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  CHASE




  I was flying high. Disbelieving. Excited… but, torn.




  This was the chance of a lifetime; one that I’d be a fool to turn down, but the timing was off. I’d wanted to play professional soccer since I was ten years old when I watched Pele’ name David Beckham to the FIFA 100 greatest living players on ESPN. They, and other ballers like them, were my heroes.




  I’d been playing since I could walk, and had somehow landed a full ride at Clemson. My college career rocked; my team was ranked in the top 10 nationally and had played in the NCAA championship series all four of my years at the university. We made the elite eight last season, and this year, we won the whole damn thing. If there ever was a team sport; soccer was it, but I was named MVP of the final game of this season, and it was a fitting culmination and was the rocket that put my entire career in motion.




  When Coach Noonan pulled me into his office right out of the shower after the game, I was intrigued, but I about fell over when I saw Arsène Wenger through the glass of his office walls.




  Call it football or soccer, every player who kicked the black and white ball anywhere on the globe knew who Arsène Wenger was; the manager of Arsenal Football Club in London. Beckham hadn’t played for his team, but it was damn close enough. The man was a legend in his own right.




  I took his proffered hand in sort of a stunned haze, still damp from my shower, and my hair dripping water down the muscles of my back. I was dressed only in the large white towel wrapped around me, low on my hips, and didn’t know what to say in that moment; utterly amazed by what I was hearing. One of their forwards broke his leg and was benched for the season, and they were recruiting for a replacement. If I did well enough, it was a chance to earn a permanent place on the team.




  It was as if the planets aligned and dropped a big golden egg in my lap. I mean, we won NCAA, by some miracle I was MVP, and I played the same position they needed to fill—it all fit. Shit like that just doesn’t happen, even if you do spend twenty years working your ass off to make it so.




  The whole thing took less than ten minutes, and I was walking out of that office, using the small towel around my neck to dry my hair; a smile a mile wide plastered across my face. My teammates had all been staring into the office, practically plastered up against the glass, and straining to hear what was said. When I emerged and told them what was up; the locker room erupted in a chorus of cheers, laughs, pats on the back, amid a few disappointed groans.




  It was fucking beautiful.




  I couldn’t stop grinning while I threw on my clothes in a mad haste, already lagging behind the rest of my team. I was itching to get to Teagan so I could tell her the news. My impatience made it hard to get out of the locker room because I was constantly bombarded by questions and congratulations by my friends. A few of them had jealousy behind their eyes, but I could understand how they felt. I was walking on rainbows, but I knew they had acid eating at their guts because it was me, and not one of them. I was sure that I’d feel the same way if it were anyone else.




  Mr. Wenger gave me twenty-four hours to make up my mind, but seriously, there was no decision to be made. My parents were lower middle class and my dad had always worked two jobs. My scholarship had been like a magic wand opening the door to a future I could never have had without it. I was sure they’d both worry that I wouldn’t finish up my bachelor’s degree at Clemson, but they knew soccer had always been my dream. I didn’t want to disappoint them, but their reaction wasn’t my main consideration. I had only one semester left, and yeah, maybe it wouldn’t be on scholarship, but I could always finish up later.




  I wanted it badly, but it would mean leaving Teagan behind, and that thought alone made my heart seize painfully. For the first time since I walked out of that office, my heart paused and the happy euphoria I was feeling dwindled, literally pausing me mid-step. Life had a way of offering up succulent morsels, but there was always a price to be paid.




  It would suck in a major way but I couldn’t ask her to ditch her degree just to follow me halfway around the globe. I’d be playing all over the world, and she had no friends in London and I couldn’t leave her sitting in England while I was gone. To expect that would be selfish.




  Plus, I had enough issues with her old man. Her father didn’t appreciate my career aspirations and would rather I pursue a career in business or law, and I hoped this opportunity would show him that football was a real career, and I truly was worthy of his daughter; a chance to prove she’d have a secure future with me. I understood his concern; she was his only child and he wanted the best for her; though there were plenty of times when he made it plain he prioritized a consistent paycheck over big dreams.




  I had to take one of the buses back to the hotel with the rest of the team, and though Teagan had come to the game, she’d be waiting for me there. I’d never been to Philadelphia before and Talen Energy Stadium was an awesome facility right on the Delaware River, but the wind coming off the water was cold as hell. The December temperatures were a good twenty-five degrees less than what we were used to in South Carolina, and the light jacket I had with me wasn’t enough. I started shivering on the short walk through the parking lot toward the two waiting luxury buses. As I climbed aboard the first one I was thankful for the heated interior, realizing this was a preview of what I could expect of English weather in winter.




  More shouts and cheers confronted me as I took a seat next to my best friend, Jensen Jeffers. I smiled and waved at the guys as they started shouting more congratulations and questions about when I had to leave. “Soon,” was all I’d say. “I don’t even know if I’m going yet.” A roar filled the small space as they all started in with incredulous disbelief that I was even hesitating on my decision to join Arsenal.




  Jensen just watched me with his usual contemplative demeanor. He was logical and supportive, and we’d have plenty of time to discuss it, but it would be more like a talk-through of the pros and cons; he wouldn’t try to influence me either way.




  He’d been my dorm roommate my freshman year and he knew me better than anyone other than my girlfriend, Teagan. Jensen was the Tiger’s senior goalkeeper and one of the best in Division I. There was no doubt the Tigers would take a huge dump with our record if it weren’t for him saving our asses. Offense was only half of it, and he was good enough to play professionally, but it wasn’t what he wanted. He was as competitive as me, but solid as a rock, and grounded. Both of us were lean and cut; the game keeping us in top shape, though he was a bit bigger than me. He was the type of guy girls flock to, smooth and polished. He had his own plans for life after Clemson, and I was positive he’d be successful either way. Jensen always had women hanging around, but he spent a ton of time with Teagan and me.




  He was casually smiling as I approached, and he nodded to the open seat across the aisle from him. I was finally feeling the exhaustion left by the miles I’d just run during the game.




  “Ugh,” I groaned as my fatigued body fell into the seat. I ran a hand through my hair, which was still a bit damp to the touch, but it flopped back down into place immediately. “Jesus, I’m tired.”




  “Want some?” He had an open bag of Crunchy Cheetos and offered it to me so I could take a handful, but I shook my head in refusal.




  “Thanks, dude, but I’m meeting Teagan in a minute.” Under normal circumstances, I’d invite him to go with us to dinner; that was normal at away games. There were rare occasions Jensen’s “girl-of-the-moment” would carpool with Teagan to away games and we’d double, but most often, it was just the three of us; Teagan called us the Three Musketeers.




  “Figured.” He nodded and reached into the bag for another helping. “Dude. Wow. The MVP, the Arsenal thing, and Teags waiting for you; jackpot night ahead.” He nodded wryly. “You’ve got it made. How do you think she’ll take it? You are going, right?”




  He was the first guy to congratulate me in the locker room, and he’d already heard what was said in the office; he wasn’t just my teammate, and I was grateful for our friendship. I lifted my right shoulder in a half shrug and turned my head to the side so I could look at him. “She’ll be happy. This will set us up for life. It’s only a year until she graduates.”




  “Famous last words. I’m sure she’ll support you, Chase, but it’s a year and a half last time I checked. She’ll put on a good show for you, but you’re kidding yourself if you think this won’t hit her hard.”




