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      Lucy…

      It wasn’t supposed to be like this. Ten years ago, when Ryan was in the middle of his FBI career, I could see him being killed. It wasn’t like he had the most dangerous job, but still, it wouldn’t have come out of the blue like this did. He’d retired from the bureau three years ago, though, and this was supposed to be our safe and secure future. Our happily ever after. Instead, I was sitting in the front row at our church, looking at a box that held what was left of him, and I was crushed.

      Rayne was pissed at the world, and I didn’t blame her.

      “Why didn’t he tell us goodbye?” she’d shouted when I’d told the kids. “He told us we should always say goodbye, ‘cause we never know when it’ll be the last time we see each other.”

      How do you tell a thirteen-year-old girl that her daddy didn’t want to wake her up for a simple trip into the city? He wasn’t going to be gone long, either. Just a run into the field office to discuss an old case. But I should have insisted. It was one of the things we’d promised to always do. He said goodbye to me, but not the kids, and now they would never get that final one.

      Thomas was upset, too. His was just the opposite of his sister, though. Where Rayne raged, Thomas was silent. Oh, he cried, but he didn’t blow up like his sister. Her torrent flooded through the house, but he simply sat at the table and let the tears fall. Once she was in her room, though, he really let go. The sobs were heart-wrenching and racked his body violently. He was small for his age, looking more like an eight-year-old than the eleven that he was. The sorrow he felt was fierce, too. Much bigger than anyone his age should have to endure. Now, he was silent, sitting stoically in the front row with his sister and me.

      Rayne’s fury was boiling again, and I could feel it coming off her in waves. It was like she couldn’t turn it off at all. I was thankful Mom and Dad were here and that Mom was going to take the kids home shortly after the service. Honestly, I wasn’t sure what Rayne would do if someone gave their condolences. It was a coin flip whether she’d blow up or brush them off, and I wasn’t sure which would be the better option.

      Ryan had done a good job of keeping his private life and his working life separate. While I knew many of his colleagues, both from the community college where he currently worked and the bureau, the kids had been kept out of that connection. Today would be about shaking hands and accepting condolences on behalf of the family. It would be rough, but I knew I could get through it somehow. I could always compartmentalize my emotions. Showing grief without letting it get out of hand was what I would do today. Tonight, after the kids were in bed, I’d let go and cry until I couldn’t see. Then, tomorrow morning, I’d get up and figure out how to get through the next day. One day at a time, isn’t that the saying?

      “Please rise,” Pastor Glen said. “Join me in a prayer for the family as they find their way to the social hall.”

      Standing, I looked at my kids. Rayne with her fury, and Thomas with his sadness, each looked to me to lead them. How was I supposed to do that without Ryan? He was the rock, the solidity of our lives. Now we were just left to drift in the endless river of pain.

      “How long do we have to stay?” Rayne scowled as soon as we were out of the sanctuary.

      “Not long,” I replied. “Grams wants to thank some of her friends who came, then she’s going to take you guys home.”

      “Good,” Rayne snapped. “I can’t stand this. I don’t even know why we had to come.”

      “Because we’re family,” Thomas said. “We need to be here for Mom.”

      “Mom’s fine,” Rayne lashed. “She isn’t even sad. She’s probably glad Dad’s gone. This way, she can find another dude and just move on.”

      “Rayne,” I barked. “That is enough.”

      “Whatever,” she said, rolling her eyes and stomping off, Thomas following in her wake.

      Turning to find my mom, I ran right into George Warde, or as Ryan called him, ‘Captain Clueless.’

      “Sorry,” he said, grabbing my elbow in a guise to steady me. “Didn’t see you there.”

      “No problem.” I cringed. “I’ve got to find someone.”

      “I’m here to help,” he said. The tone was saccharine, and it set me on edge.

      “It’s quite all right,” I countered, trying to move around him.

      “If you ever need anyone to talk to…” he continued, moving in front of me once more. “I’m happy to be your shoulder.”

      “I appreciate it,” I replied, once again trying to navigate around him.

      “There’s a coffee shop just around the corner,” he said, gripping my elbow harder. “Why don’t I take you there and get you away from all of this?”

      “Lucy,” my dad said, and I’d never been more thankful to see him in my life.

      “Hey, Dad,” I replied, pulling my arm from George’s grip.

      “I’ll catch up to you later,” he said, walking away.

      “You okay?”

      “Yeah,” I replied. “I’m really glad you came by just now.”

      “Where are the kids?” Dad asked.

      “I think they went into the family room they set up for us,” I said. “I was just going to look for Mom and see when she wanted to head out. Rayne’s really eager to get out of here.”

      “Mom’s just talking with Faye,” Dad said. “She was pretty sure the kids wouldn’t want to stay long.”

      “I’m not sure about T,” I said. “But Rayne is beyond done.”

      “I’ll go check on them,” he replied. “You sure you’re good?”

      “Yeah,” I said. “Just tired and ready to be done.”

      “You’ve got a ways to go.” Dad smiled. “I’m really proud of you, though.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “You’re holding up so well under all this pressure,” he complimented. “You will get through this.”

      “Thanks, Dad.” I hugged him, then sent him to find the kids.

      “Hey,” Andrea said when I turned around.

      “Oh, geez,” I whispered. “I didn’t see you there.”

      “Sorry,” she replied with a hug. “You holding up?”

      “As well as can be expected,” I replied.

