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Tommy Mark at almost twelve years old.








On July 22, 2022, a visitor in my dreams told me that “Obstacles are not meant to make us quit but to teach us how to persevere.”



No matter how impossible some obstacles appear, I have learned that there is always a magical way forward.



Tommy’s Field was mine.
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PROLOGUE




ELEVEN MILES EAST OF MY HOME IN WESTWOOD SITS EXPOSITION Park, where culture and nature merge in the congested heart of Los Angeles. The 160-acre park is home to the Los Angeles Memorial Coliseum, a historic stadium and world-class amphitheater that attracts the world’s brightest stars and amuses this diverse city in a way that only the thrill of competition and the sizzle of entertainment can. The park is also full of iconic museums and enchanting rose gardens, and is an urban oasis surrounded by big city problems. Walk outside its northern gates and the University of Southern California proudly radiates prosperity, good fortune, and the bright side of life. Exit the park to the south and neglected blocks of homeless encampments expose life’s wounds. The park’s spirit of wonder and play serves to unite its neighbors but the disparity between them only widens depending on which side of the park they live.

I had visited Expo Park countless times. First, on painfully long school field trips as a child. Again, decades later in life, when I became the mother of a boy who dreamed of becoming a professional soccer player. “I want to play with Hispanic kids,” he told me and his dad with a crackling sparkle in his eye. “They take the game more seriously than the kids in our neighborhood and playing with them will make me better. I’m ready for them.” He was nine years old, the same age when his mischievous brown eyes met mine and did not flinch when he announced that he’d be moving to Europe to play soccer. “Get ready now, Mom. I’ll be leaving home by the time I’m fifteen.” I believed him and quietly anticipated his departure ever since. But a mother can never truly be prepared for her child to leave. He said he would leave “by fifteen.” I didn’t realize that would mean “almost thirteen.” And when he said leave, I thought he meant for a while.

On this particular morning, January 16, 2020, I drove from Westwood, home of the UCLA Bruins, to Expo Park—rival USC Trojan territory—and was flooded with memories of the Expo Park train stop. My son was eleven when he started walking across the street from his West Los Angeles middle school to take the metro eastbound toward soccer practice. The Expo Station was his stop, and the train ride to it exposed him to the kind of inner-city lifestyle that he had only heard about secondhand from his favorite rap artists. The train not only educated his soul, but it also saved us an hour cutting through midtown traffic and expedited a young boy’s dreams.

My logistical memories of driving from work to meet my son at the Expo Station and then transporting him to East Los Angeles so he could practice with his team were full of shades of gray. There was the charcoal-gray exterior of my SUV that weaved through the inner-city streets of South Central and attracted the wrong kind of attention. There was the light-gray fabric of my interior seats that collected multicolored crumbs from the snacks I’d pack for him to eat along on the way. There was the heather-gray practice jersey that he changed into along our route that magically transformed him from a student into a committed athlete. And there were the many shades of gray asphalt that extended the 10 East Freeway as far as our eyes could see as we sat idle on top of it and inched our way to the eastern edge of our city at a pace my speedometer could barely record. Sometimes a stiffness in my lower back and a burning in my strained eyes prompted me to test his ambitions. “Are you sick of this yet?” I would ask, full of hope. His reaction surprised and enlightened me. “No way, I love it! We eat, we talk, we listen to music. And I love my team. What could be better?” He was right. What seemed like insanity at the time was, in retrospect, perfection.

As I made my way closer to Expo Park on this winter morning, my memories skipped further back to when my son was nine and joined his first team in East Los Angeles, just as he had begged us to let him do. That’s when I accepted that driving to and from practices and games in this crowded city can actually take longer than the practices and games themselves. That’s when I first started calculating the time and expense that families of all kinds were sacrificing so their children could play the game they loved. That’s when I stopped to question whether my husband and I were supporting my son’s dreams or simply indulging them.

The analysis always led me to the same conclusion. He was the unusually coordinated toddler who kept a ball at his feet since the day he was handed one. He was the curious explorer who discovered his own talents and nourished them with love and enthusiasm to grow. He was the observant little boy who recognized that the soccer clubs in our neighborhood could not satisfy his hunger for the game. And unbeknownst to us at the time, he was the flashy sparkling spirit who was born with a much faster clock than the rest of us and had a fearless urgency to become what he loved. We could only do so much to support him, and we did all that and more. But, ultimately, he was the one who had to perform. And because he did, Europe inched closer.



