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The Ballad of Robin and King Richard

Prologue
Dick
 
 
 
	Laying next to my wife in our bed, she starts to doze off. I can't fall asleep, though. I’m too excited. To think that in a few days I’m going to be a father. I know I’ve had quite a while to process it all, but it still seems so impossible. I just can’t comprehend the fact we’re gonna have a little baby girl.
	I can’t wait to hold her, and spoil her. I want her to know she is loved to the moon and back. That I care about her and only want what’s best for her. She’s gonna be such a lucky kid. 
	My number one priority is to make sure she’s happy and healthy. I don’t want her to have to grow up too fast or see things that she shouldn’t yet see. I want her to be a kid and have a childhood. And I’m gonna do everything I can to make sure of it. She deserves the world.
	“Dick? Are you even going to try to fall asleep?”
	I can’t help but smile. “No.”
	It makes my wife laugh. “You need to sleep. Once the baby’s born and comes home, you’re not going to get any.”
	“I know, but I can’t help it.” I can’t wait for the moment my little baby is born and I get to have her in my arms. To see her with my own eyes and be with her.
	It’s gonna be so beautiful.
	“Well, at least try. For both our sakes.” Carol turns over to look at me and beams. She looks so amazing, even if she’s just lying in bed next to me in her maternity pajamas. In the darkness, her blonde hair and smile light up the whole world.
	“You’re so pretty,” I tell her. I’ve been making sure to let her know more how beautiful she is. Recently, she’s been very negative of herself, especially about her body. It’s rough for her, so every time I think to myself how beautiful or pretty or hot she is, I make sure she knows.
	“You always say that.”
	“And I always mean it.” I grin at her. “I love you.”
	“I love you, too.” She gives me a kiss. “Now come over here and sleep.”
	“I’ll try.” I scoot over to my wife and put my arms around her as she slowly falls asleep. I really try to doze off, but I just end up staying awake most of the night. It’s fine though, because it just gives me more time to cherish my wife and our baby.

Chapter 1
Robin
 
 
 