      “Anyone you want me to run interference with?”

      “Actually.” I smiled. “That guy over there.” I pointed with my head. “He’s Captain Clueless.”

      “The Captain Clueless?”

      “That’s the one.” I smirked.

      “Ew,” she sneered.

      “Right?”

      “I’m on it,” she said, hoisting her baby up on her hip and sauntering over to the man.

      I watched as she struck up a conversation. From the way he looked at me over her shoulder, I could tell she was telling him in no uncertain terms that she was keeping an eye on him. That was her. No fear whatsoever. God, I loved her in that moment.

      “Mrs. Fallon,” a man said, and I turned to him, ready to do my duty as the bereaved widow. It was the role I knew needed to be played, and I relished the fact that I could shut down and just exist for a couple of hours.
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      Jonathan…

      “I can’t believe Meg’s gone,” Kate said. “How’s Grant holding up?”

      She looked at my boy, asleep on my shoulder, completely oblivious to the rest of the world for the moment. God, I wished I could do that—just forget, even for just a few minutes.

      “I mean,” I began, then cleared my throat. “He doesn’t really understand what’s going on. Keeps asking for her, and I keep having to tell him she’s gone.”

      I sniffed, trying desperately to hold my emotions in check.

      “Are you doing okay?”

      “Not really.” I barked out a laugh. I mean, what else could I do?

      “I’m so sorry,” she said, and hugged me.

      Kate and I had always been close growing up. Even when we hated each other, we still found a way to stick together. It was her and me against the world from the time we were little. Not like anything was ever against us, but still, it was nice to have a comrade-in-arms.

      “Not your fault,” I replied.

      “But it sucks,” she said, and I nodded. “You going back to the team?”

      “Yeah,” I replied.

      I played for the Seattle Cascades, the Major League Baseball franchise north of us. It was one of the closest teams to where we grew up in the middle of Oregon and had been ‘our’ team. My dreams came true when they drafted me out of college. Kate was almost more excited than me, actually. I was drafted from high school, but at such a low level, it didn’t make sense to go pro at that time. The scholarship from the University of Oregon helped to make that decision easier.

      “What are you doing with Grant?” Kate asked.

      “He’s gonna stay with Mom for the next three weeks,” I replied. “She said it would be easier for her to do it here rather than uprooting herself and coming to Seattle.”

      “You gonna be good up there by yourself?”

      “I’m sure I’ll be fine,” I lied.

      Nothing was going to be fine again. How was I supposed to go on without my other half? My better half?

      “Mama,” my baby said as he stirred on my shoulder.

      “I’m sorry, baby,” I replied, letting the tears fall as I pushed the hair from his face.

      While Grant had my eyes, the rest of him was all Meg—blond, wispy hair, fair features, and the most adorable pushed-up nose. Even his tone was like hers.

      “Dada,” he mumbled, rubbing his eyes.

      “Yeah, baby,” I said, kissing his head.

      “Hungy,” he said, and I couldn’t help but laugh.

      At almost two, he was nearly always hungry. Meg told me he was going through a growth spurt, but I had laughed, asking when it started. That little boy seemed to eat nonstop.

      “Nana has snacks,” Kate said, reaching out and taking him from my arms.

      “Nana,” he called as my sister set him on the floor, and he toddled off to find my mom.

      “Thanks,” I said as I watched my sister follow him.

      I’d held it in through the service, but it was all starting to hit me. She was gone. Forever. And nothing I could do would bring her back. The only person who could give me a boost when I felt off was gone, and being stolen from me in such a meaningless way was almost more than I could bear.

      Going back to Seattle was going to be tough. The condo was full of memories, and I didn’t know whether it was a good idea to stay there, or if I should find a hotel and book a room for the rest of the season. After all, it was only three weeks, with only two in the city itself. We were so far out of the playoff picture that I didn’t have to think beyond the regular season, which was a blessing in disguise.

      I’d take the off season and spend it with family and friends in my hometown, forgetting for a little while about baseball and everything Seattle held—the memories, the happiness, the experiences. They were all tied to the woman who I put in the ground today. A woman who was the center of my existence, even more than baseball. Maybe after the first of the year I could think about next season. I might be ready to move on after that. Or maybe this was meant to be the end of my career. I honestly didn’t know, or care, anymore.

      “Hey,” Dad said as he came up to me. “What can I do?”

      “Bring Meg back,” I said.

      “I would if I could,” he replied. “Have you set up an appointment with someone to talk?”

      “I don’t have time,” I replied.

      “You need to make time,” Dad insisted. “I can talk to you, and you can talk to me, but you need to seek someone who can give you proper tools to get you through this. Promise me you’ll call someone.”

      The pointed look he gave me brooked no argument, and I nodded in compliance.

      “Good boy,” he said, squeezing my shoulder.

      He turned and walked back to where my mom, sister, and son were. There were a few others here still, but it was mostly just family now. Meg’s mom had wanted to come, but it just wouldn’t work to get her up here, and it killed me that she had to miss it. Her sister fixed it so that we could stream the service and her mom could watch, but it wasn’t quite the same. She’d lost her husband earlier this year to cancer, and while we’d known it was coming, it didn’t make the loss any less. Meg had gone to stay with them for a month or so at the end. It was the last time they’d seen her, and now she was gone. They didn’t even get to say a proper goodbye.
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      Lucy…

      “It’s not gonna be the same,” Thomas complained.

