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B

laine

I looked up at the sun, and rested my head on the side of the pool deck. I had a cold beer in one hand, and my phone in the other despite the fact I was sitting on the edge of the pool. I was talking with my brother, about sports and the regular bullshit we usually talked about when we were on the phone with each other.

He was telling me about his latest game and how well he had been doing, and I was laughing about how glad I was that it was the off season. I didn’t entirely let my routine go during the break, but I did relax a lot more than I allowed myself to when I was playing games regularly.

Today, I was lounging on the side of the pool and having a beer, not worrying about anything. The upcoming season was set to be brutal, that was for sure, but I wasn’t going to stress about that until the time came.

With all my downtime, I was doing my best to keep up on my moderate fame. My entire family was well known in the sports world, and we were all proud of what we did. We didn’t all play football, but the Steel name was certainly one known in the NFL.

I had gotten my start in high school, then from there I’d gone on to become one of the star Quarterbacks for the MSU Bobcats. From there I’d hit the professional league and signed on with the Cardinals. And I played my heart out for them. I had been on the team for a number of years, and now, at twenty-six, I was the star Quarterback once again.

I was on top of my game, and proud of everything I was doing. Football was my life. My everything. Well, football and my family. I had eight brothers, and I was a proud member on the family team. We were all Steels, and proud of our last name as much as we were our professions in life.

Our parents, Ma and Pa Steel, raised their family on a ranch in Montana. It was a beautiful place, though I didn’t get back to it nearly often enough. Each of my brothers did what they could to make it back home whenever they had the chance, but that wasn’t as often for me as I would have liked.

Sure, I made it back more than others, but despite being as close to my mom as I was, I didn’t get to see her that much. On the other hand, I wasn’t too upset about not getting back to Montana as much as I could. Though I loved the ranch and seeing my parents, there was someone else there I didn’t mind not seeing.

She was a woman by the name of Quinn. And she had broken my heart. Well, we had broken each other’s hearts, really. If I was perfectly honest about the situation, I'd say that both of us were to blame. She had loved me, and I had loved her, but love wasn’t enough to keep us together.

We had fallen apart, and I knew she was still living in Montana, but that was about all I knew about her these days. She was my only love, too. Sure, I might find solace in taking easy women home with me from the bars and any time I made it up to Seattle to see my brother, Ace, but they didn’t fill that void in me that had been opened when I broke up with Quinn nearly eight years ago.

It was a messy breakup, as I could recall, but it was one that seemed inevitable at the time. I was moving forward in my career, and football was everything to me. She was important, too, but she had her own life blossoming in front of her, and we just couldn’t seem to make it work.

In the end, I had gone with my career, and she had gone with hers. It didn’t seem like there was another option, and we both were too focused on our own lives to think about how we could really make it work with the each other. We ended up breaking up, and I moved on with my life in my own way.

I didn’t want to stay in Montana. I didn’t want to be so close to her and watch her move on with her own life and with someone else. I had to just focus on me. I had to focus on what I was doing and make the most out of my own career. And that’s what I did.

I moved to Phoenix, and like my brothers, I threw myself into sports. I wanted to be the best of the best. I wanted to make a name for myself just as they had all made names for themselves in their own arenas. I was going to make my mark on the sports world. It was just a matter of making it happen, and I was willing to put in the time and effort to make that happen.

With time, I stopped thinking about Quinn every day, but I never forgot about her entirely. She would pop into my mind from time to time, especially when I was in the pool. I would think about her and I and the time we’d spent soaking in the pond out at my parent’s ranch when we were younger.

It was a bittersweet memory, and one that I often tried to push out of my mind as soon as it entered my brain. I didn’t want to think about her and what could have been. I would much rather focus on the reality that was my life than focus on what it wasn’t.

“You still there?” Lance’s voice came through the phone, and I turned my attention back to the conversation.

“Yes, sorry. I was just noticing that my manager pulled up. I’m sure he’s going to have some things he needs to talk about if he came all the way here to find me. I’ll give you a call in a day or two and we can continue this fascinating conversation about you,” I said.