	“You won’t get away with this, Sheriff of Nottingham!” I cry out loud enough for him to hear. I can tell it works when he stops in his tracks and turns to face me.
	“Oh really? Well then, I challenge you to a duel.”
	“A duel to the death!”
	“Then a duel to the death it shall be.” He brings out his sword as he bends his knees, getting in his stance to start the fight. I pull out my own from my scabbard, smirking a bit. This battle is going to be so easy. I know his every weak point.
	He holds his sword out, waiting for me to hold mine against his, which would signal the start of our duel. With no hesitation—and I make sure of it—I put my weapon against his own.
	Our fight begins.
	He strikes hard and fast, swinging the blade around. The first few hits I block with ease. As I block and parry, I notice his swings slowly start getting far from me. There’s no point even trying on my end. His inexperience really shows. It bothers me because I know why he’s doing it, and I don’t want to go to bed. “Dad, come on. Take it seriously!”
	“I am taking it seriously.”
	“No, you’re not. You’re just phoning it in because Mom said it’s almost time for bed.”
	Dad sighs, his face falling a bit. I don’t think he was expecting me to catch on to it. I don’t know why he thinks that because I’m not stupid. I’m not a little kid anymore; I’m almost old enough to go to middle school, and little kids don’t go to middle school. “Sorry, kiddo. I’ll take it seriously this time. Promise.”
	“Thank you,” I say to him. It makes Dad smile. “Now, Sheriff, let us duel to the death!”
	With that, we both bring our swords back up, and this time Dad isn’t cheesing it. Our wooden weapons collide, and he immediately goes for the attack. I dodge out of the way, just in the nick of time, and while Dad is off his footing, I attack back. As I do, he almost gets hit, but barely stumbles out of the way in time. I start to sweat a bit with how fast it’s going. It’s nothing compared to Dad, though. He’s nothing but sweat.
	I just have to find my entrance for the stab. As I swing my sword at him, I search for any and every opportunity. It becomes very evident that he leaves himself quite open when he blocks. He tries to slash me, but I avoid it and go for my own attack. I make sure to do so a little slower than usual (to throw him off a bit), and go as quick as I can for the stab.
	“No! I’ve been defeated!” Dad groans. As he falls to the ground, he has his final dramatic cries, but he grabs me and takes me down with him. I can’t help but smile and laugh as my dad hugs me and pulls me down. He never wants to go down alone and helpless; he wants to go down fighting. And right when I’m at my weakest, he starts tickling my armpits.
	“Dad! Dad!” I try to tell him to quit it, but I can only giggle. “Dad! Stop!”
	“Oh, fine,” he whines, but he lets go of me. My father sighs as he looks up at the sky. I look up as well, finding the stars up above us. It’s so nice to see them so big and bright. Soon enough we’re going to have to go to the city, where the stars aren’t as shiny and magical. I hate how they lose their sparkle, and I don’t understand why. My cousins think stars are boring because of how dull they look, and it always bugs me. If they came out here and saw them in all their glory, then they would understand how amazing they are.
	Then again, maybe I just don’t get why someone wouldn’t want to live in the country. It’s so nice out here, with trees and stars and the clean air. It’s so refreshing. The city honestly makes me claustrophobic. I don’t know how anyone can feel comfortable living there all the time.
	“Hey, kiddo.” Dad shakes me a bit to get my attention. “Remember what I taught you about the stars?”
	“Yeah.” Dad loves the stars. Well, anything about the outdoors. Even if he’s said something about a certain tree a hundred times, he always gets excited as if it’s the first. Mom finds it annoying after the second time, but it makes me smile. Seeing him happy makes me happy.
	“Which constellation is that one?” He points to a collection of stars that, strung together, kinda looks like a sideways “Y”.
	“That’s Taurus. Also known as Taurus the bull.”
	“Good job. And what’s that one?” I can see Dad’s smile creeping on his face as the next constellation he motions to looks like a man drawn by a preschooler.
	“That’s Perseus, duh!” I can’t believe Dad would think I’d forget that one. One of my favorite characters is named after Perseus. Well, next to Robin Hood.
	“Alright. Alright. No need to be a pepper in the snow. What about that one?”
	This time, it looks like a pot with a handle. I remember Dad showing it to me before, but I can’t remember what it’s called. “What is it again?”
	“That one is Ursa Minor, also known as the Little Dipper. And that star right there”—he points to the end of the handle—“is called Polaris. It’s more commonly known as the North Star because it’s always north.”
	“How is it always north? Doesn’t it move like the other stars?”
	“Well,” Dad begins. I can tell he’s getting giddy just from me asking the question. “Polaris is right above the north pole, so when the Earth is spinning, it’s always in the same spot.”
	“But what about constellations and stars that you only see during certain months? The North Star can’t always be there.”
	“It is. And you want to know why?” Dad waits for a response, but only for a second before going on. He’s too eager to tell me all that is bubbling inside him. “It’s because the Earth is at a tilt.”
	“Yeah, that’s why we have different seasons.”