      “But we can remember the past,” I tried. “And make new memories. You’ll see, it’ll be all right. Not easy, but we can do it together.”

      “We should just skip it this year,” Rayne commented.

      “Which part?” I asked.

      “The whole thing,” she barked. “It’s not the same, and it won’t be the same, and it’s gonna be stupid and horrible and I don’t wanna do it.”

      She shoved back from the table and stomped off to her room, slamming the door. I sighed and looked at her hardly touched dinner and wanted to cry.

      “It’ll be okay, Mom,” Thomas offered, placing a hand on top of mine.

      “Thanks,” I said, trying desperately to put on a brave face.

      “Maybe we just go to Grams and Gramps on Christmas Eve,” he suggested. “I know Rayne likes that, so she would probably be fine with it.”

      “Since when did you become such a grown-up?”

      “Since I had to become the man of the house,” he said.

      He’d made the statement before, about having to step up and be the man of the family. I’m not sure who put that thought in his head, but it was too much weight to put on his little shoulders.

      “You don’t have to do that,” I said.

      “It’s okay,” he replied. “I can do it.”

      My heart broke right there for the thousandth time or so. No child, even one who was an adult, should ever be put in the position of having to take on the responsibilities of an entire family. But an eleven-year-old? That was just ludicrous.

      “Finish up,” I encouraged, changing the subject.

      The night went on, Rayne storming in her room, playing all sorts of melancholy music too loud, and Thomas being extra helpful with cleanup and the like. Honestly, I felt like all I wanted to do was have a drink and sleep for a week. It’d been almost three months since Ryan died, and it wasn’t getting easier. We were growing accustomed to the way things were, but it wasn’t easy.

      I’d kept the kids out of school until after the funeral, but then sent them back. Rayne fought me, but Thomas seemed to excel in a way he hadn’t before. December came in cold and dreary, as most winters in the Pacific Northwest, with lots of rain and cool temperatures. It almost felt as if the world was mourning with me at times.

      Mom and Dad had been great, giving me a day here and there to just unplug. I found myself going for a run more often now than before, even in the rain. Andrea would come with me on days when it wasn’t actually raining but couldn’t bring Noah during the downpours. Because I ran when the kids were at school, she didn’t have Bret to watch him. I was fine with it, though. It gave me a break from having to be put together. The rain allowed me to cry and hide it, so there was a benefit to it in some ways.

      “Mom,” Rayne said as she came into my bedroom.

      Her hesitancy was unusual, and I didn’t want to shun her, even though it was nearly midnight.

      “What’s up?” I asked, trying to sound cheerful.

      “Can’t sleep,” she said, climbing onto the bed with me.

      “I get that way, too,” I said, hoping to give her a chance to talk things out.

      “How come he didn’t say goodbye?”

      “He didn’t want to wake you up,” I said. “And I know it was dumb, but he really thought he’d be back before you were home from school.”

      “But he wasn’t,” she argued. “He promised, and he broke the promise.”

      “I know,” I cooed as the tears fell.

      “I hate him,” she sobbed, and I gathered her in my arms, letting her get it all out.

      We sat like that for a while, her sobbing and me just carrying the burden for her. Finally, she gave a big sigh with a hiccup and pulled away.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, wiping her face.

      “You have nothing to be sorry for,” I replied, handing her a tissue for her nose. “There is nothing wrong with being upset, or angry, or any other feeling you have.”

      “But I shouldn’t hate him,” she said on a sob. “He’s gone, and I shouldn’t hate him for not being here.”

      “But you do, don’t you?”

      “Yeah,” she said, tears streaming from her eyes once again.

      “It’s okay,” I said. “I think he knows he screwed up. God knows I’ve told him so many times.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah,” I confessed. “I was so mad at him, that he would leave me without any warning. We’d promised that once he left the bureau, we’d be able to grow old together.”

      “Then he had to go and have a brain aneurysm,” she said.

      “The nerve of him.” I smiled.

      “Sucks, though,” she said. “He’s not gonna be able to threaten any of my boyfriends.”

      “You think I won’t?”

      “Pft,” she spat. “You’re hardly intimidating. Besides, you’re too nice. Dad had that FBI threat of knowing how to hide a body going for him. What do you have? Baking them too many cookies?”

      “You don’t think Dad gave me some pointers?”

      “Mom!”

      The shock on her face was comical, and I laughed. I couldn’t help it. She laughed, too, and it was cathartic.

      Maybe we’d be okay.
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      “We’re gonna keep it low-key,” I said. “Just dinner and gifts at your place on Christmas Eve.”

      “I guess it would be too hard to do the whole festival you usually do at your place,” Mom replied.

      I’d called her the next morning to let her know we were going to tone down our celebration. Ryan was the push for Christmas to be big every year. He’d dress up as Santa and, even the last few years, when both kids knew it was him, he would hold on to that spirit of Father Christmas, just to give a little bit of magic to them.

      “That, and the kids are a little overwhelmed,” I replied. “I don’t want to tax them too much. I think it’ll be nice to do some things that are new, you know? Something different from what we’ve always done. I don’t want to forget the past, but I want to try to give them some memories that aren’t wrapped up in what we’re missing.”

      “Makes perfect sense,” Mom said. “I’m surprised you aren’t canceling everything.”

      “I can’t do that,” I argued. “I don’t want to forget, but I don’t want to dwell on it, either. I have some ideas of things to do that will make this year special and remind them of the good times we had while Ryan was here. They need to learn how to move forward. Honestly, so do I.”

