The boy nodded.

 

“Which one?”

 

The boy pointed.

 

Jared.

 

Frank followed the line.

 

Saw him.

 

Trying.

 

Still figuring it out.

 

Marjorie smiled.

 

“This is a good place to watch from,” she said.

 

The boy nodded.

 

Stayed.

 

The game stretched.

 

Play after play.

 

Mistakes.

 

Big moments.

 

Small ones that mattered more.

No scoreboard.

 

No clock.

 

No reason to keep track of anything.

 

Except this.

 

Being here.

 

Together.

 

Ethan made a catch.

 

Clean.

 

Luke crashed in.

 

Jared laughed something off.

 

Caroline turned upfield.

 

Abby reset.

 

Matt called the next play.

 

Same movement.

 

Same patterns.

 

Different weight.

 

The cold settled deeper.

 

No one noticed.

 

Or if they did—

 

they didn’t care.

Because for that stretch of time—

 

nothing else mattered.

 

And for the first time that morning—

 

the field didn’t feel like something missing.

 

It felt like something still happening.

 

And that—

 

mattered.








CHAPTER 3 — ETHAN

 

Ethan liked movement.

 

Noise. Urgency. Something to fix.

 

The hospital gave him that.

 

Monitors beeping. Voices calling. Shoes against tile. The sharp, constant rhythm of things that could still change.

 

There wasn’t time to think.

 

That was the point.

 

“Ethan!”

 

He turned instantly.

 

“Room six.”

 

He was already moving.

 

The patient was gray.

 

Not pale.

 

Gray.

 

“Pulse?”

 

“Faint.”

 

“Respirations?”

 

“Shallow.”

 

“Let’s move.”

 

Hands. Motion. Commands.

 

Everything narrowed.

 

“Push one.”

 

“Again.”

 

“Stay with me—stay with me—”

 

The room tightened around the moment.

 

Every sound sharpened.

 

Every second stretched.

 

Then—

 

a breath.

 

Small.

 

Weak.

 

But there.

 

Alive.

 

Ethan stepped back slowly, pulling off his gloves.

 

The snap of latex echoed louder than it should have.

 

“You got him,” someone said.

 

He nodded.

 

But he didn’t feel it.

 

Not relief.

Not pride.

 

Just…

 

done.

 

He moved to the sink.

 

Turned the water on.

 

Too cold.

 

Didn’t change it.

 

The water ran over his hands.

 

He watched it.

 

Not really seeing it.

 

Because even here—

 

even now—

 

it didn’t stay.

 

It never did.

 

The phone call came at 2:13 a.m.

 

He still remembered the number.

 

Not the date.

 

Not the day.

 

The number.

 

Luke.

“Hello?”

 

Breathing.

 

Wrong.

 

“Ethan…”

 

Something broke in that one word.

 

“I think he’s dead.”

 

Ethan sat up instantly.

 

“What are you talking about?”

 

“He won’t wake up.”

 

Everything after that—

 

was movement.

 

Shoes.

 

Keys.

 

Door.

 

“Did you call 911?”

 

“Yes.”

 

“Is he breathing?”

 

A pause.

 

“No.”

 

That was the moment.

Before confirmation.

 

Before reality.

 

He knew.

 

He had heard it too many times.

 

Seen it too many times.

 

Felt it too many times in other rooms, with other people.

 

He knew what came next.

 

He just didn’t want it to be him.

 

Back on the field—

 

“Hey.”

 

Ethan blinked.

 

Cold air.

 

Grass.

 

Voices.

 

Abby stood in front of him, holding a cup.

 

“You disappeared,” she said.

 

“Just thinking.”

 

She tilted her head.

 

“You always are.”

 

He took the coffee.

It was too hot.

 

He didn’t react.

 

“Do you ever feel it?” she asked.

 

“Feel what?”

 

“When it works. When you help someone.”

 

Ethan stared out at the field.

 

At the movement.

 

At the game that kept going no matter what.

 

He thought about the room.

 

The breath.

 

The moment.

 

And everything that came after.

 

He shook his head.

 

“Not really.”

 

Abby nodded.

 

Like she understood.

 

Maybe she did.

 

The whistle cut through the air.

 

“Let’s go!” Matt called.

 

Ethan looked toward the sideline.

Marjorie was watching him.

 

Not the game.

 

Him.

 

The way she always had.

 

Even before.

 

“You’re going to do good things.”

 

Her voice.

 

Clear.

 

Certain.

 

He swallowed.

 

Then nodded.

 

“Yeah,” he said quietly.

 

This time—

 

it didn’t feel like a lie.

 

He jogged back onto the field.

 

Lined up wide.

 

The ball snapped.

 

He ran.

 

The cold air filled his lungs.

 

His legs moved without thinking.

The field opened in front of him.

 

For a second—

 

everything made sense.

 

No past.

 

No future.

 

Just the route.

 

Just the moment.

 

The ball came.

 

He caught it clean.

 

Pulled it in.

 

Turned upfield.

 

Someone reached.

 

Missed.

 

“Go!” Matt shouted.

 

Ethan pushed forward.

 

Two steps.

 

Three.

 

And then—

 

he slowed.

 

Not because he had to.

Because he could.

 

Because for the first time in a long time—

 

he wasn’t trying to outrun anything.

 

He was just…

 

there.

 

And that—

 

was enough.