	“Yes! And because of the tilt, that’s why the position of the stars change, but as I said, Polaris is right above the north pole.” Dad brings one of his arms at a tilt, as if it’s the Earth on its axis, and with his other hand, he makes a fist following the line he made with his arm. “So when the Earth goes around the sun, or revolves around it”—he does his best to make his arm move in a circle, even though it’s not possible—“it’s always above us, and those of us in the northern hemisphere, where we are, can always see it. Pretty cool, huh?”
	“Very cool,” I say, partially because I want to make my dad beam. I know he likes teaching these things to me, and I’m glad he does. It’s honestly very fascinating. It’s so crazy that we live on a tilted sphere and don’t fall off. I don’t feel tilted, yet here I am on a tilted land. It just feels like it’s flat, but it’s not. That’s insane.
	“Gracie!” Mom’s voice calls from inside the house. Just hearing my name makes me shiver. “Come on! It’s time for bed.”
	“I don’t wanna go to bed,” I whine to Dad as he starts getting up, hoping that he can maybe let me stay out for just a little longer.
	“We all need to go to bed. We got a busy day tomorrow, driving to the city.”
	“Why can’t we stay here and everyone comes to us? They should come over here for once.” I get up anyway. If Dad is agreeing with Mom, there’s no point in arguing.
	“Because everyone can fly into the city, but not everyone has a car to drive out to here. Besides, we don’t have enough room for everybody.”
	I guess that’s true.
	“Now come on, let’s get on to bed.” Dad offers his hand, and I take it. The two of us walk to the back porch, where Mom’s waiting. She gives me a frown. “Grace, why aren’t you wearing your coat? I don’t want you catching a cold, especially around Christmas.”
	“I don’t like wearing my coat.” It’s too pink and frilly. It makes me feel… feel weird. I don’t like it. Whatever feeling it is, it’s worse when I wear a dress. Most days suck because I rarely get to wear anything but all the dresses Mom picks out.
	“And I don’t like it when you get sick. I want you to be healthy, you got that?” Mom moves a curl of my hair behind my ear. “I just want you to be fine and safe.”
	“I know.”
	Mom smiles. “Good.” She gives me a big kiss on the forehead and ushers me up the stairs.
	I get into my nightgown and brush my teeth while Mom straightens and braids my hair. It gets really hot when she straightens it, and we usually don’t do it at night, but because we’re leaving early tomorrow, she wants to get all the prep done before bed and braid it so it doesn’t undo itself. My hair tends to do what it wants and curl every possible way.
	With clean teeth and my straight hair in braids, it’s time for bed. I hop under the pink covers, getting nice and warm.
	“Now, remember,” Mom begins, “we’ve got to get up early tomorrow to drive over to the city. And we’re going to a different church for tomorrow, so make sure to be on your best behavior. And your cousins will be with you, so you’ll have some friends.”
	“I know.”
	“Okay. Make sure to be up at five-thirty. Got it?”
	“Got it.”
	“Alrighty. Goodnight. Love you.” She gives me one more kiss and heads out of my room.
	When Dad walks in, I know it’s his turn. He comes over and tucks me in, tightening the sheets around me and making me feel cozy. “Did you know that people used the North Star to navigate around the world and figure out where they are?”
	“Dick,” I hear Mom groan from the door. We both know that means leave her alone so she can go to bed.
	“Have a good night, kiddo. Sleep tight.” He also gives me a kiss and starts heading for the door.
	“Hey, Dad.” I make sure to be loud enough so he can hear. He turns around. “Do you think Robin Hood used the North Star? Like to know where he was in England and where to go if he needed to go north?”
	Dad thinks for a moment. “I think he would’ve used it. I mean, if he had to head north or south, it was very useful.”
	“Dick, she needs to go to sleep.” Mom’s very insistent on the amount of sleep I need.
	“Alright. Night, Gracie.” He blows me one more kiss and leaves my room with Mom.
	Since I need to wake up early tomorrow, I turn off my light and get comfortable in my bed. Hopefully it’s not too hectic in the morning. Everything should be packed, and hopefully Mom won’t be a panicked mess (though she probably will. She always is when we leave for the city this time of year). Well, whatever happens will happen.
	I close my eyes and try to drift off to sleep.
	“Dick, I know you want to teach her things, but she’s not five anymore. She’s at the age where she’s starting to become a woman. She needs to start focusing on more real and important things.”
	“The stars are important. And so is the outdoors.”
	“I mean, yes, but they’re not things she needs to know. They’re not things that are going to help her once she’s an adult, like cooking, and how to sew, or the Bible for that matter! She’s got to learn how to be a good godly woman, and playing Robin Hood isn’t going to help with that.”
	“What’s not good about Robin Hood?”
	“Stealing. Stealing is not a good thing. That is a crime.”
	“Okay. Okay.”
	“At least start encouraging her to take her Bible studies more seriously, or that it can be fun to bake some desserts, or anything on how to be a contributing member of society.”
	“How can I do that?”
	“She loves you, it’s not that hard. I think also encouraging her to do more things with me would help. I know that you love her very much, but she’s at that age where she needs to start being with more female figures. She needs a woman mentor to look up to. She’s going to start going through things that, no offense, you aren’t going to understand. I mean, she already is. She just needs a push in the right direction. It’s only to help her.”
	Dad is quiet. “I guess you’re right. I’ll try pushing her in the right direction.”
	“Thank you. Now come on, let’s get to bed.”