      “You’ve been really brave,” she said.

      “How do you mean?”

      “I don’t know if I could have held up as well as you have,” she explained. “Holding the family together, keeping the kids going forward. You really should be proud of yourself.”

      “Thanks, Mom,” I said. “Honestly, I have no idea how I’ve done it. There are days I don’t even want to get out of bed. That I hope the ground will swallow me whole. But I just keep going. I’m afraid if I stop, I won’t be able to start again.”

      “Is there anything I can help you with?” she asked. “Anything you want Dad and I to do to make it easier?”

      “If I think of something, I’ll let you know,” I replied. “Right now, just plan for dinner and gifts. Let me know what you want to cook, and I’ll bring something.”

      “You don’t have to,” she said. “I can get it all done. Dad is learning some pretty amazing dishes to try out. Do you guys want to experiment?”

      “Depends.” I laughed. “How crazy of food combinations are we talking about?”

      “He’s on a Mexican kick right now,” she said. “I think I’ve eaten more beans and rice in the last week than I have in the two years before it.”

      I laughed, and we talked about all the things Dad had begun doing since his retirement. It was good to hear, but once I hung up the phone, I lost it. My kids wouldn’t have that in their dad. No learning new things or finding some hobby to keep him busy while we grew old. I would truly be an empty nester once Thomas left, and I wasn’t sure how I felt about that.
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      Jonathan…

      “No Santa! No Santa! No!”

      “You love Santa,” I tried.

      “No, no, no,” Grant shouted.

      “You sure you don’t want to tell him what you want for Christmas?”

      “Want Mama!”

      And there it was, the only thing he said he wanted, and the one thing I couldn’t give him.

      “Mama’s an angel now,” I offered.

      “No angel, want Mama.”

      He broke down in tears, sobbing on my shoulder.

      “Maybe you should try again later,” the girl dressed as an elf in the mall suggested. “There are way fewer people here during the week, so if you can come in then, it might be easier.”

      Honestly, I think she was just trying to get rid of me. Not that I blamed her. Who wanted to deal with a toddler in full meltdown with a line a mile long behind them?

      “OK,” I said. “Let’s go.”

      The relief on the little elf’s face was palpable, but it did nothing to ease my son. He continued to cry as I made my way to the food court.

      “Oh, baby,” my mom said, rubbing his back when we caught up with her.

      “Nana,” Grant called, pushing away from me.

      “OK, little man,” she said, taking him from my arms. “You want some pizza?”

      “Pizza, pizza, pizza,” Grant chanted, his sorrow forgotten for the time.

      The one thing that could distract my son was food. I swear that kid ate more than some of the players on my team. I was worried about what he’d be like as a teenager. I would probably have to work both during the season, and in the off season, just to keep him fed. If only it were that easy for me.

      I’d spent the last three weeks of September in Seattle, with a road trip to Sacramento and Los Angeles in the middle, and it was a struggle every day. The condo was a reminder of everything I was missing while I was there. Meg being gone was bad enough, but it was cold and empty without Grant as well. Solitude was not something I was built for, and the time I spent there just solidified that reality.

      “You should bring him every day,” my mom said after we’d settled with some food. “That way he could get used to the man, maybe warm up to him.”

      “You think that will work?”

      “It worked with Kate,” she said, cutting a slice of pizza up for my son.

      “Kate didn’t like Santa?”

      “That’s an understatement.” She laughed. “We tried everything we could think of, but she didn’t want anything to do with him. Why do you think I was in some of the pictures with you guys?”

      “I just figured you wanted to be with us,” I said.

      “Not hardly.” She laughed again. “You, on the other hand.”

      “What?” I asked when she didn’t elaborate.

      “I was worried you’d wander off with some stranger all the time,” she said. “No fear in you whatsoever. Although, you did shy away from a few people. I guess you just had a gut feeling about who you could trust.”

      “You mean strangers?” I asked, taking a bite of my own lunch.

      “Yeah,” she replied. “You were also a talker. Man, did you talk. To most anyone who would listen. Complete strangers would be standing next to you in the store and you’d strike up a conversation with them, talking about whatever was on your mind. Whether it was something you saw on the shelf, something you watched on TV, didn’t matter. If they were willing to listen, you’d chat ‘til they cried mercy.”

      I laughed, and it felt good.

      “I don’t remember that at all,” I said.

      “You and your sister were polar opposites,” she said. “But you were thick as thieves, too. I don’t know how many times I’d come into one or the other of your rooms and you’d be plotting and scheming some shenanigan or another. Planning on taking over the world or deciding the best way to get extra dessert.”

      “Now that I remember,” I said. “Dessert is always the best part of the meal.”

      “I have ‘sert?” Grant asked, his mouth full of pizza.

      “Eat your pizza first, baby,” Mom said.

      He nodded, chewing away, humming his own little tune. He reminded me of Meg, always dancing around the condo, humming some tune or another. Whether it was a song she’d heard earlier, or something that just came to her, there was always music coming from her. She’d even make up songs when she was putting Grant down for bed. I wondered whether that was the reason he was humming now as I watched him yawn. Maybe, subconsciously, he was comforting himself with the music.

      “I think someone’s tired,” my mom said. “Maybe we should head home after lunch.”

      “Probably a good idea,” I replied. “Maybe we’ll both get a nap this afternoon.”