Now, when I spotted the iron gates of Expo Park, I became sadly aware of how drastically my circumstances had changed. I had no one to pick up. No snacks to pack. No practice to ultimately watch. I pointed my chin straight ahead as I passed the metro station, drove through the northern gates of the park and found a parking spot in an empty lot to the south that would soon be full. I shut off my engine, stared through my front windshield and tended to the thoughts streaming in through the top of my head, which was tingling. Then I spoke out loud in the privacy of my front seat. “I know you are here with me. If you send me a sign, I will look for it.” I grounded myself with a deep breath, stepped out of the car and walked toward the stocky white concrete building that had LOS ANGELES SWIMMING STADIUM in mid-century modern font neatly stuck on the front of it. In a slightly smaller font below it I found what I was looking for: DEPT OF RECREATION AND PARKS. As I approached the front door, two hummingbirds nearly grazed my left arm before landing on the tree right in front of me. Perfect timing, I thought. You’re here.

I walked up to the second-floor auditorium, kissed my husband hello, hugged my younger son, and was instantly overwhelmed by the number of friends and colleagues who had taken the time to make the same trek toward downtown to support us. It was ironic that we had all driven forty minutes east in morning traffic to Expo Park to discuss a Westside park—Westwood Park, the relatively small, obscure one located only five minutes from most of our homes. But just as I had surrendered to the universe when my son departed, I had surrendered to the ways of city government. This is all part of some carefully designed plan, I told myself, a survival method that gave me hope.

The regularly scheduled bimonthly meeting held by the Board of Recreation and Park commissioners began promptly at 9:30 a.m. I took a seat next to my husband and prepared myself so I was ready when it was my turn to speak. Project. Be concise. Look them all in the eye. And, by all means, do not cry.

When my name was called, I approached a sleek black microphone that stood at attention on a slim stand directly in front of four Recreation and Park commissioners. A hundred pairs of eyes stared at the back of my head and my body temperature spiked. You have sixty seconds to tell your story, I reminded myself. I stopped an inch away from the microphone and stared at the commissioners who were sitting behind tables that had been draped with black linens and pushed together to form a barrier between them and us. I just have to convince three out of four of you to vote in our favor. Three of you are women. Maybe you are mothers. My hands dropped to my sides and I pushed my shoulders down and chest up, as yoga had consistently asked me to do ever since my son had left.

A red light sat above a large digital clock that was frozen on the number sixty and eager to count down. “It’s time to finish, Mom!” I heard my son shout, as if I were one of his teammates heading toward goal. In a way, I was, and had prepared to finish strong. In another way, I was aware that I could be developing a mild form of schizophrenia. That thought made me smile. The clock started counting down to zero while the red light tried to intimidate me. I rushed to find my voice.

“Today is exactly one year and nine months since the day my twelve-year-old son, Tommy, went to sleep and didn’t wake up. We still don’t know why.” My voice was already shaking and violating my game plan. The four commissioners stared back at me with what seemed like not an ounce of compassion in their eyes. Before I could process what was happening to me, an intense wave of grief crept up my throat and nearly crashed through the backs of my eyes. Not now! I implored. Give me sixty seconds to get through this, please. I can feel you. Back off a little and when I’m done, come back. I willed my emotions back down into the cracks in my heart, which caused a low tremble that spread instantly from my gut to my limbs.

The grief retreated and allowed me to continue. “Twenty-four hours after my son passed away, our community came together to create a legacy for my son that honors his passion for sports and his spirit of play.” The commissioners looked bored. I had said it all before. Ten times on the record before, to be exact. Not to mention, dozens of times in between. But because the facts kept being ignored, I repeated them over and over again as if I was the crazy person in all of this.

The clock expired, the red light blinked, and neither cared less that I was a mother who had lost her oldest son. The commissioners stared back blankly at me. There was no hidden message in their eyes. No empathy. No hint on how they’d vote. Not even a “thank you” for extending this gift. The silence tried to rattle me, but my soul had come too far to let it.

The top of my head started tingling down to the bottom of my temples, and another download set me straight. “The commissioners are like referees, Mom. Their job is to stay objective and not let their hearts influence their decisions. Don’t let them throw you off your game. Trust they are doing the best they can.” Those were the same words I was pretty sure I had said to Tommy after some disappointing soccer match that he and his teammates blamed on a bad call. I appreciated the advice and was reminded that the commissioners were volunteers appointed by our mayor. Be grateful for their service, I told myself. Trust they are doing the best they can.

I turned around, walked back to my seat and prepared for my grief to return when I said it could. Tears promptly rolled down my cheeks and fell on the rim of my turtleneck sweater. Sorry, T, that was not my best speech. But apparently it was the best I could do today.