Chapter 2
Robin
 
 
 
	When we get to the church, Mom brings me to the bathroom and shoves me into a stall with all my clothes. She gives me a red dress with a big bow, a white cardigan, tights, and red shoes to match. I don’t want to put it on, but at the same time, Mom’s gonna be mad if I don’t and make her late for service.
	As I put my Sunday clothes on, I feel like something’s creeping up on my skin, as if there are a bunch of hairy spiders climbing up on me with their eight legs devilishly stroking me and pinchers ready to bite. Chills start running up and down my body, and I swear I have goosebumps even though it’s pretty warm in the bathroom.
	The feeling keeps picking at my skin, but I try to ignore it and zip up the dress as best I can in the back and throw the cardigan on. I also quickly get my tights and shoes on so I can exit the stall in hopes that maybe the spiders will disappear if I leave. I walk out—the creepy monsters still all over me—and to my mother, who is doing some makeup touch-ups in the mirror.
	When she finishes her lashes, she puts her mascara away and turns to me. “Alrighty then. I’m going to just undo your braids real quick, okay?”
	I nod.
	My mom starts playing with my dirty blonde perfect hair, making sure the waves and curls of it are right and not all over the place or a mess. The ear and below is where the curls can show, as she always says. Thankfully, my roots are pretty straight, so it’s not going to cause too many problems.
	“I don’t think I’ve seen y’all,” a lady pipes up from the sink next to us. “My name’s Emily. What are your names?”
	“I’m Carol Wright, and this is my daughter, Grace.” Mom’s hand touches my shoulder as I do my best to have a cute grin. I know she’s very proud of me and just wants to show me off. “We just drove in this morning. We’re from a few hours south, but here to spend Christmas with the family.”
	“Oh! And who’s that?”
	“The Moores.”
	“Oh, the Moores! I know them, lovely people. James and Ruth?”
	“Yes. They’re my parents.”
	“Carol! Yes, I know you. They talk about you all the time! You’re such a wonderful lady. If all your parents say is true, of course.”
	“Oh, it is.” Mom’s smile beams like God’s holy light.
	“And Grace, how old are you?” the lady asks me.
	“Eleven.”
	“Well, let me tell you, sugar, you are a beautiful young lady, and that’s a rare thing to come by.”
	Even though she’s complimenting me, it’s hard to keep up my smile. I don’t really like being called beautiful, or a lady. I’d rather be called handsome, but no one has ever or will ever call me that.
	“And you’re so polite, too. You’ve done a wonderful job raising her.”
	“Oh, I’ve just brought her to church and made sure she reads her scriptures. She even annotates her Bible when she’s doing her studies or listening to a sermon.”
	“Really? You got a smart girl on your hands.”
	“Don’t even get me started on her report card.” Mom chuckles. It’s all A’s. Everything just makes sense to me. I don’t really struggle with much. On a test, I might miss a question or two, to which Mom always encourages me to do better, but I’m smart and a great kid, and Mom’s very happy with having a charming, good-looking, intelligent kid like me. She tells me I’m perfect the way I am and that I’m her little angel and she loves me to the moon and back.
	She’s the greatest mom in the whole world.
	“Well, you got quite the lucky little rabbit.” The lady laughs. “Hopefully I’ll see you guys after service. It’s going to start soon, so I should probably let you two finish up. Tell James and Ruth I said hi.”
	“I will,” Mom assures. With the lady now gone, Mom faces me in front of the mirror and finishes with my hair. After my last touch-ups, she quickly does her own hair. She uses a curling iron to give herself some curls like mine as fast as she can, since we’re starting to run a little late for her tastes. When she’s done and gets all her stuff back in her bag, we finally start walking over to the hall where all the Sunday school classes are.
	She drops me off at the fifth grade classroom, and a lot of kids look at me since I’m someone they’ve never seen before.
	“Hi, Grace,” I hear my cousin, Peter, speak. He’s sitting at one of the tables, writing on a worksheet. It’s nice to see a familiar face. I wish I could sit next to him, but I know I need to go to the girls table, so I take an open seat there. The girls at the table smile at me and introduce themselves. They call me really pretty, which causes my gut to stir uncomfortably. Thankfully, they start talking about today’s lesson being about David and Goliath and how we need to trust God, that He’s always with us, and His plan will prevail even if it seems impossible. With the conversation changing, the feeling doesn’t last a long time.
 