      “Still not sleeping well?”

      I shook my head. It’d been like this for a couple of weeks. I’d get a good night's sleep but wake up feeling tired. That, or I wouldn’t sleep at all. My doctor had given me some sleeping pills to use, but I didn’t want to take them for fear of not hearing Grant during the night.

      “You should take those⁠—”

      “Mom,” I interrupted. “I don’t want to take them.”

      I’d seen what they did to some of the guys on the team when they were prescribed. It wasn’t something I wanted to tempt.

      “Fine,” she replied. “But you aren’t sleeping, and that’s not good for you, or for Grant.”

      “I’ll see if there’s something else I can try,” I conceded. “Maybe something natural that will help me sleep.”

      “Good,” she said.

      I knew she meant well, and only wanted what was best for me, but she’d never seen what happened when someone has a bad reaction to those sleep aids. I had, and I wasn’t going to go there, not if I didn’t absolutely have to.
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        * * *

      

      “Don’t wake him,” Santa said.

      “Are you sure?” I asked.

      “Absolutely,” the jolly man replied.

      We’d been to the mall every day for the last week and a half, and every time we came up to Santa, Grant would lose it—crying, screaming, running away. You name it, he did it. I was exhausted and had pretty much given up the idea that we’d get a picture this year. I shifted him from my shoulder and he didn’t even stir.

      “He’s had a rough go,” Santa said as he settled Grant in his arms.

      “You remember?”

      “Sometimes,” the man said. “It’s the little things I remember. His wispy hair reminds me of my kids when they were little.”

      “That comes from his mom,” I said, looking at him, resting quietly.

      “I take it she’s not around,” the older man said.

      I shook my head, unable to get past the lump in my throat.

      “It’s all right, son.” He smiled. “Just take it one day at a time.”

      “You, too?” I asked, though I knew the answer before he said it.

      “Seven years now,” he said as he looked at my sleeping angel. “Some days it feels like it was just yesterday that I kissed her goodnight.”

      The smile he held was a bit sad, but I think I only recognized it because I’d seen the same look in my own eyes when I looked in the mirror.

      “At least you had a long life together,” I said, and couldn’t quite keep the bitterness out of my tone.

      “Doesn’t matter,” the man said as he looked up at me.

      We were nearly alone, there in the middle of the mall. The lunch rush hadn’t started, and the early morning group had dissipated. It was just me and Santa having a conversation about loss while my son slept in his arms.

      “How do you do it?” I asked, unsure why I felt the need to get guidance from this stranger.

      “I remember,” he said.

      When he didn’t elaborate, I asked, “Remember what?”

      “The joyful times,” he said. “The tiny little moments when everything was perfect. Whether it was when she was holding my first born for the first time, or when she was smiling right before she went to sleep for the last time. The moment I knew I would marry her, to the moment I knew she was going away. From the first kiss to the last, there are a million moments to remember.”

      I pressed my fingers to my mouth, unable to stop the tears from spilling over my lashes.

      “It will get easier,” he consoled. “You won’t ever stop hurting completely, but you will learn what to do in those moments in order to get through.”

      “I’m just afraid I’m going to forget her,” I confessed. “That I won’t be able to tell him about her when he’s older.”

      “Doesn’t matter,” he said, stroking my child’s hair back from his closed lids. “Whatever you remember, he’ll love to hear.”

      “My job keeps me away,” I said, unsure why this moment was granted to me.

      “So, you make the most of the time you have together,” he countered. “Many parents are away from their kids for long stretches. Doesn’t mean they love them any less. Doesn’t mean they’re terrible parents.”

      “But he’s so young⁠—”

      “Nope,” he interrupted. “Stop trying to find something wrong. You are you, and you are the best person to be his parent. If you have to spend the rest of your life trying to learn that, you’ll miss out on all the wonderful things that are still to come.”

      “How…” I began but paused.

      “How, what?”

      “How do you know so much?”

      “I’m Santa,” he said, and there was a sparkle in his eye. “I know a great many things.”

      “Santa,” Grant muttered, and the look of sheer joy on his face was exactly what I had been missing.

      I stepped to the side as the camera operator snapped several pictures of my boy waking up in Santa’s arms. The moment was magic, and I couldn’t help but think Meg had something to do with it.
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      Lucy…

      “I can’t believe Rayne didn’t want to come,” Thomas said. “She doesn’t know what she’s missing.”

      We were standing in line for the fan festival put on by the Seattle Cascades, our local major league baseball team. It had been a family tradition for a few years. Ryan found out about it and made a day of it several years ago, getting us all up early to go get autographs and enjoy the stadium before Spring Training even started for the season. They’d bring in a handful of players, plus the announcers, and they had all sorts of fun things going on within the stadium.

      “She wanted to do something else,” I lied.

      “No,” Thomas replied. “She wanted to be a butt.”

      “T,” I scolded. “Let’s not call her names.”

      “I’m just saying,” he countered.

      We walked into the stadium after having our tickets scanned and looked up the big staircase that led to the main level of the concourse. The sections were divided by caution tape, only allowing you to go up one row.

      “Looks like we need to pick which autographs we want to get,” I said.

      “I don’t see the Guardian,” Thomas said, looking over the choices.

      “Are you sure he’s even going to be here?”

      “He should be,” T said. “He’s the best player on the team, so he should be here.”