  I sighed, wishing she could go with me right away. Of course, I wanted her with me, but it was selfish to even consider. A dark cloud of struggle hung over a decision that should be the easiest one of my life, but one I had to make for the future I wanted for us… for Teagan.




  I tried to shake off the sadness that could potentially change my mind. “You’re just gonna miss being my bitch.” The corners of my mouth lifted in a wry smile, and I huffed out a laugh.




  Jensen burst out laughing right along with me. “Yeah, that’s it, for sure,” he agreed with amusement. “Because we both know, I’m such a pussy.” Grinning, he shoved a few more Cheetos into his mouth and chewed, being obnoxious on purpose. “Seriously, she could go with you. She’ll want to.” Players were filling the seats around us, and I was impatient to get the bus moving on its way back to the hotel.




  The laughter died away as I considered his comment. “Yeah, I know, but I can’t let her. Her dad already has a huge hard-on for me. You know he thinks soccer is shit and I should be a fucking accountant or something.”




  Jensen nodded, continuing to eat. “Yup.”




  “Yeah. Well, this is my chance to prove it will be a career and I’ll be able to take care of her. He’ll respect me if I don’t yank her out of school early.”




  Jensen’s eyebrows shot up, as the bus doors closed. “You think so? He’ll think you’re a selfish bastard to choose soccer over his daughter and you know it, Chase.”




  He was right, but I’d never be happy pushing a pencil, and I didn’t want to resent my life. “I know, but what can I do? I don’t want to be a fucking banker.”




  “I know. It’s a bitch for sure. But get one thing clear… you won’t be ‘letting her’ do shit. You’re acting as if you’re the only one who gets input on this decision. Have you met Teagan Tessler?”




  I could see respect and admiration for Teagan in his eyes, and I could hear it in the tone of his voice. We were all good friends and I was thankful we were. He’d be here to watch over her for me in my absence and it made me feel easier. He and I met her at the same party at the beginning of my sophomore year, though I’d seen her around campus a couple of times before that.




  She was a nursing student and I was in business so outside of a few cores, we didn’t share classes. She was happy and laughing, her dark brown eyes sparkling. Her body was softly seductive, gently curving in all the right places, and slender, but it was her face and personality that drew me to her. I spent half the night staring at her from across the room, mesmerized by how perfect she was. I’d never been nervous around girls, but I was with her, and I was determined not to fuck it up.




  In the end, it was Jensen who walked up to her, tapped her on the shoulder and with his usual casual confidence, turned; pointing in my direction, said a few words, and then wearing a casual smile; waved me over. He’d cornered me, but what could I do? I wanted to crawl under a rock, but if I didn’t want to look like an asshole, I had no choice to go over and say hello. Her beautiful face lit up when she smiled, Jensen left us alone, and the rest was history. We were inseparable after that night; instantly crazy for each other.




  “Yes. I get what you’re saying, J, but she’s also the smartest person I know. Her heart might want to follow me to Europe, but her brain will know she has to finish school. We have to look at the big picture.”




  My friend could see the sadness behind my words, and he nodded solemnly. “You’re a stronger man than me. I could never leave a woman like that.”




  “It isn’t what I want, man. I could be selfish and beg her to come along. She would, but she deserves her degree, and to not alienate her dad. We have the rest of our lives to be together. The time will fly by.” Even as I said the words, I knew I was lying to myself. Joining Arsenal and traveling would be amazing, playing professional ball against the best teams on the planet would be the experience of a lifetime, but I would miss my girl more than I wanted to face. It would be hell and I’d seen more than one long-distance relationship fall to crap.




  Jensen was right, I owed it to Teagan to ask her what she felt and make her tell me the truth, and then figure it out. I told myself right then and there, that if she didn’t want me to go, I wouldn’t.




  TEAGAN




  My hand touched my stomach below my navel knowing it was too soon to notice anything different about my body; too soon to feel any fluttering of life.




  Less than a month ago, the condom Chase and I were using broke and the entire tip of it came off inside me; Chase had to get it out using his long fingers. I prayed, we both did, that we wouldn’t get pregnant. We loved each other and I had no doubt that, one day, we’d be married, but this wasn’t the time. We were both in college, Chase had big dreams of a professional soccer career, and my father would never forgive me. I shuttered at the thought.




  I lost my mother in a car accident when I was fifteen, and Dad and I only had each other. He’d been my whole world until I met Chase. I was not concerned about Chase’s family being supportive; I knew they would be. He had the perfect nuclear family that all rallied around each other and would help out, but my dad… another story completely. My face crumpled as I sank down on the edge of the bed. I didn’t want to disappoint him, but I was going to have a child, and to get an abortion was not something I wanted to consider. I knew two other girls who’d done it and were fine, and one who had a nervous breakdown a year later.




  My best friend in high school got pregnant on prom night and she had her sister take her to another state that allowed underage abortions without parental consent. It was as if she’d never even gotten pregnant at all. Life went on. No one knew. Maybe it was the best decision for Shelly because the guy was a loser who left her high and dry, but Chase would never do that to me. I knew I could count on him; so much, he’d give up anything or everything to do the right thing for me. I closed my eyes and two fat tears squeezed out from behind my closed lids and tumbled unceremoniously down my cheeks.




  I felt so guilty. He only had one semester left, but I had three, and I was scared what my dad would do. If he kicked me out now, Chase would have to give up his scholarship and get a job to support us. We already stayed together most of the time, but we’d need a bigger place to live with a baby, and for sure, my father wouldn’t help and Chase's family wouldn’t be able to.




  Dad was already so down on Chase because he dared to want a professional soccer career when he thought he should get, to use his words; “a real job” since soccer was a “pipe dream that had an ice cube’s chance in hell of paying the bills.” He had no reservations about pointing that out whenever my boyfriend was around.




  I could see the defeat written all over Chase whenever my father would lecture him about it, and how every time he had to be around my dad, he steeled himself for the onslaught that would always follow.




  I hated that this would only make their relationship worse. Already, it was so awful that it made me uncomfortable. I mean, how could my dad not see in Chase, the amazing, hardworking guy that I saw? It blew my mind. Chase was incredible in every way and I couldn’t love him more, or be prouder of him. He woke up at 5 AM to work out and do extra drills to hone his soccer skills, and he kept a 3.5 GPA to keep his scholarship at Clemson. He’d graduate debt free, and he did every bit of it on his own. His family didn’t have money, he didn’t have the privileges growing up that I did, but he did have amazing parents who were behind him one hundred percent. He should be admired, not chastised.




  And now… this. My heart was breaking. My father would place all the blame for the pregnancy on Chase, and the chasm between them would only get worse. I loved and admired my dad. It was just him and I against the world for years, but Chase was everything I wanted and needed for the rest of my life. I didn’t know how I’d ever be happy without either one, but Chase never asked me to choose.




  My phone rang, breaking me out of my thoughts. I quickly brushed the tears away with both hands as I ran to rummage through my purse to pick it up. I’d thrown the purse down on the desk after coming back to the hotel after Chase’s game ended.




  “Hello?” I answered.




  “Hey, babe,” Chase’s soothing, but weary voice came through the line.




  “Hi, there. I’m so proud of you. MVP.” My heart was smiling, despite my internal struggle.




  “Not a big deal,” he brushed off the honor like it was nothing. “We’re on our way back, now. Are you hungry?”