 
***
 
 
	We don’t get home from church for a long while because my parents and all the other adults in my family want to talk with everyone. Which leaves me to be very bored because my cousins play with their friends and I have no one. Thankfully, I was allowed to bring The Merry Adventures of Robin Hood, so I get to read that.
	As I sit in one of the big, comfy chairs in the lobby, I immerse myself in the tales of my hero and how he brings together his band of Merry Men. They all work together and travel all over England, riding horseback and sword fighting and archery. They always have each other’s backs, especially Little John, who funnily enough isn’t so little.
	I can only imagine the green forests of England in the middle ages, riding atop my steed as we gallop through. The wind brushing past as the sunlight breaks through the leaves and the birds chirp in the trees, safe and sound in their nests. At least they’re safe, because as Robin Hood would point out, not everyone is.
	Out of nowhere, Robin himself, on his own horse, gallops beside me. And on the other side of me comes Little John. They don’t say anything, but Robin Hood gives me a knowing smirk. I look behind me to find the rest of the Merry Men behind us, and it excites me to think of going on the adventures with them. Fighting off the Sheriff of Nottingham and his men, helping the poor and needy and giving them the joy they have long needed, and even just sitting around a campfire as Allan a Dale plays music into the night as we all talk and joke and chuckle to ourselves before we drift off to sleep looking at the stars.
	Doing all of that sounds like the most amazing thing in the world. Just hanging with a bunch of guys and having such camaraderie and goofing off. They have so much fun in those stories, and I want to have that fun too. I can’t wait to have something like that one day.
	“Gracie?” Dad’s voice breaks through the night’s campfire, forcing me to transport back to the lobby of the church. I look up from my book. “Gracie, it’s time to head over to Gramma’s house. Come on.”
	Since we’re finally leaving, I quickly get up and follow Mom and Dad to the car. Thank God we’re going to Gramma’s. There, I can finally play with my cousins, and maybe we can play football.

Chapter 3
Dick
 
 
 