      “My guess,” I offered, “is that he isn’t signing autographs because of him being so popular. I think there would be a stampede if he were up there.”

      “It’s not fair,” Thomas whined. “I want his autograph.”

      “We can go to that one,” I suggested. “That way we could get two autographs instead of just one.”

      “I guess.” He sighed. “Better than nothing. I just wish we could meet Ichigo.”

      I tried to think of what Ryan might say in this moment. It was times like this that I really missed his insight. He’d have known what to tell Rayne to help her get over her anger, and he’d know how to encourage T with his disappointment.

      “We still might see him,” I tried. “He’s probably here, just not signing autographs.”

      “I hope so,” he said. “Hey, can we do the zipline?”

      “Really?” I asked. “I thought you were afraid of heights.”

      “Well,” he hedged. “Dad said it looked like fun, so I thought I’d try it.”

      Just like that, he was over his disappointment and on to the next big adventure.

      “Let’s see what we have to do,” I said. “We need to make sure we’re done early enough to make it to our signing, though.”

      Walking along the mezzanine, we found the line for the zipline.

      “Hi,” the attendant said. “Are you interested in going on the zip?”

      “Yeah,” Thomas said.

      “Just him,” I confirmed.

      “Perfect,” the bubbly girl said. “Here’s the form. Please read it over as you stand in line. When you get to the front, you’ll need to complete and sign it before he can go on the ride.”

      “Thanks,” I said, taking the piece of paper from her.

      It was your typical release, holding the company and the team at no fault for any injury that was not caused by a malfunction of the equipment itself. By the time we got to the front of the line, I’d read it over and felt a little nervous about letting my son climb the monolith and strap onto a single rope rushing him down to the bottom. His excitement, however, eased my concern.

      “This is gonna be epic.” He beamed. “You need to take video of me doing it. I wanna show all the guys at school.”

      “I think Grams and Gramps are gonna be pretty impressed, too,” I said.

      “Who is gonna fly across the Cascades?” the attendant asked as we came to the area where the equipment was put on.

      “I am,” Thomas said, bouncing on the balls of his feet.

      “Let’s get you geared up,” the attendant said.

      It didn’t take long for my son to get the contraption around his body. The harness looked sturdy and was snug, even on Thomas’s small frame. Once he was strapped in, the young man placed a helmet on his head, tightening the strap around his chin. He also gave Thomas a quick tutorial on what to expect when he went down the rope, explaining where he would hold on now that he’s strapped in, and what he shouldn’t do when coming down.

      “Mom,” Thomas said, turning to me just before hooking up to the rope for the climb up the tower. “Get a picture of me with all this on first. Then video me going up and coming down and everything.”

      “Have fun,” I said after I took a picture.

      His climb seemed to take forever, and the further up he went, the smaller he became.

      “It’ll be fine,” the young man who’d helped him strap up said. “We’ve been doing this for years. It’s perfectly safe, as long as he follows the instructions. From what I saw, he’ll be just fine. If you want to step over there,” he continued, pointing toward the landing area, “he’ll be down soon.”

      “Thanks,” I said, and it didn’t sound nearly as nervous as I felt.

      I turned back to him, switching my camera on my phone from pictures to video and waited for him to get hooked up to the line coming down. I caught him every time he came back to the front of the tower, waving each time he could see me. The smile, even from this distance, was clear that he was enjoying himself to the fullest.

      There were enough people in front of him that I had plenty of time to get to the landing zone where another attendant was stationed to unhook the straps from the line itself. I turned around, and he was on the last landing before heading to the back of the tower for the rest of the climb.

      Watching other kids, as well as adults, slide down the line and laugh the entire way eased my nervousness quite a bit, and made me a little sad I hadn’t decided to go with him. I saw him come up to the gate at the top, lines leading from him to the wire at the top. I turned the video on and was set to catch this moment in time. The gate opened, and he and another boy looked at each other with big grins on their faces, then stepped off the ledge.

      The shout of joy that came from him made my heart leap to my throat, but then his grin and giggles followed and I laughed as he turned round and round while floating slowly down to the platform.

      “Oh my gosh,” he said as he landed. “Mom, did you get it?”

      “I did,” I said, stopping the video.

      “That was so much fun,” he said. “Rayne is gonna be so mad she didn’t come. She totally missed out on an epic flight.”

      The attendant helped unstrap both boys from their harnesses, and the other boy’s parents gathered him up and walked away. My heart gave a little skip when I realized Ryan would never see this moment.

      “Hey,” T said. “It’s okay. He saw it, just not from here.”

      “How did you know what I was thinking?”

      “Come on,” he muttered, rolling his eyes. “What else would you be thinking?”

      “I’m just so proud of you,” I said, pushing the tears back and swallowing the lump in my throat.

      “What’s next?”

      I pulled out the schedule and figured out where we needed to be in order to do the autographs.

      “Looks like we have just enough time to get to our signing session,” I said. “Says we’re in the clubhouse. Do you know how to get there?”

      “Mom.” He laughed. “Do I look like I work here?”

      “I guess you’re right,” I replied. “We’ll go up and ask someone the fastest way to get there.”
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      “I can see them,” Thomas said as we stepped through the door to the actual clubhouse.

      We were late in getting in line, so ended up near the end of it. That didn’t seem to deter my son, however, as he was just excited to be doing anything related to baseball.

      “We’ve still got a way to go.” I sighed.

      “I know,” he said.