As I listened to over an hour of public comments and endured hisses from the row of opposition sitting directly behind me, it dawned on me that while I was trembling, I wasn’t frightened. Nothing frightened me anymore. No longer was I the little girl who worried about saying or doing the wrong thing. No longer was I the friend who kept her life so private that she hid her deepest beliefs and opinions from her own self. No longer was I the businesswoman who found her niche building start-ups for inspiring visionaries and helped them manifest their dreams while ignoring her own. And no longer was I the mom who worried about the future without even feeling the present.

I sat there raw. Fully exposed but insulated by a love so indescribably vast and excruciatingly deep that not even the row behind or the decision-makers in front could penetrate it.

Sitting taller in my seat, I grabbed my husband’s hand and tuned into the last few public comments until silence filled the room and the commissioners prepared to vote. The top of my head was burning. I could feel my son’s enthusiasm breathing down my neck: “Let’s hurry up and finish this already, Mom!” A cool breeze passed over me and made me shiver.

“I know, T, it’s time. There’s nothing left we can do or say. We have done our best.”

“Don’t worry, Mom. There’s no way they will vote against my field. You have something that all of them combined don’t have.”

“What’s that, T?”

“You have me.”

I quickly responded, “Yes, T, I know. I just wish you were still here.” A wave of fresh salty tears escaped my eyes until I checked myself. “I wish you were physically here.” My heart and mind were constantly jostling for position as one foot stood firmly rooted in this reality while the other dangled in some sort of sacred world. But since I had a son in each, I was okay with it.

I looked up when the commissioners started voting and was at peace with what I knew they would say. This wasn’t about winning. My family had already lost.

I had received countless messages, signs, and dreams to decipher and decode since the day Tommy departed, and my career building start-ups had taught me to interpret each one of them in the context of whatever outcome I needed to create. What I needed to do the day Tommy left was find a way to survive the unfathomable pain of losing him. Physically dying seemed much easier, but when I looked at my younger son and husband during the earliest moments of our tragedy, I knew that was not an option. So, while survival was everything, it wasn’t nearly enough. I also had to create a way to transform my suffering into a joyful and meaningful life, and inspire Tommy’s heartbroken younger brother, with a lifetime ahead of him, to do the same. It all felt impossible, unimaginable, and too much to be asked of me.

“Figure it out,” the universe taunted.

In honor of my two sons, I knew that I could. For the sake of making the most out of this lifetime, the universe hoped that I would.

When the first commissioner voted, my husband squeezed my right hand and Tommy’s spirit hugged my soul. “This is going to be fun, Mom. I promise you.” His infectious laughter roared, and a bittersweet smile stretched across my face that startled me. Smiles did not usually come so easily these days, and this one felt premature. I wanted to take it back.

Then these words were spoken to me: “Soccer taught me how to win at life, Mom. Now you’re in training. Keep playing hard, I showed you how.”

Suddenly, something old released and something new advanced, and I was no longer just building a field or enduring a nasty introduction to local politics. I was playing a meticulously orchestrated game of life designed and manipulated especially for me. To guide my journey and make sure I didn’t quit, soccer appeared—like a religion that activated my imagination, connected me to my son, and showed me how to play. And no matter what people thought, or how crazy it sounded, or how minuscule the chances were that it could be true, in my mind, Tommy was playing with me. In my heart, we were like World Cup champions, committed to building his legacy and uniting both of our worlds through the beautiful game. And in my soul, we would never stop playing until I remembered who I was and why I was here, and we lived the story that we both came here to tell.







PART 1
The Loss










CHAPTER 1




Tommy’s Field had Two Incarnations in the Same Lifetime, just as I did. The first started in 2013 when I volunteered to be president of a Westside youth soccer club and found myself in a position where I needed to help others. The second began five years later when Tommy didn’t wake up one morning and I needed to help myself. Like clever dancing twists of fate, both were complete and unwelcome surprises, and entirely dependent on the other.

It was after my second incarnation abruptly began that I started evaluating my life in the privacy of a forest-green, leather-bound journal that still sits on my nightstand and waits for me to purge my emotions. The journal was left in a pile of condolence gifts and cards, and when a debilitating darkness tried to swallow me whole after Tommy’s funeral, the journal caught my eye and screamed at me for attention. I pulled it out and dumped unrecognizable anguish on its lined white pages until the cramping of my right hand tried to distract me from my throbbing heart. On good days, Tommy still hears from me every night in that journal. On bad days, he hears from me more than once. Together, as a trio, Tommy, my green journal, and I analyze this lifetime together and contemplate the depths of our relationship.

My journal and I have discussed at great length the tragedy that struck on April 17, 2018, two days before my forty-eighth birthday, and twenty-seven days before Tommy would have turned thirteen.