  I wasn’t really. My stomach was in knots. I needed to tell him about the baby, but he deserved a night to bask in the win. “A little. Do you want to celebrate? You have to be tired. You were up and down that field like a crazy man today.” I tried my best to clear the tears from my voice. “And that one aerial kick; I was afraid you’d break your neck when you landed.” He’d flown into the air to kick the ball up, and backward, into the goal and then crashed to the ground hard. The attempt was good, the crowd roared, and Chase got up as if he hadn’t just dropped straight onto his back.




  “I am tired. Maybe just a low-key dinner, and then an early night,” he said. “Just us.”




  “Maybe a rub-down?”




  “Mmm. Won’t say no.”




  “Jensen isn’t hungry?”




  “So what if he is? I want to be with you.”




  I sighed in relief. Jensen was a great friend, but he was with us so much and he was sans female companionship on this trip, so I fully expected him to tag along. I was worried that I’d have no time alone to speak to Chase, and if there was an opportunity to tell him, I wanted to take it. We never kept secrets from each other, but I hadn’t wanted to distract him from the playoffs. “Okay. That sounds nice.”




  “Are you ready? The bus is just pulling into the hotel parking lot.”




  “Um, I can be. I just need to retouch my makeup and run a brush through my hair. Should I meet you downstairs?”




  “I’ll come up for a bit. I want to tell you something. Be up in a minute.”




  “Okay. Love you.”




  “Don’t I know it,” he said with a chuckle.




  “You, do, huh?” I couldn’t help but smile at his confidence in me. “Ass,” I teased.




  “Yup. Hurry up!”




  He hung up the phone and I flew into the bathroom. My makeup and toiletries were all over the vanity and I rushed to clear the traces of tears off of my face. Chase was in a great mood so I decided to play the evening by ear and try to find the best time to drop the bomb. Maybe tonight wouldn’t be a good time at all, but I had to tell him, soon.




  I grabbed the brush and quickly ran it through my long hair, trying to calm the fly-a-ways. My dark hair was straight and fine, but I had a lot of it. I put on a touch of foundation under my eyes, set it with powder, and used a bit of contouring to define my cheekbones. I used a small piece of tissue to remove the mascara smudges from under my eyes and then quickly re-lined them. That was all I had time for before the door to our room burst open.




  “Where are you, Monkey?”




  “In here.” I barely put the eyeliner down when Chase’s happy face appeared as he bounded around the corner and then leaned into the doorframe. He was always handsome; dressed casually in a black V-neck T-shirt, dark blue jeans, and boots. The light team jacket he wore wasn’t enough for the weather. I’d changed into a red sweater over my black leggings. I’d practically frozen in the stands.




  “Mmm,” he murmured and reached for me. His expression was flirty as his arms enfolded me, only to lift me up and leave my legs dangling as he walked back into the main room. The room had two beds because it was less expensive than a king upgrade. “Monkey me,” he commanded, huskily.




  My lips turned up in a smile as I lifted my legs and caged his body in, using my arms around his shoulders. He’d started calling me Monkey the first time I held him like this and now it was a thing.




  In less than a second, I was on my back on the bed with Chase on top of me. He felt so good against me. I felt safe and protected in his arms, like nothing in the world could hurt me. I laughed softly. “Chase,” I murmured, trying to ignore the way his body fit so perfectly with mine. He shifted against me, leaving me in no doubt he desired me. One of my feet slid down over his butt and thigh to hook on the inside of his knee.




  “We fit like a glove,” he said my thoughts out loud. “And not just like this. In everything.” He was suddenly serious. “I love you, Teagan. You’re my girl.”




  I slid one arm up so a hand could wind into his hair; while the other came down to brush the back of my fingers against his face. “I know.” I nodded just before his open mouth brushed mine, gently teasing a response from me. My body arched and my head lifted, communicating that I wanted the kiss to deepen, and he gave me what I wanted. The kiss was slow but deep, our tongues tasting, laving, and moving deep into each other’s mouths. God, it was good. I felt my body open, heat pulsing through me as he pressed his hardness against me, stimulating us both beneath our clothes. Making out with Chase, even dry humping through our clothes was satisfying because it was Chase, and I loved him more than anything. He was the beginning and the end for me.




  “Uhhhh, God, Teagan. Don’t start,” he murmured, then came back for another kiss and then another before pulling away and falling limp on top of me. It was a thing he did, like a physical protest when he was turned on and we stopped in the middle of making love. It was cute and endearing.




  “I didn’t start it,” I laughed softly, running a hand down his back kneading his muscles lightly. “Babe… I can’t breathe.” I gasped and Chase eased his weight back onto his elbows, easing the pressure on my chest, though he stayed on top of me, looking down at me. There was a brilliant smile on his beautiful face. His jaw was strong, his lips full, but not overly so, straight nose that had never been broken, and clear, intent eyes that could see right through me.




  “Yes, you did. You monkey’d me. It’s all your fault.”




  I smiled up at him, taking in his sparkling green eyes. “I guess that makes sense, in a weird way.” His face was serious despite our make-out session and I sensed he needed to talk. I stroked the hair back off his face. “What is it? I can tell you want to talk.”




  He nodded. “Yeah. I do.” He rolled to his side, pulling me with him until we were facing each other, lying with our heads on the pillows, but close together. Chase pulled my leg over the top of his thigh and hitched it over his hip. His hand rubbed my leg from my knee up, over my hip and down again. “I got an offer today. Professional ball.”




  I was instantly excited and I screamed. “EEEEHHHHHH!” I smiled brightly and gave him a tight hug, before pushing back and scrambling up to jump up and down on the bed. Chase laughed as his body lifted and fell on the bed due to my excitement. “Oh, my God! Yay! Yay! Yay! EEEEHHHHHHH!” I screamed again.




  Chase continued laughing as I danced around on the bed, bouncing him up and down, but his eyes were intense as he trained them on my face. “My boyfriend’s a professional baller! My boyfriend’s a professional baller!” I was giggling, looking down at him as he gazed up at me. He grabbed my ankle and yanked knocking me back down beside him in a fit of laughter. “Where? With what team?” He was a year ahead of me in school, so this was his last season at Clemson, and I fully expected him to be picked up. I was happy. This would mean my dad’s reservations about us would tamp down with concrete evidence that Chase had a future in the sport. “I’m so proud of you! I knew you’d do it!” My heart swelled with love and admiration. “You work so flipping hard. Is it with the Battery?” I prayed it would be with the Charleston team in order to keep him close. I rolled toward him and he pulled me close again, his demeanor serious. I reached out to touch his hair at his temple, hesitantly, concerned by his expression.




  “That’s the thing, Teag; it’s not a local club,” he said hesitantly, pulling the hand that had paused mid-stroke on his hair, to his mouth to kiss it. “That’s the part I need to talk to you about.”




  The air whooshed from my lungs. I wanted to be happy for him. I was happy for him, but I couldn’t help how my heart fell at the prospect of being without him. I wasn’t sure what it meant for me, for us, and our baby. I nodded. “I’m listening.” I fought the rising ache in my throat and the burn of tears at the back of my eyes. “Where, then?”




  “London.”




  I gasped out loud. It was so far. “Wh—what?”




  “With Arsenal. One of their players got injured and they need a forward to finish out the season, and if I do well enough, they’ll hire me for real. It’s a hundred times better than Charleston. I’d be playing internationally. I can hardly believe they’d even consider me.”