“No, you won’t,” he laughed. “But I’ll let you go anyway. I’ve got some shit I’ve got to get to, too.”

“Bye,” I hung up the phone as Scott walked through the gate. He gave me a light wave before showing me the bundle of letters he had in his hand. It wasn’t unusual for him to keep me in the loop with the fan mail I got. I liked to make a good impression on the public, and one way to do that was to have the reputation of answering fan mail personally.

But, I had to choose which letters I answered and which I let go. I got too many to keep up with all of them, but that didn’t stop me from trying to reach out to those who were particularly eager to talk to me.

“There’s one from a sick kid here,” Scott said after rambling through a few letters. “She wrote to you from a children’s ward in a hospital in Montana.”

I sat up straighter at the mention of my home state. “What did she say?”

“She’s a massive fan, basically,” he said. “And she’s sick. So I would say if there’s any here you want to get in touch with, it would be her. Seven years old.”

“Seven,” I said with a shake of my head. “Wow. Yeah, make sure we answer that one.”

He went to work setting that up, and I shook my head again, surprised that I had a fan so young back home. Not to mention a girl as well. Not that I thought girls couldn’t like football as much as boys could, but it was unusual for me to get fan mail from little girls at all. And she was sick on top of it.

This was certainly a unique situation, and I was going to get in touch. Then, it struck me. I wasn’t just going to write her back. I was overdue seeing my parents anyway, so I might as well make a trip of it. I had the time before I had to start dedicating myself to practice regularly, and it would really make that little girl happy if I were to go there and meet her personally.

It would be good for the image, good for the kid, and good for the family. A win all around. Before Scott had fully set up for me to reply, I told him to stop.

“I think I would rather you book me a flight back home,” I told him. “Do you think you can get me on a plane as soon as tomorrow?”

“I guess with the right price I can get you just about anywhere,” he said with a laugh. “Do you really want to put your life on hold here to head back there? Your next season is coming up fast, and you know you always let your practice go by the wayside when you head back home. And your mother’s cooking...”.

He let the words hang in the air, but I just waved him off with a laugh. “I think I can hold off on over indulging in my mother’s cooking. Just make sure you get me on that plane. I don’t know the full story of this girl, but I want to get there to see her before I have to really throw myself back into the game.”

“Suit yourself. Hopefully the news will get wind of this and you’ll wind up being the poster child for good guy football players,” Scott said as he rose to take care of my request.

“That’s not the reason I’m doing it, but you know it wouldn’t hurt if that were to happen,” I called after him. He held up his hand to show that he’d heard me, but he wasn’t stopping. He wanted to get the plane tickets before I bitched at him for taking too long, and that meant I had more to do in my day than I realized.

If I was going to be on a plane back home tomorrow, I was going to have to get packed and let my parents know I was on my way back. I knew my mother would be happy with the news, but she was always happier when I gave her enough time to get ready to see me, rather than just showing up unannounced.

I knew it was going to be risky hanging out in Bozeman with Quinn around, but I was okay with that. It was a big enough town with enough college kids I didn’t think there was much chance I would run into her. I just would keep it on the down low that I was coming home at all. That should do the trick.

I would do my good deed, and I would get out to the ranch and enjoy some time with the family before heading back to Arizona. With any luck, it would be a fast trip that would make a little girl happy, and get me more popularity with the fans.

It was a win all around, just like most things I wanted to do, and I felt good about the decision to head back. If I played my cards right, I could work this all out without any problems at all. It was the right thing to do, after all, and I was happy to make a fan happy.

Even if this was an unusual situation.

I was happy to do it.
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Q

uinn

“Mommy! I want to watch Daddy play! Can you put it on for me?” Trudy asked with her shrill voice.

“Are you sure you want to watch that right now?” I asked her. “Wouldn’t you rather watch one of your other shows? I think one is going to be on in ten minutes.”

“Just let me watch the throw!” she said. “Please Mommy!”