The prior evening was typical for a Monday. Tommy returned from soccer practice, ate dinner, showered, and made his nightly calls to friends. At around 9:00 p.m., I walked into my younger son Donovan’s room and saw him pinned underneath Tommy, who was practicing one of his Krav Maga, self-defense, around-the-neck-and-squeeze moves.

“This is a new position I learned the other day,” Tommy exclaimed to me. “I’m trying it out on Dono!” Laughter erupted from the bottom of his soul and immediately ignited mine, as Lionel Messi, blown up and stuck to Donovan’s wall, pointed his index fingers up to the sky. Even Donovan, who was choking, howled through his tears. I unwrapped Tommy’s arms by tickling under them until another dose of his laughter infected me, and Donovan was released.

Then Tommy stood up and started singing. He was always singing. On this particular evening he was rapping and turned to his brother, “My rapper name is Big T. Yours is Little D. Good night Little D. I love you.”

Dressed in black dry-fit boxers accessorized with a soccer ball at his feet, he followed me out of Dono’s room and stopped by our family’s communal charging station to plug in his cell phone for the night and comply with my “no technology in the bedroom while we sleep” rule. I was pleasantly surprised when he didn’t grumble about it, and even chuckled when he stepped back, took a few jabs at the air, and told me how excited he was for his early morning Krav Maga workout before school. He was always moving. Always squeezing in more. Always mindful beyond his years and making the moment he was in feel just as important as the one before and after it.

I made my way to the family room, sat down on the couch next to my husband with my laptop by my side, and silently reflected on how mature and responsible Tommy had become. It seemed to me that his stars were aligning and that turning thirteen really was some kind of magic number.

Tommy walked toward us with the ball still spinning between his feet and said, “Mom, my ribs are sore, I think I need an adjustment.” He accentuated his point by crossing his arms in front of him and rubbing both sides of his rib cage with his palms. Tommy was a dedicated athlete whose body required constant maintenance, so I didn’t think much of it.

“I’ll call the chiropractor in the morning,” I assured him, turning on my laptop and making a mental note of it.

My husband, Doug, promptly took matters into his own hands and stood up to examine Tommy himself. He massaged Tommy’s back, lifted his long thin arms out to the side, and then embraced him from behind. With one playful squeeze, he gave Tommy the bear hug of a lifetime until his toes lifted off the ground and Tommy let out a loud grunt. When Doug released him and Tommy landed, they smiled at each other, shared one last laugh, and unknowingly said goodbye.

“Good night, guys, I love you,” Tommy sang back at us as he headed toward his bedroom, dragging our cinnamon-brown pocket pit bull, Ginger, with him. It wasn’t easy pulling a sixty-pound pit who hunkered down like a dead weight when she was asked to move off her luxurious fuzzy pillow-bed. Still, night after night, since the day our family rescued her, she let Tommy grab her by the collar, slide her across the living-room floor, and pull her down two short flights of stairs into his room. It was more than just a routine. It was their special game that always ended with Ginger leaping onto his bed, sprawling vertically alongside him, and smooshing her massive head into the pillow next to his as they fell asleep with their arms entwined.

“Love you, too, T-bone,” Doug yelled back.

“Love you, T,” I followed with an echo.

I heard Tommy’s door shut, and then Donovan’s, and an hour later the entire household was asleep.

The next morning, shortly before 7:00 a.m., I was in the kitchen making Tommy’s favorite breakfast sandwich: a toasted bagel spread with butter and layered with one egg, a slice of Canadian bacon, and half an avocado smashed on top. He called it the breakfast of champions and said it made him stronger.

Doug was at the other end of the kitchen pouring his second cup of coffee, while Donovan was sitting at our kitchen table explaining to me that his stomach hurt. He said he had thrown up and that he was too sick to go to school. I asked Donovan to rest on the couch in the family room until I could verify his sudden illness.

Five minutes later, when Tommy’s breakfast was assembled, wrapped in foil, and ready to travel with him to Krav, I glanced at the clock and was surprised to see that he wasn’t up yet. Tommy was always up. Always ready. Always on time. Only mildly concerned, I strolled across the house, glanced at his cell phone that was still charging next to mine, and quietly entered his bedroom to check on him. I opened his blinds to let in some Southern California sunshine and was startled when he still didn’t stir. Maybe he’s going through a growth spurt, I thought. Maybe he’s sick. Maybe I should cancel his workout and let him sleep in. Then I glanced over at Tommy still in bed and zoomed in closer. Something wasn’t right.

“Tommy!” I shouted, racing toward him. When he didn’t respond, I shouted for my husband, grabbed my cell phone, and frantically dialed 911.