  His excitement was obvious. He wanted it and why shouldn’t he. It was an amazing, impossible opportunity that was exactly what he’d worked for and more. I inhaled deeply. “Of course, they want you. You’re the best forward in the NCAA. When do you leave? This spring?” I pretended not to hear what he said.




  “No. They want me to go now. At the end of this semester, so in a couple of weeks.”




  “Oh,” I offered a tumultuous smile. “But the season’s almost over.”




  “I know babe, but their best player is out, and they need me now. Then there will be training camp, try-outs, or something.”




  I tried not to cry, and to swallow the intense pain rising up in my throat. The muscles constricted in an awful ache that got worse. “That’s… amazing.”




  “Babe, I know it sucks that we’ll be apart, but it’s what we need for the future, isn’t it?” He shook his head at what must have been the heartbroken shock on my face. “Tell me not to go, and I won’t go. You’re the most important thing to me.”




  My heart and mind were screaming; No, Chase! Don’t go! Never go! You can’t go! But, I couldn’t say them. His words; you’re the most important thing to me, resonated deep into my soul and I couldn’t put myself before him.




  He was the most important thing to me, too, and I couldn’t hold him back. In that second, I knew I couldn’t tell him about the baby before he left because then he’d never leave.




  It would be scary to wait, scary to face my father without him, scary to be here… alone, but I couldn’t let him give up what may be his one and only chance to realize his dream.




  I stroked his face with the back of my fingers, staring deep into those eyes I loved so much and said the words that made my heart bleed. “You have to go.”




  The only light in the room was coming from the bathroom, and the television that was turned down very low and the blue shadows of the changing pictures danced across Chase’s perfect face. His brow wrinkled and he swallowed, hard as he fought with his emotions. It had to be difficult to feel so happy about something when he knew it would break my heart to be without him.




  “When Coach Noonan called me into his office and I saw Arsène Wenger sitting there, I about shit my pants. I mean, Arsène-fucking-Wenger, Teagan! Then, all the guys were all over me with congrats—I was so freaking happy I was beside myself, but the first thought I had was that I had to tell you about it. I was so excited to share it with you, but then it hit me that you probably couldn’t go with me.” His eyes locked on mine, searching for my reaction.




  We kept touching each other. My hands kneading the muscles of his shoulders and arms, threading through his hair, or running my fingers along his jaw, while Chase rubbed my back and pressed his forehead to mine. My first reaction was that I wanted to give up school and follow him to London, but now, being pregnant, I couldn’t be alone in a city where I knew no one, and I would just be a huge distraction for Chase. “You know I want to, there is nothing I’d rather do, but I don’t think it’s the best idea, right now.”




  “Yeah. You should finish school. And who knows? Maybe I’ll suck and they’ll send my ass packing.”




  My heart shattered like a window put into the path of a meteor. It would be seventeen months until I was finished with school, and I wished I could tell him that I planned on being in England after this semester ended. That would be long enough for him to get established with the team, long enough for me to figure out how to work it out with my dad, long enough to tell Chase about the baby. He’d be furious that I didn’t tell him and let him leave the country without knowing, but I could only hope that eventually, he’d realize why I had to hide it from him for a while, and forgive me.




  “We’ve never been separated. Will you be okay?” His long fingers closed around the back of my head, as I snuggled closer to him. His cheek rested against my head as we wrapped around each other, our limbs tangling together as we couldn’t get close enough.




  I could hear the struggle in his voice that echoed my own. Not telling him about the baby, hurt, and I didn’t want to lie about my feelings. “No. I won’t be okay, I’ll miss you like crazy, but that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t go. You can’t make the goal if you don’t take the shot.” I used words he’d used a million times when he talked about anything he wanted.




  He inhaled and his hold on me tightened. “Teagan, goddamn it.”




  Tears were streaming out of my eyes as I fought the sobs I wanted to let loose. “You have to go, Chase,” I said into his chest, effectively soaking the front of his shirt. “We both know it.”




  Chase shifted lower on the bed, so once again we were facing each other and he could look into my face. His thumbs swiped at the tears on both sides of my face at once, and then he bent in to kiss my mouth, oh, so softly. “I don’t want to leave you,” he whispered, gently teasing my lips with his. My eyes were closed, but I could feel his every breath, sense his every move, and feel the love pouring out of him. I had to have faith in him, in me… in us.




  “I know.” My chin lifted to kiss him back. “It’s just how it has to be for a little while. Maybe I can transfer to an English school for my last year. I don’t think I’ll make it all those months, without you.”




  I wasn’t sure how I’d work it out. My dad would protest, and I wasn’t sure he’d pay my tuition at an English school. I wasn’t even sure I could transfer with only one year left. Most U.S. schools required two years to get a degree issued, but all I knew was that I had to get Chase to England and on that team if it was the last thing I did.




  Chase backed up and looked down at me. “You’re assuming I’ll make the team.”




  I huffed through my tears and rolled my eyes wryly. “Please.”




  The corner of his mouth lifted in a sad smile. “You’d do that? What about your dad? He’ll want you to finish at Clemson.”




  I shook my head slightly. “I don’t know. I don’t care, I guess. Let me worry about him. We’ll work it out. This is the best thing that’s ever happened to you. It’s your chance and you have to take it.”




  “It is a good thing, honey, but the best thing that ever happened to me… is you. You’re part of this. If I go, I’m doing this for us. My goal is to work hard, make the team for good, and then haul your little ass over the pond.”




  “Okay, then, you will.” I sniffed and wiped at my nose with the back of my hand, finally feeling like smiling for real. “One thing you never lack is confidence in your abilities.”




  He flashed a brilliant smile and then rolled over on top of me, pinning me to the bed. “I thought you liked my abilities,” he said with a smirk. “Of course, if you need convincing, I’ll be happy to demonstrate. You did say I was a professional baller,” he teased.




  I’d been crying and so knew I wasn’t very sexy in that moment, but Chase’s adoration always made me feel like the center of the universe. “I’m sort of yucky right now. I’m stuffed up.”




  “Hold up,” he said and then pushed up off the bed, went into the bathroom and came back with an inordinately huge wad of toilet paper and handed it to me. “Here, Monkey.”




  I took and pulled a few sheets off and set the rest on the nightstand next to the bed. Chase started peeling off his T-shirt and undoing the front of his jeans, all the while his sexy gazed was trained on me, even as I blew my nose.




  “Ugh,” I complained. “Sexy, right?”




  “Always,” he said, with a smile, climbing onto the bed from the foot, to straddle my knees and begin pulling my leggings and thong down. “The sexiest woman in the world. It’s safe right now, isn’t it?” he asked. My periods were like clockwork and he was well aware of the cycle and when we needed protection.




  All I could do was nod. I couldn’t get pregnant when I already was. I watched his muscles move as he undressed me, my eyes skirting over his broad shoulders and muscular torso, his pecs, and abs clearly defined. I reached out because I wanted to touch him, but my arms weren’t long enough. It would have been safe, but either way, a condom wasn’t needed.




  His denim-clad knee moved between mine, and he spread my legs wide with his thighs before settling down on top of me again and finally, my hands slid over smooth, hard flesh. He was so strong: his movements were smooth and deliberate. I could feel his erection pressing into me in just the right spot, despite his half-state of dress.