	“Oh, look at my little granddaughter!” Carol’s mother cheers as we walk through the door. The first thing that she does is run up to Gracie and give her the biggest hug. “Oh, you’re so much taller than last time, and you’re so beautiful.”
	“Thank you.”
	“And Carol, you look so lovely yourself.”
	“Thank you, Mom,” my wife says as they share an embrace.
	And now it’s my turn. My mother-in-law looks at me. “Dick, it’s been so long. You look wonderful. How’ve you been?”
	“I’ve been good.”
	“Well, why don’t you all come inside? Gracie, I know that your cousins are in the family room playing around.”
	With that, Grace runs inside to go play with them. It makes the three of us chuckle.
	“Dick, you and Carol will be in her old room, so you can drop your bags off there.”
	“Thank you.”
	I head on upstairs and drop our bags off in Carol’s childhood bedroom. Something about coming back to her old room once a year makes me grin. Just seeing her touch all over the room brightens my day. The floral wallpaper and splashes of dark purple just seem to warm my heart. And the posters of hot boy bands from when she was a kid makes me snicker a bit.
	As much as I want to dwell around for a little longer, I know better than to keep my wife waiting. Besides, we’ll have plenty of time in here later tonight. Maybe we’ll even get a little intimate.
	I go back down the stairs, but before I can get to Carol, I’m bombarded by her brothers-in-law. “Dick!”
	One of them gives me a rough noogie while the other punches me in the shoulder. I make sure to give them a little what-for back as we all chuckle.
	“How’s your year been? Anything exciting?”
	“I got a promotion, that’s pretty exciting,” I joke. Everyone laughs a bit. “Anything exciting for you?”
	“Well, the missus is pregnant, so I would say that’s a score.”
	“Really? Congrats to the both of you,” I tell him.
	“I agree. So should we celebrate with some beers?”
	“Only if we can play some football after. Maybe we can let the boys join too,” another interjects.
	“Long as you don’t fall on top of one of them and almost suffocate them.”
	“I just lost my footing one time, is that really a problem?”
	“It was a problem for Robert,” I point out.
	“It was only for five seconds. Geez.”
	Doesn’t matter what excuse he’ll make out of it, we’re all going to make fun of him for the one time he landed on top of his nephew.
	I feel a tap on my shoulder, and I turn my head to find my sweet, beautiful wife. “Oh, hey.”
	“Hey. Before you go off with them, mind hanging with me for a while?”
	“Not at all.”
	“Oh, come on, Dick,” one of her brothers-in-law jeer. “What about us? You really gonna ditch us for her?”
	“Ditch you for my wife? Well, let me think. Yes, yes I would.”
	Some of them groan.
	“You would all do the same. Besides, I’ll join you soon enough.”
	It’s enough for them to leave it be. They all go outside and start bringing out the beers. Carol just smiles at me and clings close as she puts her arms around mine. “Thank you.”
	“Anytime.” I give her a small kiss as I quietly hold her hand in mine.
	The two of us enter the living room where all of Carol’s sisters and her mother are. I assume they’re all conversing. Compared to the guys, it’s not loud and physical. The ladies are all sitting in their chairs around the room, talking with each other and chortling.
	We sit down on the couch, and when we do, all of Carol’s sisters compliment how wonderful she looks, and she returns the same sentiments.
	“If only you could get Dick to step up his appearance to be like you.”
	I know they’re joshing a bit. “Hey, I do what I can. Not my fault there’s so many steps to it.”
	Some of them giggle. “Yeah, but your hair’s a mess.”
	“I try to make him presentable every day,” Carol begins, “but he’s often out the door before I can even wake up.”
	“Well, gotta make sure I’m on time for work. Someone’s gotta pick up the garbage,” I say.
	“Even if he’s a little messy, you’re lucky to have a man like him, Carol,” one of her sisters points out. “I swear, I can barely get David to get to his job on time. And he for sure wouldn’t make me breakfast every Sunday.”
	“It’s the least I can do for the love of my life.” I beam at Carol. I don’t understand how a man wouldn’t want to do anything and everything for the prettiest, kindest, smartest, hardest-working woman in the entire world. If anything, I don’t do enough for her.
	“Speaking of wonderful spouses,” another sister speaks up, “Paul and I are going to be having a baby boy!”
	Everyone makes their comments of congratulations, including Carol, who quietly clings closer to me.
	“Oh my gosh, another boy?”
	“Yes, baby number seven’s gonna be a boy.”
	“He’s going to be so well loved by you and all his brothers and sisters.”
	“Have you chosen any names yet?”
	“It’s not official, but we really like the name Elliot.”
	“That’s such a fun name.”
	“When’s the due date?”
	“February twenty-first.”
	“Aww, he’s gonna be a February baby? That’s so adorable.”
	Carol’s grip gets a little tighter around my hand.
	“Yes, and he might possibly share a birthday with his older sister. Isn’t that crazy? If he ends up being a few days early, he might end up being God’s birthday present for Hope.”
	“That would be so sweet.”
	“Would you all like to see the ultrasound? I’m pretty sure it’s in my purse, let me just find it real quick.”
	“Do you think we can go upstairs?” Carol whispers in my ear. She tries to be discreet about it. Considering how tense and quiet she is, I have an idea of what’s going on in her mind.
	“Oh, I’m so sorry!” I interrupt the group conversation. “I think I left my phone upstairs. Let me go grab it. Carol, I think I left it in one of your bags, mind helping me?”
	My wife nods.
	“We’ll be back in a few minutes, if that’s alright.”
	“Of course,” Carol’s mother assures.
	The two of us walk upstairs to her old bedroom. Once we’re both in that wonderful room, I close the door so that no one can overhear us. My wife helps herself to her own bed.
	After making sure that it’s as secure as can be, I join Carol and put all my attention on her. “Are you doing okay? Are you gonna be okay?”
	I can see the tears welling up in her eyes. “It’s… It’s just a lot.”
	“I know.” I can see the pain in my wife’s heart as she just curls up and cries. It hurts so much to see her like this. Even though I know it’s not enough, I hold her in my arms so I can at least give her some comfort. I know what’s going through her mind right now and I know what she’s feeling. We’ve talked about it before once, and I know it’s even more difficult when it involves a family member.
	As she leans on me, I tell her what I tell her every time we go through this. “I love you just the way you are. You’re so beautiful and loving to everyone you meet, and I want you to know that I’m happy with having just Gracie. As long as you and her are in my life, I could care less about the number of kids you give me. I just want you, and you’re enough.” I hope that one of these times it’ll finally click in her head that I really don’t care. I’m just so happy to have my wife in my life. I don’t need anything else. “If anything, you’re more than enough. You’re so amazing and way out of my league, you might as well be an angel.”
	It makes her smile a little, and I give her a kiss so I can see that smile grow a bit more. “But are you really sure?”
	“Really. You’re enough. And Gracie’s enough.”
	“But a son—”
	“I don’t need a son. I just need what I already have.” One of these days, I hope she’ll get out of her own head about all of this. She doesn’t deserve all the pain she’s going through every time she thinks about it. There’s gotta be a way to cheer her up. Wait… I got it. “I have something for you.”
	“Hmm?”
	I run to my bag. “Now, I was going to wait to give you this on Christmas, but I think now is a better time.” It’s her Christmas present, but she needs something to make her joyful and forget everything.
	“What is it?” she asks, trying to get a peek from where she sits.
	After a moment, I finally find the box and pull it out of my bag. It’s so hard to contain my excitement as I go to her and slowly open it, showing the necklace that’s inside.
	And the second Carol sees it, she forgets everything. “Oh my gosh, it’s beautiful! Dick, how did you get this?”
	“With my promotion. With all the extra money, it has to go to some place that deserves it.”
	Carol gently picks it up and runs to the mirror. She puts it on, admiring the metal and gems that shine. What’s so rewarding is seeing her smile become as bright as the jewelry she wears.
	I sneak up from behind her and whisper, “I love you,” into her ear.
	“I love you, too.” She looks up at me before giving me a loving kiss.