Within seconds, Doug flew into the room.

“Tommy’s not breathing!” I shouted.

Then I heard the sound of small feet growing louder behind him.

Donovan rushed into the room and yelled, “What’s happening? What’s happening to Tommy?!”

Devoid of any answers, Doug ran over to Tommy’s bed and pleaded over and over again, “Wake up, Tommy!”

Seconds later, Dono and I followed Doug as he carried Tommy into our bedroom, laid him flat on our floor, and followed the CPR instructions that the operator was giving him on my phone.

I knelt next to Tommy and silently wept, Please wake up, Tommy. We love you. Don’t leave us.

Then, for the first time in my life, I really prayed. Please don’t take Tommy. We need him here. Take me, not him.

While Doug repeatedly pumped on Tommy’s chest and breathed into his mouth, Donovan sobbed, “Please don’t die, Tommy. I’m too young to lose my big brother.”

Distraught that our tragedy was unfolding in real time in front of my younger son and there was nothing I could do about it, I begged my husband, “Fix him, Doug! Please fix him!”

My business instincts turned on, my mind settled, and I reassured myself: This is just a glitch. We can fix him.

But when the fireman arrived and looked up at me less than five minutes later, I understood that Tommy was not fixable, and it felt intentional. Overnight, while I had been sleeping, I was failing at the most important job I had ever been given, and all this morning had to say about it was that I would not be given a single chance to correct my mistake. It was inconceivable. Inexplicable. And tragically indisputable. Mothers protect their children, I chastised myself. Mothers raise their children to be adults. Mothers do not let their children down like this.

As I wrestled with my thoughts and tried to make sense of what had just happened and why, my mind got creative and presented another theory. The universe, composed of all matter and space, was fully aware of my problem-solving capabilities. It knew what I could do. It had seen what I could deliver. It did not want me to save my oldest son and disrupt the order of its ways. So it conspired with fate behind my back to take him from me in the middle of the night when my intuition was switched off, my senses had dimmed, and it knew I would be incapacitated and unable to intervene.

Whether our family was a random victim or specifically chosen, I reasoned that the result was sadly the same.

“Ma’am,” the lead fireman said to me as I held Tommy and stared off into space. “He’s been gone a long time. What time did he go to sleep last night?”

“Around 9:00 or 9:30,” I responded, unable to look him in the eye.

“He probably passed shortly after that,” he said, making me feel even worse. How could I have possibly been sleeping when Tommy was leaving?

I looked over at Dono and watched my sweet silly ten-year-old son transform into an adult before my eyes. I internally thanked him for the way he had flagged down the firemen, led them into our room, and explained the circumstances. I privately reflected on all the touching words he had shared with his big brother throughout the morning and the many reasons he had offered to convince him to stay. I quietly marveled at the way he’d shoved his own fears aside and allowed his instincts to guide when to stand by our side and when to give everyone room to breathe.

What could have been one minute or an hour later, I looked up and noticed that the door to my room was shut and Tommy and I were alone. Apparently, the bond between a mother and her child had earned me special privileges and I was grateful to the firemen for teaching my family this lesson. Suddenly, a love so painfully deep took over my entire being and urged me to wrap my arms around Tommy and speak to him before all systems shut down. I’m so sorry I failed you, T. I love being your mom. I will always be your mom. I will always love you. I did the best I could. But I missed it, T. I’m so sorry I missed it. Please forgive me. These words looped over and over in my mind and bounced backward and forward until my head unexpectedly jerked up as if I were a baby who couldn’t control her own neck. The jarring impact of my head against my upper back forced me to intermittently look up and search the air. Where are you, T? I know you are here somewhere. My mother had always warned me to live my life as though someone were watching. Only now was I desperate enough to explore what she meant. Still, as hard as I tried, I saw nothing.

Through the walls, I heard cries pouring out from the bottom of Doug’s soul. I closed my eyes and wilted as my first incarnation as Tommy’s mom came to a stupefying end.







CHAPTER 2




“IT’s Mystical,” I Told Doug as we Sat on the Couch in Our pajamas, sharing the pain that comes from obliterated hearts. His hazel eyes stared back at me, looking so traumatized that the natural golden flecks in them had turned bright orange, as if they were on fire.

“There’s something about the way you reacted this morning that makes it seem like you knew this would happen,” he responded, unable to further articulate what he meant. “I can’t explain it.”

I nodded and responded with the only words I could find. “This is not some random mistake. This is part of some plan.” Then I went numb.