  “Now, I’ve got you,” he murmured sensually, as his mouth came down hungrily on mine, his tongue finding mine in a slow, desperate dance. His hands began to roam my body, careful to graze all of my pleasure centers. His curled fingers brushed down the side of my body and he slid his hand beneath me to angle my hips up so he could tease me with soft thrusts, echoing the delicious rhythm of our kisses. Every touch was magic and my heart and body opened. I wanted him to dissolve right into me because as close as we were, I wanted more.




  I moaned impatiently as I pushed at his jeans to get them over his hard butt, one foot trying desperately to hook the fabric and drag it down. Chase’s breathing increased as heat and an aching pulse began to increase between us.




  My love for him was overwhelming and it always surprised me. It didn’t matter if he was inside of me, or we were just talking, or I was watching him play or have a conversation with Jensen or one of his other friends, he consumed my soul. There was nothing I wanted more than being with him. “Chase,” I said his name like a prayer when he finally pushed inside my slick heat, and it was to me. “Mmmm…”




  “You’re so beautiful, Teagan. I love you, so much.”




  He was so perfect, and I couldn’t imagine ever wanting someone more than Chase. I’d do anything for him; even let him go… but just for a little while.




  “I love you, more.” My heart squeezed with the intensity of it, as my body pressed up to meet his, and my hands fisted in the silky strands of his hair.




  His kisses paused for an instant and I felt his lips lift in a smile. “Let’s call it a tie.”
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  TEAGAN




  The world was ending.




  Remi was getting worse. She’d been so brave, but the leukemia was taking its toll on her little body. Her little arms and legs were bruised, she had headaches, trouble breathing, she was weak and so thin. It was all the hospital staff could do to keep her eating.




  No mother expects to watch her child die, and I couldn’t stand to think it might happen, but my training as an RN and the consults with the doctors made reality difficult to ignore. After two rounds of chemotherapy last summer, she went into remission, but it was back again. I dreaded telling her she’d have to go through it again. She was young but could remember how awful it was. There is nothing worse than watching your child suffer.




  Childhood leukemia typically had better remission and cure rate than adult onset, and the doctors were on board to keep at it, but looking at my poor little baby girl, so small in her hospital bed, shivering, rolled up on her side, and holding the stuffed elephant she named Bennie, tight to her chest as she slept; I wasn’t so sure. I felt selfish to put her through it.




  I moved to the bed and crawled onto it, curled my own body around my sleeping daughter, then closed my eyes as tears flooded them. I felt sick inside. Jensen was out of town covering a game as one of ESPN’s star correspondents, and that was another problem I didn’t want to deal with. He was a good man; one who had stepped up when I needed someone, but our marriage was never what he wanted. We tried to keep it together, and he loved Remi like his own child, but our marriage was empty and we both knew it.




  It seemed that my special gift was causing pain to all of the men in my life, and there wasn’t a day that went by that I wasn’t consumed with regret. I wished I could jump in a time machine and make a different decision.




  I gathered Remi closer and listened to the softness of her breathing, taking comfort in the sound and hoping the warmth from my body would seep into her and ease her shaking.




  Fucking leukemia! My mind was tormented.




  This wasn’t the first time that I’d wondered if her illness was the price that had to be paid for the sins of the past, and I railed at the unfairness that she would be the one to suffer. I’d lay down my life right now if I could take it from her.




  My phone was stuffed into the back right pocket of my jeans and started vibrating on my butt. I reached for it and quickly glanced at the screen without moving away from Remi. It was Kathryn, Chase’s sister. Somehow we’d managed to remain friends after the disaster, but it was just another secret that weighed on me. Just seeing her name on the screen brought Chase rushing back into my mind and heart, not that Remi’s condition hadn’t had me thinking about him twenty-four/seven anyway.




  As the years passed, I got better at pushing the pain down and hiding it from others, but it was always there, eating away at my soul like a disease. I’d learned not to talk about it, and I’d gotten past the daily bouts of tears, but I still thought about Chase every single day.




  I sucked it up for Jensen’s sake; the man who’d sacrificed his friendship with Chase and put his whole life on hold to save mine. Still, it was hard to paste on a smile and pretend I was okay when I wasn’t. I was plodding through life; my only real purpose had been raising and taking care of Remi. After she was born, there was some happiness and things were easier because she engulfed my world, yet every time I looked at her, I saw him, and it was like a knife carving a new wound in my heart. Two years ago, she got sick and once again, we were all enveloped in misery. My first instinct was to call Chase, but Jensen and I had a huge fight about it, and guilt won out in the end.




  So time ticked on and I was certain my soul was damned, but it was clear I was already paying the interest. It was a struggle to get up in the morning and put one foot in front of the other, but what else could I do? I had to put Remi first and I did my best to keep her happy and laughing to keep her focus off of her illness, as much as possible.




  The whole thing was such a fucked up mess; like a snowball rolling down the side of a cliff, the lie kept growing and growing. After Chase left and my father found out I was pregnant, all hell broke loose when he vowed to smear Chase’s name all over the headlines. He was more concerned about his political career than what would happen to me and threatened to hurt Chase’s reputation. God forbid the scandal of a state senator’s daughter getting knocked up by a professional soccer player who left her high and dry. That’s how it would have landed on the headlines and his professional career could have been ruined before it even began. What started out as a decision to do what was best for Chase turned into a nightmare, and I was trapped. Ugh! It still made me sick to think about it.




  When Jensen swooped in and claimed responsibility, all of my good intentions to come clean and tell Chase were flushed, but my father calmed down. Everyone ended up paying a huge price. If only I could go back in time, I’d be honest with Chase, lying on the bed in that hotel room in Philadelphia, the consequences be damned. My heart knew that’s what I should have done.




  My father finally knew the truth, because Jensen spilled it all in a drunken haze after a trip back to Rochester. It was a tortured confession, and it turned uglier when my father railed at me that I was a selfish brat letting Jensen clean up the mess I’d made of my own life. He didn’t want to hear my reasons for any of it and especially how he was a big part of the decision.




  But, you can’t rewind your life just because you know you made the wrong choices. My dad always said hindsight was 20/20 but it didn’t do anyone any good to think about what might have been, or what should have been. I’d wanted to make it right a million times in the years since, but how? How could I hurt Jensen after all he’d done, and how could I face Chase, and admit what I’d kept from him? But, Remi might need him and now, I had no choice.




  I put on a strong front, but there were times, in private, when I let myself wallow in a pit of self-pity and despair, knowing every bit of it was my fault. No one saw me fall apart anymore, but it still happened. I used to pray that the deep-seated loss would go away, but over time, it became part of me that I needed to survive. The pain and our daughter, who looked so much like him, were the only tangible proof he and I ever existed at all. Every little piece of happiness that I was ever granted had become smeared with guilt, pain, and loss… first Chase, now Remi and Jensen.




  In the weak moments when I still thought about Chase, or I saw his expressions on Remi’s beautiful little face, I felt like I’d die; as if a giant vacuum sucked all the air out of the atmosphere to suffocate me. It hurt like hell, real physical pain, but as much as I suffered, I knew it didn’t compare to what Chase went through when I left him, and what Jensen had suffered since. God, I hated myself and I’d give anything to make her well, and to fix things for Chase, and Jensen.