      Once we got into the room, they had those stanchions with lines between them marking where we were to stand. There was just enough room for two smaller people to stand side by side. It made the line go back and forth a couple of times before they opened up to the table that had the two players at it.

      “Tell me who these guys are again?” Thomas asked.

      “Here,” I said, handing him the card we’d picked up when we first came in.

      “Says it’s Jonathan Bridge and Beckett Hennings,” he said. “I don’t know either of them.”

      “Let’s look them up,” I suggested, pulling my phone out and pulling up the app for the baseball league.

      It took a bit, but I was able to find the team on the app, and finally, after many wrong clicks, found the list of players.

      “Says that Jonathan Bridge has been playing with Seattle for a long time,” I said once I found his profile. “He was drafted by the Cascades and came up through the minor leagues.”

      “He looks kinda old,” Thomas said.

      “Says he’s younger than me,” I replied. “Guess that makes me old, too.”

      “I mean…” he stopped before actually agreeing with me, but the sentiment was there. “What about the other guy?” he asked.

      “Let’s see,” I said, backing out of the profile for the first player. “Looks like he’s new here. I think we got him in a trade in the off season and he was a minor league player before that. There really isn’t much information on here about him.”

      “Great,” Thomas grumbled. “We get an old guy and a rookie. I think we should have picked someone else.”

      “Just because you don’t know them doesn’t mean they’re bad players,” I offered. “Who knows, maybe they’ll be exactly who the team needs to make it to the World Series.”

      “We’re gonna need a lot of help if we’re gonna get to the World Series, Mom,” he chastised. “Have you ever seen the team?”

      “Don’t you remember that one team?” I asked. “The one that was really bad, and then one year they just weren’t?”

      “That was a fluke.” He laughed.

      We continued to look at the information on the players we were getting autographs from, and the more Thomas looked at the information that was on the app, the more and more excited he became. Apparently, the rookie was some kind of superhuman player who did amazing things in the minor leagues the last couple of years. For some reason, he’d never really made it up to the major league, though.

      The older player had quite the record as well. He played a bunch of positions, and it looked like he was pretty good with a bat. I wasn’t sure why he wasn’t someone we knew, though. We’d been watching the team, even coming to a bunch of games throughout the years, and we’d probably seen most, if not all the players at one point or another.

      Thomas said it was probably because he never played the same position that we didn’t recognize him, and the logic made sense. In what seemed to take hours, we finally made our way through the back-and-forth of the lines to get close enough to the players.

      “Here,” I said, having pulled a couple of balls from my bag. “You get a signature on each ball, and I’ll do the same.”

      “Oh, yeah,” he replied. “That way we can keep one and sell one, if they’re any good.”

      “No,” I countered. “That way Rayne can have one set as well. She may not have wanted to come, but the least we can do is bring her back something from the day.”

      “I suppose,” he said.

      We were finally in front of the players and we each handed them a ball.

      “How you doing?” the older one asked Thomas.

      “Good,” he said. “You know Ichigo?”

      “Thomas,” I scolded, but the player just smiled.

      “Yeah,” he said. “He’s a great guy. He’s still in Japan right now, though.”

      “Oh,” Thomas said.

      “Come to some of the games this year,” the player offered. “You’ll probably see him do amazing things. He is the Guardian after all.”

      “I know,” Thomas said, then moved to the younger player.

      “Good kid you got there,” he said to me.

      “Thanks,” I replied. “He really is a great kid.”

      After we got the autographs, we went out the door and into the press room. People were in there taking pictures of themselves up at the podium, pretending to be interviewed. Thomas really wanted to do it as well, so we spent a good half an hour there, goofing around.

      Honestly, it was a great time. We did the walk around the bases, taking pictures the whole way. There was also a place where you could get your photo taken as if you were part of the crew that did the announcing, so we had to do that as well. After everything was said and done, we’d spent nearly the whole day at the park, and had more than enough pictures and video to keep the memory with us for years to come.

      Was I sad that Rayne didn’t want to come? Absolutely. But Thomas got a day with just the two of us, enjoying things we loved. The memories were what I would treasure forever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Jonathan…

      “Sorry, man,” Huffman said. “Better you than me, though.”

      I’d been stuck with the rookie that we’d picked up on a trade in the off season for the signing portion of the fan festival the team put on. Most of the time, rookies weren’t at these events, but this guy was supposed to be some kind of modern marvel. From what I saw, though, he hadn’t spent any time in the big leagues, so it was going to be a trial-and-error kind of year. Huffman was right in that it was better that I was stuck with this kid than him. He had this sort of menacing vibe when he was annoyed.

      “Yeah,” I replied. “But then again, it might be better if it were you. Maybe you’d be able to knock some sense into him.”

      “I’d likely knock the fucker’s head off,” Huffman mused.

      The best and worst part of these events every year was that we got to spend time with the fans. They could come in, get some autographs, take pictures of us from behind the tables, and even get the chance to ask a question or two in the Q&A sessions of the event. Huffman was set up to be in one of those sessions, but I was just slotted for the one autograph session.

      I think the team wasn’t quite sure whether I’d even be at the event, so wanted to keep my schedule short just in case I wasn’t able to make it. They’d been overly generous with my time, giving me whatever I needed to be able to come back. It was refreshing to be employed by such a great organization, and I wanted to do what I could to show them I really was a team player and a value to the club.

      “You met him, yet?” I asked.

      “Nope,” the guy said.