I recognized that the world I once knew and the person I once was, had changed overnight and I was certain that the universe had made a giant mistake. I was Nikki Mark. Nikki Alison Mark. The “normal” one, according to nearly half a century of girlfriends. The “stable” one, according to generations of colleagues and employers. The one who rarely got caught up in the highs and lows of life and who had taught herself at a very young age to avoid unnecessary drama at all costs. In fact, I was the one who managed drama. I fixed drama. I was a self-proclaimed master of preventing drama! No, I was not the right person for this tragedy, and had a forty-eight-year track record to prove it.



I was born into a loving upper-middle-class family in Encino, California, home of the original Valley Girl and just six gridlocked miles north of Westwood. Throughout my childhood, friends often teased that my family was like the Ingalls, referring to the family upon which the 1970’s hit television show Little House on the Prairie was based. We trusted each other. Supported one another. Even genuinely enjoyed being together. Rarely did we raise our voices. Never would we talk behind each other’s backs. Seldom did we curse. In fact, when Doug first met my family, he turned to me and asked, “What the hell is going on here?” When he saw genuine confusion spread across my face, he took the opportunity to tell me that he had been raised by wolves. That his father doted on his sisters. His mother prioritized her pills. So, he was left to fend for himself as a young child to the point where he regularly wandered over to a neighbor’s house before school to get breakfast. He had never seen a family like mine before and for years thought we were putting on some kind of show … just like the Ingalls did for my generation and the Cleavers in Leave it to Beaver did in his.

My father was a dentist, and my mother managed his dental office, our home, and their various entrepreneurial projects. Together they gave me and my older brother a childhood full of travel, music, sports, and, most of all, love. While they were models for what it meant to be honest, disciplined, and full of humility, they also passed down a singular family trait that we never discussed but all learned to perfect. Our family was exceptionally private. We did not cause problems. We rarely talked about our problems. Unless invited, we rarely inserted ourselves into other people’s problems.

My brother was the smart one, I the artistic one, and, for whatever reason, I decided that I could only be one or the other. Not both. By the time I entered middle school, I had suppressed my creative passions and dedicated myself to becoming smart, whatever that meant. I felt my deepest joy singing, dancing, playing guitar, and writing short stories and poetry on the side, but I prioritized school and friendships, and became a dedicated student who forgot almost everything she learned after achieving the grade point average that college applications and employment resumes required. I wasn’t brilliant. I didn’t have to be a genius. I just wanted to be smart enough.

After college, I went to business school. My guitar came with me and sat in my apartment while I applied my business studies to the music industry and reasoned that if I didn’t have the courage to be a true artist, then I would apply my growing smartness and help those who did.

I spent the next twenty-two years working for entrepreneurs with big personalities and inspiring visions, and helping them build their companies from the ground up. While they focused on revolutionizing their respective industries, I developed their business operations and was given an executive title that put me in charge of them. I flourished working in highly creative and fast-paced environments where instruction was vague and timelines incredibly unrealistic, and quickly developed a strong mindset that nothing was impossible. No deadline was too soon. No problem too complex. There was always a solution, and I developed a weird obsession and knack for finding it.

I had conveyed all this to Tommy when I drove him to San Diego for a league match the weekend before he departed. He had asked me, “Mom, what exactly do you do?” I explained the trajectory of my career and the many challenging projects that I had brought to fruition across three industries: music, hospitality, and professional soccer. Then I took the opportunity to impart some wisdom that I never imagined I’d need myself just four days later. “There’s always a way, T-bone. An honest way. You just have to be creative, believe in yourself, and trust that the universe will help you.”

Well, only days after I had genuinely complimented it, my so-called “universe” pushed me too far. It took my son and put forth an unbearable challenge for which there was no solution. My mind shut off and without asking for my permission, some other consciousness switched on.



I sank into the couch, descending deeper into darkness until my body forced me to take a gulp of air and snap back into the real world in front of me. As if some small crack opened in time, a recent memory broke through. My life has been too easy. That’s what I had told myself no less than twice the week before. When it entered my mind the first time, I labeled it a random thought and questioned whether I had failed to show enough gratitude in my life. When it entered my mind the second time, a nervous anxiety permeated my system. It wasn’t until Tommy was gone and my first incarnation as his mother abruptly ended that I realized there was nothing random about it. My life has been too easy was an intentionally placed message advising me to be grateful for the last forty-eight years because my turn to get whacked was imminent.







CHAPTER 3




By the Time the City’s Homicide Investigators Walked Into our home and sat down across from me and Doug to ask routine questions, a textbook version of shock had attacked my entire body. The past was no longer relevant. The future had just blown up. All that registered was the present moment that I desperately wanted to end.