  About a year after my horrific break-up with Chase, and my quickie wedding at the Clemson Municipal Courthouse, Kathryn confronted me with what I’d done. Chase was still destroyed, and she wanted answers. She, along with her entire family, expected Chase and me to live happily ever after. I couldn’t blame her for being hurt and confused. After listening to how much he was still suffering, I broke down in a sobbing heap and revealed the entire sordid thing. At first, she was furious and threatened to get on a plane to England to tell Chase. The memory and the misery that went with it were still as vivid as the day it happened.




  I had fallen to the floor, while she loomed over me with disgust on her face. “How could you do that to him, Teagan?”




  I was crying so hard I could hardly speak, my body shaking violently. “Puh-please, do-don’t! Do you thu-think it will he-help Chase?” I begged in ragged gasps. “It won’t. Telling him won’t change anything. It won’t change the fact that he’s there and I’m here, or that I’m married. Don’t make him suffer more by making him relive it.” I reached up and grabbed her hand, my eyes pleading with her. “Please, Kat.”




  “You selfish bitch!” she screamed at me. “Do you understand what he’s gone through not knowing why you dumped him? Don’t you know what you’ve done?”




  My heart was already shredded but somehow managed to break even more. I did understand. I played it over and over in my head since the day it happened. “It’s not that simple!” I pleaded. “Do you think this has been easy for me? Do you think I haven’t regretted it every second of every day? Chase wouldn’t have gone to London. He wouldn’t have his career if I told him I was pregnant.” I bowed my head and cried like I’d never cried, leaning over my knees and the pain in my torso threating to rip me open. “Then when my father found out he threatened to drag Chase through the mud. Like he knocked me up and left because he cared more about his career than he did me, because, God forbid, his only child would do something so irresponsible to sully the family name. I was going to risk it anyway, Kat. I bought a plane ticket, but before I could leave, Jensen went to my dad behind my back and claimed the baby was his and my father suddenly backed off Chase.”




  “So what? What could your father have done to him? I don’t understand you!”




  “I was stupid and scared. Playing professionally was all Chase ever wanted, I couldn’t take a chance he’d lose what might be his only chance. I couldn’t tell him about the baby.”




  She shook her head angrily, her blonde hair whooshing around her slender shoulders. “Do you think he can’t count?”




  I lifted my hands and let them fall to my sides in defeat. “I wasn’t thinking straight and I just shut myself in. I didn’t think he’d find out.”




  “So, instead, you let him think you screwed his best friend the moment he left?”




  “It was better than letting him think I betrayed him before he left, wasn’t it? If he found out about the pregnancy and at the same time it became known I married Jensen, he’d think we were fooling around before he left.”




  “No! I saw what he went through!”




  “No? Are you kidding? I know him better than anyone and I know what he wanted and I know what would hurt him the least!”




  “Nothing could have been worse for him than thinking he meant so little to you, or to Jensen that you’d both betrayed him. Except this. This is a million times worse!”




  “No, it isn’t. He’s got his career, and he’s rocking it. The whole world calls him ACE. He’s dating. He seems happy. Kat, please don’t tell him in a fit of rage. Please, just think about the repercussions before you do something that will only hurt him more.”




  “You have no right to lecture me on the rights and wrongs of hurting Chase! You should tell him the truth!” She pointed her finger at me, her voice dripping venom as she paused to consider my words. I deserved her hatred and I nodded in defeat.




  “You’re right. I should. I want to… but would it take away anything he suffered?” I pushed off my knees and landed on my butt, leaning up against the couch in defeat. My eyes were tired, and tears still leaked out, but I shrugged. “Would it change anything? It would only make him relive it, and you know it. He’d throw away his career, the whole thing would be a scandal in the papers, and he’d still hate me.”




  She sucked in her breath and her head fell back as both hands went to grasp her hair. “What the fuck am I supposed to do? He’s my brother! I have to tell him! He deserves to know about his daughter.”




  I shrugged again, pushing back the long strands of hair that were stuck to my face by the saltiness of dried tears. “I understand, but why? If you think it will help him or make his life easier, then tell him. But please, not if it will only hurt him. Do you think the headlines will be kind to him? It will sell more magazines and get more hits if they paint him as deserting his baby mama for his career. The media only cares about hits, not the truth! Jesus, think about it!! I know he’s moved on. Just let him be. I’ve wanted to go to him a hundred times. I’ve died over this, but I know it’s too late! He’ll never forgive me, now, and he’s the star of Arsenal, he’s always traveling… do you think he has time for Remi now?”




  “Teagan, he’d want his child.”




  I knew she was right, but I said the only thing l could think of; what I knew would make Kat pause. “Would he? It was his decision to go! I didn’t tell him to leave.” I knew I was twisting the truth, but I didn’t know how else to make her see my side of it.




  What I didn’t tell Kat that day was that I’d already decided to drop out of Clemson and go to London to tell Chase the truth, to let my father do his worst to both of us, political and professional football careers aside, but a woman answered his phone when I called to tell him my flight number, and I learned a few things that I didn’t want to know. Against all I believed about Chase and me, it was clear that he’d already moved on. The woman left me in no doubt of her relationship with him.




  After that, what options did I have? Chase was screwing some bimbo in London, and Jensen had offered to stand by me. Next to Chase, he was my closest friend. After that conversation, Kathryn didn’t contact me for months, and I was scared every day that I’d get a knock on the door and it would be Chase, standing there, muscles coiled with hate simmering in his green eyes. Living without him was hard, but living with his hatred would be worse, and it wouldn’t help Remi. That’s how I fooled myself, how I justified it in the time since.




  I followed Chase’s career like gospel and used my sporadic contact with Kathryn to fill in any blanks though I barely asked, and she didn’t volunteer very much. At first it was awkward and painful, but I just wanted to know he was okay. From the little she said, he struggled for months, but then, maybe she didn’t know about the woman who’d told me they were lovers.




  Ugh! It was all so fucked up. I should have still gone to London to confront him, but I was so fragile, heartbroken, and physically sick being pregnant, I didn’t have the strength, but more, I was afraid I'd get there and he'd tell me that he didn't want to tie me down. I didn’t care if I lived or died, and if it weren’t for the baby I was carrying, Chase’s baby, I might have done something stupid to end the incredible pain.




  The phone in my hand vibrated again, breaking into my thoughts. I sighed before I answered. Life never turns out how you expect; Kat and I were friends, and Chase wasn’t part of it.




  “Hi, Kat.”




  “Hi, sweetie,” her soft voice came through the phone. Kat was beautiful, her voice was pretty, her demeanor was perfect; even when she was mad at me, was always so level-headed. She was three years older than me, two years older than Chase and worked as a receptionist in a local doctor’s office in Greenville. Chase’s family wasn’t well off; his brother, Kevin, was an electrician, like their dad, and they had both stayed close to home. “How is Remi?”




  Remi was always the topic of our conversations, and I understood why, but the sound of Kat’s voice asking about her always flooded me with guilt.




  I realized I would never have even a moment’s peace, ever. The guilt I felt at the pain I’d caused others was devastating, and Kat was another casualty in all of this. I was the worst person in the world and many times, I considered that Remi’s illness was some cruel get-even scheme from God. I was at the end of my rope, and without a miracle, I’d have no choice but to contact Chase. Kat’s call was just a gentle nudge to bring up what I’d been trying to avoid.




  “She’s sleeping,” I said softly. “She’s weak,” my voice cracked. “They want to give her another round of chemotherapy and I’m not sure if I can watch her go through it again.”