      Just then, the door to the room they were using for us to congregate between sessions busted open and the kid in question blasted through.

      “Party can officially begin,” he bolstered, louder than was necessary for the smaller space. “This year’s Rookie of the Year has arrived.”

      “Pretty sure you’re gonna do a whole hell of a lot of pine riding this year, Rook.” Huffman laughed.

      “Laugh it up, big boy,” the kid said. “You just mark my words.”

      “Sure, sure,” I said, shaking my head. “You ready to do this thing?”

      “Ready, willing, and more than able,” he boasted. “Can’t wait to meet all my eager fans, especially the young and female variety.”

      “You know you can’t hook up with fans, right?” I asked.

      “What the boss don’t know, won’t hurt anyone,” the kid said.

      “Best read your contract, kid,” Huffman said. “Pretty sure there’s a clause in it about fraternizing with the crowd. You could end up flipping burgers with no chance at all to play in the show if you don’t follow the rules.”

      “Nah,” he replied. “I’m way too valuable. This guy,” he said, jerking his thumb in my direction, “could use some time on the bench. He probably needs the naps he’ll get in when I’m on the field.”

      “This guy,” Huffman said. “He’s been there, done that, got the damn trophy to prove it. Best be checking that privilege you think you’ve got. He’s got more experience, better clout, and honestly, he’s got a shit ton of height on you. I think the little boy better sit down and shut up when it comes to what’s a good idea in this game.”

      I snorted a laugh, but the kid looked, I don’t know, annoyed, maybe? He wasn’t happy, and it was probably the comment about his height. To be honest, he wasn’t much taller than my sister. Before either of us could say another word, the kid turned on his tail and stomped out of the room. If Grant had thrown that big of a tantrum, he’d probably have gotten a good talking to at the very least.

      Huffman let out a bark of a laugh, slapping his knee and everything. I was laughing myself, but also wondering what the kid was thinking. Guess I’d find out soon enough, since I was gonna spend an hour signing autographs with him.

      “Seriously, though,” Huffman said as he headed out the door. “Keep your eye on him. He’s gonna screw something up. I can just feel it.”
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      “I am a god,” Beckett boasted as we stepped back into the cordoned off area set aside for the players. “I think I got at least a dozen phone numbers from some pretty hot chicks.”

      “Slow it down there, Romeo,” I said, following him into the room. “You can just toss those numbers right into the trash.”

      “No fucking way,” he said. “I worked hard for this, and I deserve it.”

      “I’m telling you, kid,” I began.

      “I’m not a kid,” he shouted. “I’m a fucking adult and you better start treating me like one, too.”

      “Soon as you start acting like one,” Huffman said as he stepped from behind one of the lockers in the space.

      “Ooh,” Beckett said. “Think you scare me because you’re big and dumb?”

      “Nope,” Huffman said, popping the last part of the word.

      “Good,” the kid said. “’Cause you don’t. I ain’t afraid of any of you stupid players. I’ve been at the top of my game since I was in T-Ball, and nothing you old fucks are gonna say will change the fact that you’re a dying breed and I’m the best thing to come along.”

      He shoved the papers he had numbers on into his pocket, then stormed out toward the stadium and where he was set to do the next Q&A session.

      “That little shit is gonna get himself so deep into trouble he won’t be able to find a way out,” Huffman mused.

      “Ain’t that the truth,” I replied.

      There had been nothing on my schedule prior to the autograph session, and I was pretty much free now. While I didn’t have to, I went to the dugout where they were setting players and announcers and the brass up to do the question sessions with the crowd. It wasn’t that I had to be there but thought it might be nice to get out there and go the extra mile. Besides, there was a chance I could watch Beckett fall on his ass and make an absolute fool of himself, and that was worth the price of admission right there.

      “Hey, J,” Jenn, one of the announcers, said. “Thought you were done for the day.”

      “Thought I’d stick around and see what else was going on,” I replied. “Can’t miss these moments. Gotta give the fans what they want, too.”

      “You’re all in on this aren’t you?”

      “Bet your ass I am,” I said. “This is my life, my livelihood, and what I need to do.”

      “How are you doing?” she asked, and I could tell she really wanted to know.

      “Not gonna lie,” I said. “It’s been a struggle. My family has been amazing, though. They’ve really come together to help me out. I couldn’t have done it without them, that’s for sure.”

      “I’m really glad to hear that,” she said, patting my arm. “I know it was a big hit last fall, and I was honestly surprised you came back then. Not that I’m complaining, mind you. I’m happy you’re back. You’re one of my favorite players. Don’t tell anyone I said that, ‘cause I’ll deny it to my dying breath, but you are probably the most professional and personable of the whole team.”

      “Thanks,” I replied. “That’s really nice of you to say.”

      “I mean it,” she insisted. “I’ve probably interviewed almost every player on the team for the last several years, and you are honestly the easiest to talk with, and the most willing to put up with our questions. I really do appreciate it.”

      “Jenn,” the coordinator of this part of the event said. “You’re up.”

      “Gotta go,” she said with a smile.

      “Kill it like you always do,” I said as she made her way around the end of the dugout and up on top of the roof.

      I hung out in the dugout, waiting to see if they wanted to bring me up to answer questions, and was there when Beckett came in. He took one look at me, then glared before moving past me up to the steps to the top of the dugout.

      The crowd cheered when he came up, and the dude had the nerve to smirk at me before disappearing
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