The two investigators asked a number of questions, but a piercing high-pitched ring in both of my ears muffled their voices. I attempted to read their lips, but a thick fog had invaded my brain and disconnected all relevant circuits. I couldn’t process anything beyond the second I was in and with every passing second less of me was in it. My soul, which I couldn’t remember ever acknowledging before, was frantically chasing after Tommy and trying to bring him back where he belonged. Periodically, it glanced back at me sitting on the couch next to my husband and saw a terrible actress starring in the worst movie of all time. The scene was my living room, and the homicide officers were questioning me about a terrible crime. I was innocent, as far as I knew, but could not string together a coherent sentence. My mind was unable to process their questions. Guilty flashed in front of my eyes. Fortunately, my husband covered for me by answering the investigators’ questions while I sat there realizing that it’s impossible to speak or act like the sane person you once thought you were when tragedy blindsides you and smashes you inside out with terror.

As Doug and the officers conversed, fragments of Tommy’s medical history surfaced in my mind and made me question what I might have missed.

There were the respiratory illnesses that Tommy suffered no less than twice a year. They clogged up his ears, nose, and throat for months at a time and produced a relentless dry chest cough that woke us both up in the middle of the night and required an adult dose of NyQuil to calm.

There were the late-evening gushing bloody noses every winter and summer that resulted in us spending multiple hours together in the middle of the night pinching his nostrils and reading books until the blood dried up and he eventually fell back to sleep.

There were the allergies to grass, dust, and walnut trees that required one-minute allergy shots that often took us an hour to get to and from every week in Santa Monica.

There were the physical sports-related injuries, including sore heels, swollen ankles, and overused muscles that required constant maintenance, including weekly acupuncture and chiropractic treatments administered by practitioners who squeezed in early-morning appointments before school and on weekends, not only because they enjoyed Tommy’s company, but because they were the special ones being called upon to help a young boy achieve his dreams.

Lastly, there were the panic attacks and nightmares that woke him up in the middle of the night every evening for the first nine years of his life. At two or three in the morning he would run out of his room into mine, and crawl in between me and Doug before promptly falling back asleep until morning. Nothing could keep him in his bed. Not threats. Not punishments. Not even therapy. “He came into this lifetime with this fear,” a child psychologist once told me, leaving her final diagnosis at that.

It suddenly seemed to me, sitting in front of those officers in my home, that Tommy’s soul knew his clock was ticking, and his body kept finding clever new ways to maximize our time together and make up for the precious years we were destined to lose.

But there was nothing in his medical history to suggest there was anything seriously wrong with him. As if the female officer had been reading my mind, she said, “Don’t beat yourself up. There’s a lot we don’t know about the human body.”

After the officers left, my head jerked up and I saw my parents and closest friends entering our home. An inner voice spoke to me and advised, “Let people help you… they want to … they need to … this is not just about you.”

As I watched our inner circle come together in some sort of tribal way to support the needs of our family, and each other, I thought to myself, I’m grateful for whatever they want to do for us for as long as they want to do it. I wouldn’t know what to do for them if they were in my position, so I don’t expect them to know what to do for us. They’re here. They’re trying. That’s a lot.

As if my thoughts had been heard, an inner voice advised me further. “Tell them what you need. They need help, too.”

Curled up on our couch sinking before everyone’s eyes, I became lost in an internal dialogue that was impossible to rationalize or explain. “I surrender,” I spoke telepathically to the nebulous entity that I called the universe. “Just tell me what you want me to do, and I’ll do it.”

I had never committed to a particular god. So, when life handed my family the most extreme of all tragedies, I held each and every possible deity accountable. I did not know their names or care about their stories. I simply lumped them all together with the rest of all matter and space and called it the “universe.” To me, the universe was far more powerful and inclusive than any one god, and I blamed it for executing the perfect tragedy.

“Keep your enemies closer,” Tommy used to tell me when I marveled at his ability to forgive others so quickly. I followed his advice and accepted that if was ever going to understand this unfathomable plan, I had to strengthen my connection to the top where important decisions are made. The universe was my new boss now, and as with every entrepreneur for whom I had ever worked, I had to figure out how to collaborate.

My head jerked back again, and a voice reminded me to check on Doug and Donovan. “You are still a mother and a wife. Take care of them.”

I stood up and shuffled toward the dining room where friends had congregated around a buffet table of food. I will never eat again, I thought. As I looked around for Donovan, Doug suddenly grabbed my hand and squeezed it tight, as if he had his own voices talking to him at the same time. I gazed up and saw his lips moving but couldn’t follow them.

“Huh?” I asked, the ringing in my ears and the increasing volume in our home making it difficult to hear him. Close friends and family huddled nearby.

His voice grew louder. “This is not our fault. We watched Tommy like a hawk,” he shouted.