  “Oh, no.” Concern laced her voice. “I’m so sorry to hear that. Are there alternatives?”




  “Just one. A marrow and stem cell transplant, but to do it they have to radiate her and kill all of her own marrow. If it doesn’t work, she’ll have no immune system and could die right away.” My throat was thick and full of pain. Tears started to stream down my face as I whispered into the phone. “I’m so scared, Kat.”




  “Should I come? I’m sure David would be okay with it, and Mom and Dad can help with the twins.” Kat and her husband David had a modest home, not two miles from where Kevin, Chase and she grew up. Her parents still had that house, one that I remembered well. A few months after we started dating, Chase took me home over a weekend in the spring semester of my freshman year, so I could meet them. He was supposed to sleep on the couch, but he snuck up into his old room and we had sex all night. I was scared to death they’d catch us and hate me for life, but he’d managed to get his way with me. Like always.




  “Um… I’d love to see you, but I don’t want to impose.”




  “You should have someone with you. Jensen’s gone on assignment, right? I was making dinner last night and I could have sworn that I heard his voice on the TV. Alan was watching Monday Night Football in the other room.”




  “Yes. I don’t even know what team is playing. Dallas is playing in San Francisco, I think.”




  “What’s going to happen with Remi? Do you have a donor?”




  “Not yet. I tested, but I don’t have enough of the markers. There are national donor banks and they’re looking. If we don’t find one, we’ll have no choice but to put her back on chemo.”




  “I thought that parents would be an auto-match.”




  “I wish. There are all kinds of antigen markers that measure how your immune system works and in order for the transplant to take, several levels have to match, and I'm missing some of them. The best matches are usually siblings, so…”




  “Teagan… what about Chase?”




  I sniffed and sat up in the bed at her words. “I know, I have to call him…” I closed my eyes and drew in a shaky voice. “He’ll hate me even more than he already does and I’m not sure I’ll be able to stand that.”




  “He doesn’t hate you. You have to do it for Remi.”




  “I know, but there’s no guarantee Chase’s marrow would match, either.”




  “You can have another baby. Would the cord blood work instead?”




  I felt my face flood with heat. I’d already considered it. “Maybe, but it’s a risk to wait that long. It could be a year. Besides, a baby with Jensen wouldn’t be a close enough match.”




  “I wasn’t thinking about Jensen.”




  My breath rushed out of my body at the speed of light. I knew I had no choice. Chase was my last hope to save Remi but my heart fell in anticipation of his reaction. It would be hard enough just learning he had a little girl and that she was sick.




  “Oh, God, Kat. I can’t believe you’re even suggesting such a thing. How would that go? Hey, Chase, I know I lied to you and broke your heart, but by the way? We have a sick kid I didn’t tell you about, and I need your sperm to make another one? Right. This will be hard enough.”




  “I know it won’t be easy, but— it’s unavoidable.”




  I knew where she was going and I interrupted her in panic. “You promised not to tell him,” I said emphatically. “You can’t just drop a bomb like this. He’ll be pissed at you, too.”




  “Yes, he’ll be hurt, but more than that, he’ll be mad. I have struggled with this ever since I found out about Remi. And since she’s been sick, I’ve picked up the phone a hundred times. He’ll probably never forgive me.”




  I sighed, the air filling my lungs so full it almost hurt. More tears squeezed out from closed eyes as my face crumpled. “That’s why I have to tell him, myself.”




  “Yes, you do. I should have had my head examined to keep quiet this long.”




  “It’s not your fault. You only agreed because I convinced you it would just rip him open again.”




  “You were so hurt, Teagan. You both were, but now I can’t see another way.”




  I ran a nervous hand through my hair and looked at the sleeping form of my little girl. Kat was right, but I’d sell my soul if I had any other options. I started crying in heartbroken sobs. “It’s such a mess. I do—don’t know wh—what to do. I’d give anything to go back and have a do-over.”




  Kathryn sighed heavily on the other end of the line. “Okay, I’m coming to Atlanta as soon as I get things arranged so I can be with you. But, put on your big girl panties and don’t wait to tell Chase. I think he’s on a short break and this would be a good time for him to come.”




  “Yeah. His next game is in Brasilia in three days.”




  “Teagan,” she said knowingly.




  “I can’t he—help it, Ka—Kat.” I slumped over my lap, one leg hanging off the edge of the bed, and the other curled under me. I knew how pathetic I must seem as I wiped at the tears on my cheeks with both of my hands. I hadn’t seen Chase in almost six years, and while I wasn’t sure where Jensen was traveling, I always knew where he was. He was dating some woman who used to be one of the team trainers and he looked happy, finally. I’d seen her with him in pictures at events and in some of the industry and entertainment articles, and the last thing he deserved was having me screw up his life. “I don’t think I’ll be able to take him looking at me with contempt on his face.”




  “He doesn’t talk about you, so I don’t know how he feels, but I do know that you need to tell him, for Remi’s sake. This is about her, not you, or even Chase.”




  I listened to her in silence, and then glanced down at my little girl. She was shivering so I scooted closer again and pulled her blanket tighter around her little body, laying down but still holding the phone to my ear. I started crying hard enough for Kat to hear me. “I know.”




  “Oh, honey. What about Jensen? How is he?” Kat asked, hesitantly.




  “We’re both dealing with the illness. I think he appreciates his time away. He gets to be normal.”




  “No, I meant, between the two of you.”




  “Not much has changed. He’s always been a very good friend. I owe him everything and love him, but it’s not the same. I’ve tried so hard to open my heart.”




  “How will he take calling Chase?”




  “Sore subject. He won’t even talk about Chase.”




  “Doesn’t he realize—?”




  “Yes, he knows it has to be done, but he tends to internalize. It’s like if we don’t discuss it, it’s not real, and it’s become easier not to.”




  “The whole thing is so goddamned tragic for all of you. Jensen was always a great guy, but you never forget your first love.”




  I closed my eyes as her words made my heart break all over again. “Especially when his eyes are looking up at me every single day. She’s so like him, and not just her face.”




  “I can see that,” she added sadly.




  “Do you have Chase’s phone number? The old one I had for him is assigned to some woman named Brenda.” I sensed Kat’s question in a couple of beats of silence. “I tried it on his birthday, once,” I admitted.




  Kat cleared her throat before she answered. “I don’t have it memorized, but I’ll look it up when we hang up and text it to you. It’s going to be, okay, Teagan.” Her words were stern and matter-of-fact. “Trust me. Chase isn’t a monster.”




  My heart surged at the thought of having his number in my possession and I doubted I’d be strong enough to resist calling him, even if Remi wasn’t at the core of it.




  “I know. He’s perfect.” I switched hands on the phone, half holding it in place with my shoulder, and then started to stroke Remi’s silky dark hair off of her face. Finally, it was back and long enough that she didn’t look like a cancer patient. I didn’t even want to tell her she might have to start treatment again because I knew she’d be scared and hysterical.




  “No, he isn’t. Don’t think about what will happen once he arrives. You’ll deal with it as it comes: just call him.”




  “What if he won’t come?”




  “I think he will. I gotta get back to work. My break is almost over and I have to have a couple of minutes to send you that number. I’ll call you as soon as I have things arranged to visit. I love you.”




  “Okay, love you. Thanks, Kat.”