It was so hard for me to tell Trudy no about anything, and I relented. I pulled out her tablet and searched YouTube until I found the video she requested, though she had seen it so often already it wasn’t hard for me to find.

It was a very popular video on YouTube, and with good reason. In it, Blaine Steel made “the throw of the century”, as it was called by the sports commenters. And it was quite the throw, too. He was an amazing quarterback, and he had broken records with that one, winning the game in the process.

But, it was still painful for me to watch the throw, even if I did appreciate the beauty of it. It was painful for me to watch anything Blaine did, really. Especially when it came to football.

I didn’t hate my ex. I couldn’t. It was because of him I had my daughter, and she was the most important person in my life. Nothing was going to make me regret having her. But, at the same time, that was the man who had broken my heart. He had chosen football over me, and though I knew I wasn’t perfect, either, it was still hard for me to watch the game.

It was hard for me to think about what was, and the fact that I never would have him again. But, Trudy was interested in watching him as much as she could. She was a tomboy of sorts, though she still enjoyed plenty of girly things.

I had a feeling it was because of her father that she had such an interest in sports. I never lied to her about who her father was. That wasn’t right. But, I was running out of excuses for why she hadn’t ever met him, and why she couldn’t now. It was a question that she had asked me before, but before she had been young enough that she didn’t question when I told her he was “busy with the game”.

Now, she wanted to make the time to go see him. And, since she was so sick, I wanted to make that happen for her. I knew it was going to be a long road to recovery, even now. She was getting worse by the day, and I wanted to give her the world.

“Here you go,” I said, handing her the tablet. “The doctor is going to come in in just a second, and I’m going to talk to him when he does. Will you be okay right here with your tablet?”

“Yes,” she said. “I’m going to watch Daddy.”

“Okay,” I told her. I was about to say something else, but the nurse poked her head in the room and beckoned for me to come over to the door.

“The doctor is ready to see you now,” she said. “I think it’s best if the two of you talk out here.”

“Okay,” I said.

“Wait here,” the nurse made a small gesture toward the bench next to the door, then turned and walked back up the hall. She didn’t give me the chance to ask questions, but that was fine with me. I was tired of asking the nurses for answers when they didn’t have any to give.

They could tell me little things here and there, but as far as being able to give me the real answers I wanted, that just wasn’t going to happen. I had to wait for the doctor himself, and that was fine with me.

I sat down and took a deep breath, preparing myself for the worst. I tried to be optimistic about what was happening. I always put on a brave face when I was around Trudy, but there were times when it was even worse when I was getting news without her in the room.

She was smart. Very smart. Even at seven years old, she was able to determine whether I had left the room fine then cried before I came back in. And even at that young age, she was able to ascertain that she was the reason I was crying.

I would never tell her she wasn’t going to make it. I was just as determined as she was to have her make it through this illness. But, there were times when I was weak – when I wasn’t even sure if it was possible for her to pull through. And it was times like we were going through now when I felt at my worst.

I wanted to be there for her through all this. I had to be there for her. God knew I would do anything to be there for her, no matter what. But, when I had no one to lean on myself, it was hard for me to find the strength to face this at times. Trudy would never know the pain I was going through myself, but I sure felt it in the depths of my soul.

I pushed through the pleasantries with the doctor quickly. I didn’t want to go through the normal chatter that we commonly did with each other today. I knew things had to be bad. She had been here enough, she might as well have her own room set aside here in the children’s ward.

“Trudy is getting worse,” Dr. Heatherington said. “She’s going to need a complete kidney transplant, and the sooner we can get that, the better.”

“A transplant?” I said, nearly falling to my knees. “We’ve already been searching for a donor with no luck, and...”

“I know we’ve had her on the list for a while now, and that’s a good thing. That means she’s going to be at the top of the list sooner than she would be if we had waited,” he tried to assure me, but I merely shook my head.