My head, which felt as heavy as a brick, nodded in agreement.

“We will not be a tragic family,” he continued, grabbing both of my shoulders, and forcing me to look in his eyes. “We will get through this together. Do you understand me?”

“Yes, I understand,” I whispered. “I agree.” The last thing I knew Tommy would want is for his family to fall apart. This is a plan, I reminded myself. There is a reason we are experiencing this tragedy together.

I turned and started heading back toward the couch when I heard my name being called in the distance. I looked over and saw Dono running up to me with the father of one of Tommy’s best friends by his side. I tried to stand up straight.

“Mom!” he yelled with an urgency that held my attention and popped my ears. “There is a huge brown hawk staring at us from a tree across the street. I think it’s Tommy watching everything going on and reporting back to God.” Donovan and I had never spoken about God before, but since I had been speaking to the entire universe of gods and goddesses that morning, I wasn’t one to judge. The two of them proceeded to describe the position of the hawk, the intensity of its stare, and the way it fixated on our home that entire afternoon. They were convinced that the hawk had something to do with Tommy. As much as I wasn’t a god person, I was even less of a bird person. Still, I couldn’t deny finding comfort in Donovan’s spiritual impressions, for as life unraveled before my very eyes, his explanations were the only ones that made any sense.







CHAPTER 4




By Evening, Word had Traveled Around the City With Tommy Mark speed, and our home was filled with a community that I didn’t even know we had. Earlier that morning, Doug posted a picture of Tommy on his Facebook page with the caption underneath, “We were lucky to have him.” The response was immediate. From teachers to coaches to friends, teammates, and business colleagues, it seemed that everyone who had ever known Tommy or a member of our family had shown up from all corners of our city to share our grief.

My memory of that day is scattered.

I remember Donovan consoling his father, whose cries were bouncing off our walls and scaring him.

“Dad, control yourself,” Dono advised through his own tears. “Or you are going to have a heart attack, too.” We didn’t know what had happened to Tommy that morning, but both the firemen and the homicide detectives thought his exit likely had something to do with his heart.

I remember my stepson, Ethan, who was twenty-five at the time and almost thirteen years older than Tommy, running through our front door pale as a ghost, falling into Doug’s arms and struggling to comprehend how the little brother he had picked up from school and driven to soccer practice the week before was suddenly gone.

“I was finally becoming an involved big brother,” he cried to Doug within earshot. “I still had so much I wanted to teach him.”

I remember looking up and seeing Ethan’s mom at one of our sides. Consoling. Organizing. Supervising.

I remember Donovan appearing on the couch next to me at some point and asking, “Why wasn’t I taken instead of Tommy? He was the special one.” My girlfriends sitting on the other side of me simultaneously squeezed my hand and gasped, while their tears drenched their faces.

“Oh, Dono,” I responded, forcing my voice to connect with my thoughts. “You are just as special as Tommy. Do not ever think this should have happened to you instead of him. If anyone had to go, it should have been me.”

I remember Dono spending most of the day in our backyard, sitting in the middle of the synthetic lawn where only a day earlier he and Tommy had played soccer. Now this was where Tommy’s teammates from the east side of our city mourned with Tommy’s Westside friends, sharing stories and trying to console one another. This was also where our nanny, Estela, watched Dono from afar and deferred her own grief to tend to our home and manage our guests. I wanted to tell her not to work. To help support Dono. To simply sit with all of us and grieve. But the universe had shown me that I was not in control, and, ultimately, she made it clear that helping others was how she processed her own grief best.

Dono acknowledged to me that day how important Estela was to him. He asked if it was okay to call her his abuela. He had recently learned the words for family members in Spanish and wanted to give the one meaning “grandmother” to her. While she had helped raise Ethan and was considered part of the family even before my boys and I entered it, I understood that Dono needed to make the relationship formal that day and help make up for the family member who had that very morning disappeared.

Just when I thought there couldn’t possibly be anyone else we knew who wasn’t already in our home, I looked up and saw my friend and fellow soccer mom, Linda, walking toward me in slow motion with a potted red rosebush in her hands. “This rosebush is for your front yard,” she said, pulling me into another room and sitting down next to me. “Plant it and when it blooms it will represent all the love that you and Tommy share, forever.” I was speechless and couldn’t understand how she had already found the perfect symbol for my son. Red roses were on his favorite socks. They were embedded in the posters and stickers on his bedroom walls. They were on the Guns N’ Roses T-shirts that he wore. They were even in the title of a filthy rap song on his favorite playlist. A red rose embodied everything Tommy. Bold. Special. And full of love. Red roses would grace our home, both inside and out, from that day forward.
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