  I didn’t have any siblings, and I was thankful she was still in my life and such a good friend. Fifteen seconds after the call ended, the number came across in a text.




  +447 1264 53427




  My heart began to pound. I felt like it would fly from my chest. I got a slight reprieve when my daughter stirred beside me.




  “Mommy?” her sleepy voice called softly. I turned back toward her, leaving my phone lying on the bed behind me. “I’m cold.”




  “I know baby. I’ll get one of those warm blankets you like.” I stroked her hair back with gentle, repetitive strokes that I knew she liked and leaned down to place a kiss on her forehead. She smelled sweet; like shampoo and powder. “Are you hungry? Do you want a snack?”




  She shook her head and my heart fell. “Will you watch TV with me when you come back?”




  “You need to eat more, baby.”




  “I don’t feel like it.”




  Remi was so grown up for her age. She was only five, but we played a lot of games designed to teach her many things. She could read before she went to kindergarten, and I’d continued to work with her when she got sick and couldn’t attend school.




  I’d been lucky. When Remi got sick, Jensen insisted I quit my nursing job to devote all my attention and care to her.




  Guilt washed over me. There was so much that I could never repay him for, and his kindness only increased my shame. I should divorce him for no other reason than to give him back his life, but as long as Remi was sick, I needed him; she needed him. He deserved so much better than I could give; someone who could love him with her whole heart. I knew he loved me, and I knew he loved Remi. I wasn’t sure which would be worse for him; leaving or staying. He deserved the type of love I used to have with Chase. Everyone deserves that, at least once in their life.




  I got up and walked to the door of Remi’s room, opening it and searching the stark halls for a nurse. The hospital was new and modern, but it was still a hospital, sterile and cold. They kept the temperature down to kill germs, but the patients suffered for it. I knew where the warmer was at the nurses’ station and made my way toward it. It was hard to keep track of all the nurses. Remi had been in the Children’s Hospital several times, but there were so many nurses, and she never seemed to be on the same floor, I couldn’t keep track.




  “Hello, may I please get a warm blanket? Remi is shivering.”




  A pretty young CNA smiled at me. “Of course. Is one enough?”




  “May we have two, please?”




  She nodded and disappeared around a corner. The nursing assistants all wore blue, the nurses a dark olive green, and housekeeping and food service staff had to wear dusty pink scrubs. It was always obvious who had what job.




  When the young woman returned she handed them over. “Is Sally her nurse?”




  “I’m not sure,” I murmured, taking the blankets from her. They felt wonderfully warm to the touch. “I can’t remember what the names are on the board. I’m a bit scattered today.”




  “That’s okay,” she said; understanding. “I’ll find out. Should I bring some juice or a cookie if the nurse says she’s allowed to have it?”




  I offered a tired smile. “She said she wasn’t hungry, but maybe if it’s in front of her, she’ll want it. Can you bring some hot tea, two cups and a couple of cookies? Maybe if we have a tea party, she’ll try.”




  “That’s a great idea!”




  I glanced at her name badge. “Thank you, Alissa. You’re very sweet.” I turned to go back to Remi’s room before the blankets cooled.




  “You’re so welcome. Your daughter is so beautiful. Such a gentle soul and so brave.”




  I nodded and smiled again, though sadness rocked every cell in my body. “Thank you. I’m grateful for her every day.”




  Remi had turned over in her bed and had the TV on. She was still shivering, her teeth starting to chatter, but she’d managed to turn on SpongeBob and was smiling up at the screen. “Mommy, this is the chocolate show,” she explained the episode. “SpongeBob is so silly.”




  I unfolded the blankets and put them around her, taking the remote so I could cover her from the neck down. I pushed the blankets around her. “Get warm. Mommy ordered a tea party for us.”




  Her eyes lit up as she studied me. “Mommy, do you need a nap?”




  I nodded and sat on the bed next to her. “Probably. I’m a little tired, baby.”




  “Why don’t Cindy and Wally come to visit me this time?” she asked about her best friends?




  It had been my rule to always tell her the truth in a way she could understand for her age. “Well, your leukemia makes it hard for your body to fight off infection, so the doctor’s don’t let anyone but Mommy and Jensey visit. That’s why we have to wear these funny yellow dresses.” I smiled. I was thankful we didn’t have to wear masks like we had done on more than one occasion. They were awful and used to scare her.




  “When can I go home? I want to play with Cindy and Wally. And I want to make cupcakes and sleep with Jewel.” Jensen gave her a stuffed black lab for Christmas two years earlier and promised her that when she was better, we’d get a real one. It took her five days to name a stuffed animal because she wanted it to be the name of the actual puppy when it was possible to get one. She insisted it had to be perfect, and I thought it was.




  “That reminds me. After the tea party, you’ll have a nap and Mommy will run home and get Jewel for you? Would you like that?”




  She nodded. “I miss Jewel the most of all.”




  “She misses you, too, baby girl.” I reached out and ran a hand over her head.




  Alissa, dressed in the required yellow gown and blue rubber gloves knocked on the door. “Knock, knock!” she said happily. “Special delivery for Remi’s tea party! These cookies look yummy!”




  Smiling brightly, she wheeled in a grey plastic cart with cookies, two cups, tea bags, and miniature pot of hot water.




  Remi clapped her hands three times. “Yay! Are they chocolate chip?”




  “Is there any other kind?”




  “Yes. Peanut butter and oatmeal,” Remi answered with a pronounced nod. Alissa transferred the offering on the bedside table and pushed it closer until it was situated across the top of the bed, then pressed the button that raised the top half of the bed so Remi was almost sitting up.




  Remi pushed the blanket down and then reached across to place the tea bags in the cups. “There are only two, but if you want some, I can share mine.” Remi looked at Alissa hopefully.




  “I’d love to, doll, but I have to work. Maybe next time, okay?” She leaned over and patted her hand.




  “Darn. Okay.”




  I picked up the pot of water and carefully poured them into the two cups as the nurse left.




  Remi picked up a cookie and took a bite. “Mommy, am I gonna die?” She was serious, exuding a calmness that I’d never manage to echo.




  I almost gasped out loud at her bluntness, but amazed at how grown-up she seemed. “Goodness, no!” I said emphatically. I didn’t know for sure what was going to happen, but I couldn’t tell her.




  “It’s okay if I am.”




  “No, it isn’t okay, Remi! What would Mommy do without you? The doctors are working hard to make you better.”




  “I thought I was better. I thought that bad medicine put Leuky to sleep.” She took another small bite of her cookie.




  I nodded, trying to figure out a way to have this discussion with a five-year-old.




  “You were, honey, but Leuky is very naughty. It doesn’t always do as it’s told. We have to fight it some more to get rid of it for good.” I hated that she gave the disease a name, but leukemia was too long for her to say when she was first diagnosed at three years old.




  Her green eyes, so much like her fathers, filled with tears. “I don’t want the mean medicine, again, Mommy. I don’t want my hair to fall out again. Jesus doesn’t want my hair to fall out. Can’t he tell Leuky to leave? Like he fixed that blind little boy in the book?”




  I’d been reading her a book filled with stories from the new testament of the bible told in a kid-friendly way. She particularly liked the stories about Jesus. My heart broke inside my chest.




  “He’s trying, honey. Sometimes Jesus asks other people to help him. All of these nurses and doctors are working very hard to help get you better, too.” It was harder than hell not to burst out crying. “Do you understand, sweet pea?”
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