“We’ve already tried everyone we’ve been able to for a match, but no one is. What if she doesn’t have one out there? I mean, I’m her mother, and I’m not even a match for her!” the lump in the back of my throat got thicker, and it was just a matter of time before I burst into tears.

“I know it’s hard, and this is very frustrating at the moment, but I can promise you that it’s not the end. She’s a fighter, and though it might not seem like there’s a match out there right now, stay strong. I can promise you one is going to come along,” he spoke softly, and I knew though he was doing his best to comfort me, but his words didn’t mean much.

It wasn’t that I didn’t want to believe him, but I knew better. We could hope and wait right up to the point I put her in the grave. Until we found the right match, we’d be stuck in the same boat... and it was a rapidly sinking one. She was getting worse, and there wasn’t anything we could do about it.

“So what now?” I asked.

“We’re going to keep her here for another few days, until she’s strong enough to go home. When that happens, we’re going to stick with the treatment rigorously, and keep her close until we have that match,” he said.

“And what if she doesn’t get well enough to go home?” I asked.

“Don’t borrow trouble,” he replied. “... I know it’s easy to think the worst when you are in this tough spot, but I can promise you that’s not going to do anything but make this worse. She’s going to have a donor. Don’t worry.”

Dr. Heatherington put his hand on my shoulder for a brief moment, then with a final pat, he left. I stood in the hallway for a moment, composing myself before heading back into the room to hang out with Trudy. I spent all the spare time I could with her, never wanting to waste any time I could have.

I tried not to think about what life would be if I were to lose her, but each night, it was a nightmare that hovered over me. I didn’t want to waste a second doing anything that could have been done with her. I truly appreciated the fact every day was a gift.

“Mommy? When are you going to take me to meet Daddy?” she asked when I reappeared. I was glad she was still wrapped up in the video. That might make it harder for her to see how upset I was. I might not be crying, but that wasn’t a guarantee she wouldn’t notice something was wrong.

“Well, we’re going to get you out of this hospital bed first,” I told her. “You know you want to be well enough to throw the ball to him, don’t you?”

“I’m afraid I’m not going to get better for a long time,” she sighed.

“Don’t worry. I just talked to the doctor, and he said that we’re going to find you a new kidney. Then you’re going to be back to being my active little girl,” I smiled.

“How long is that going to take?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” I shook my head. “But it doesn’t matter. We’re going to be patient, and when it happens, we’re going to have the operation and you’re going to be just fine.”

“I hate operations,” she shook her head and stuck out her lower lip in a pout.

“I hate it when you have to have them, too,” I told her. “And that’s why we’re going to do one more that will make sure you don’t have to ever have another one, okay?”

“Fine,” she said. “Will Daddy come for the operation?”

“I don’t know, Sweetie,” I said with a shake of my head. I didn’t know what else to tell her. I just knew it was getting harder and harder to keep her from her father. It wasn’t that I didn’t want her to have a relationship with her dad. I knew it would be good for her.

But, in the back of my mind, I remembered that letter he had sent me. It was still in my drawer – and it clearly stated how he wanted nothing to do with me. Nothing to do with Trudy. He had sent it to me right after I tried to get a hold of him and tell him that I was pregnant.

And that was the last I had heard from him.

I hated to think he was that kind of person, but there wasn’t anything I could do about it. I wasn’t going to tell Trudy her father didn’t want to meet her, but as she was getting older, it was getting harder and harder to come up with reasons why she wasn’t able to meet him.

I knew the day was coming when I was either going to have to reach out to him and see if I could make a meeting happen, or I was going to have to tell her the truth about why her father wasn’t in her life. I didn’t want to do the latter. Not with everything else she was going through.

Trudy already struggled with her life and wanting to be a normal kid. I didn’t want to throw the fact her father had abandoned us both on top of what she was already feeling. I just couldn’t. I was going to have to go with the first option, though I wasn’t sure how that was going to turn out, either.

It didn’t seem either one was a really good way to handle anything, but I didn’t see what other choice I had.