Chapter 4
Robin
 
 
 
	“Gracie, aren’t you going to help me with the mashed potatoes?” Mom asks. She’s getting the potato masher so that we can help make them together. Everyone’s in the kitchen helping to make Sunday dinner. Well… all the moms and daughters. The boys get to go outside and play football while the dads all drink beer.
	I watch my cousins playing outside, hoping I can go out and play with them. When I was little it was fine, but now I’m “older” so I have to “help make food.” Mom says it’s so I can learn how to be a grownup and mature, but I don’t get why the boys don’t have to do it with us. They get to have fun and be like the Merry Men, meanwhile I have to make boring old food.
	I try watching my cousins a little longer, seeing them getting ready to hike the ball, but my mom taps my shoulder, so I know I can’t get away with it. I just cave in and follow her to the bowl of potatoes and help her mash them up.
	After the potatoes are all mashed and we’re almost done cleaning up, Gramma comes over. “And how’s the food coming over here?” She looks at me when she’s asking.
	“They’re all done.”
	“Good. Since you guys are all ready and everyone else is finishing up, how about you get the boys to come in for dinner.”
	“Okay!” Anything to go outside and hang with them.
	As fast as I can, I run out the kitchen and out the back door. The porch creaks as I jump down the stairs and go over to my dad and uncles. Since they’re a little drunk, I make sure to be mindful of their stumbling. Mom says that men tend to not be aware of their bodies when they’re out of it.
	“Hey, Dad, dinner’s just about ready, and Gramma wants everyone to come in and eat.”
	“Alrighty, sweetie. We’ll be there in a minute.”
	With that, it’s now time to tell my cousins. I walk over to where they’re playing, and seeing them just run around with the football tempts me to join. I could just sneak into the line on one of their teams; I doubt they would notice or care. And I doubt any of the dads would care because they’re too drunk to pay attention to what’s going on.
	But Mom might be by the window, and if she sees me go play with them, she’ll be pretty mad. I imagine Gramma wouldn’t be too happy either, since her and Mom are on the same page.
	But playing football would be so much fun! To get muddy and tackle and to throw a ball around. And I bet I can even get a touchdown. I’m pretty good at sports. I used to
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