Just like her surgery, this was something that was coming and I dreaded it, but it was something I would have to push through. I wanted to be everything for her, but there were some things that were just bigger than both of us. All I could do was be there for her through the tough times and hope for the best.

But right now, I couldn’t see anything even remotely resembling “the best” in sight.

It seemed that things were just going from bad to worse, and there wasn’t anything I could do about it. I didn’t want to drag her father into the thick of this, and I felt completely trapped.

But, I would keep that smile on my face, and I would push through this. No matter what. I would push through this for my daughter. She was the important one here, not Blaine, not me.

I just had to hold on.
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I got off the plane at the airport and headed straight to the hospital. It was strange to be back in my hometown. It was as though the place was frozen in time. Sure, the college was still booming, and Bozeman was a lot bigger than I remembered it being, but for the most part, it felt like home.

It was the same feeling I always got when I came back home after being gone for a while. Of course, I was sure to visit Ma and Pa often, but that didn’t mean I came through here as much as I should. It was easy to head out to the ranch without going through town itself, and I did that most.

I didn’t want to risk running into many people I happened to know. A few people in particular. And since I knew they all lived in Bozeman, and since I was one of the biggest names to come out of the area, I knew it was better to just avoid the entire place.

There wasn’t any way in hell I would be able to hang out there and not get thrown all over the news, and that was the last thing I wanted. If I was avoiding certain people in particular, being on the news wasn’t the best way to do that.

They would make a big deal of me being there no matter what, so I tried to keep a low profile. But, today, I was going to surprise a fan, and by doing that, I could very well end up on the news.

However, I wasn’t going for the local news. I wasn’t going for anything that would bring me fame in town itself. No, I wanted to go big. I was going to hit the national news if anything, and that would help immensely going into the next season.

But, even if this was nothing more than a quick trip back home and the good deed that I was doing, that was okay with me. I wasn’t going to get too wrapped up in the potential fame that could come with the media getting wind of me meeting with a sick young fan.

I just wanted to make the girl smile. It was still such a unique situation to me, thinking that there was a young girl out there who would want to meet me above anyone else. But, the letter insisted that I meet her as soon as possible, if it was at all possible.

She had evidently followed my career for as long as she had been able to understand what football was, and that touched me. I didn’t know why I was the one she had chosen to be her favorite player, but then, I didn’t really care. I was just glad that she had, and I wanted to make an impression on her. She might not be lucky enough to reach adulthood, and I wanted to make what time she had left here as good as it could be.

I headed straight for the hospital, but it still took longer to get there than I remembered. We were able to stay on the freeway most of the ride, but when we got off, I felt like we hit traffic as bad as in Phoenix. In reality, it was nothing like Phoenix, but I was still going to complain about how much time it was taking.

Even just being in Bozeman was enough for me to wonder if there was a chance I could run into my ex. She was the one person in the world I didn’t want to see, though deep down inside, there was a part of me that did. But, I wasn’t going to let that happen. I couldn’t. I had to stay focused on why I was in town, then get the hell outta Dodge as soon as possible.

I could get out to my parents’ ranch, hang out with them for a few days, then put this entire thing behind me. My mother would be glad for me coming to see one of my fans, and she would be even happier with the fact she got to see me, too.

I would get hit with the standard questions I always did when I saw her, and it would be he normal visit between the two of us.

When we got to the hospital, it didn’t take me long to get to the right room. I was a known face in town, that was for sure, and when I told them I was there to see a sick fan, they were more than happy to point me in the right direction.

As I walked through the hall, I could only imagine the look on the girl’s face when she saw me. It would be priceless. The two other times that I had done this in my career, it'd left me feeling on top of the world, and I expected this time to be much the same.

That is, until I opened the door.

I had to admit, I wasn’t quite sure what was going to be waiting for me on the other side as I pushed my way through, but the last person I thought I’d see was Quinn. She was sitting at the end of the bed where a girl was laying, covered in tubes. When the girl saw me, her face lit up in a wide smile, but Quinn didn’t give her the chance to say anything.
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