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chapter one





Aleen


Driving past the picturesque California countryside near her home, Aleen Riddick turned left on the boulevard and immediately tensed up when she saw the flowers pinned to the tree, full-bodied red roses, literally weeping petals to the ground. So beautiful, so sad.


The flowers were a reminder of when everything changed. One day, she was a forty-something working woman with a committed, successful husband and a bright, wonderful daughter, but the next night, the lives of those she loved were altered forever.


While she was concerned about her own mental well-being, her thoughts always turned to her beautiful eighteen-year-old daughter, Sunny. She had been like a breath of fresh air, so full of life, funny, thoughtful. . . . How many teenagers could you say that about?


Durk and Aleen couldn’t have been prouder of Sunny. They’d heard the outrageous stories about the antics of their friends’ teenagers, and they would stay quiet, as their daughter was something else. If she did anything that would worry her parents, she hid it really well.


But just over three months ago, everything changed for her lovely daughter. These days, her disposition was not sunny at all. No, melancholy filled her now. When Aleen looked into her eyes, all she saw was this dark depth of despair, and her mother felt powerless against it.


She shook her head to snap out of it and focus on finding a place to park. All Sunny needs right now is her mom in a car accident, Aleen thought to herself, shuddering.


It was a beautiful morning, the majestic mountains in the background, the flowering bushes growing alongside the road, and the occasional orange tree sprouting fruit. But Aleen wasn’t in the mood to enjoy the scenery. The beautiful roses had evoked the scene of the worst night of her life. She had to stop.


Pulling over, Aleen parked her sturdy SUV, with nearly 106,000 miles on the odometer, and walked over to the flowers. While there were many bouquets and arrangements on the ground around the tree, she went to her knees to touch the weeping roses, gathering the fallen petals in her hands.


As the soft, vibrant red petals cascaded through her fingers onto the grass, sadness enveloped Aleen, and she started to cry, softly at first, and then the silent sobs racked her body. She rocked back and forth, covering her eyes with her hands.


Suddenly, she felt a tickling and then something stroking her face. Aleen looked up to see two corgi dogs licking her, and she couldn’t help but laugh through her tears.


“Hey,” she said to the dogs, petting them as they jumped on her.


“Sorry about that.” Ted Hammand left the leash loose so the dogs could continue to lick Aleen and jump on her playfully as she sat on the ground. Ted was about Aleen’s age and just under six feet, with a kind face, wispy brown hair, and wire-rimmed glasses. He wore khakis and a polo shirt, looking the part of the suburban dad.


“Oh, Ted,” Aleen said. “I didn’t see you there at first, or your friends.” She sat upright and petted the dogs. Trying to make herself presentable, she took a handkerchief from her pocket to dab at her deep-blue eyes, which were now rimmed red, and smooth her light-brown hair as it blew in the wind. “When did you get them?”


“Well, you may have heard I just moved into a townhouse right here,” Ted said, pointing at the condo development behind them, “and I decided to get the dogs. Gerrie would never allow pets, even though Stu and I always wanted one. . . .” His voice faltered at the mention of his son’s name.


“Anyway, this is Hope, and this is Cash.” Ted continued. “They’re brother and sister. The breeder wanted to keep them as a pair because they were raised together as pups, so I took them both. They’re five years old, and I have to say they provide pretty good company and entertainment.”


The dogs wrestled on the ground and nipped at each other playfully.


“They have wonderful personalities, and I’m sure they’re a help to you . . . a comfort,” Aleen said. “I’d heard about the condo. I hope it’s working out for you,” she offered quietly. “It’s just so close to where Stu . . .”


“Yes. It is what it is,” Ted said quietly. “I haven’t adjusted to it yet, but I’m sure you understand. On the bright side, the dogs have made it feel more like home and lifted my spirits, actually.


“But I’m more concerned about you right now. Is it one of those days?” Ted sat in the grass next to Aleen.


“‘Fraid so, Ted. I saw the flowers, the weeping petals, and I had to stop. The roses are so beautiful but so sad. Sunny and I bring flowers here, too. It’s emotional every time. I guess I assumed Gerrie put the flowers out.”


“No,” Ted said firmly. “I did. I check on them almost every day and refresh them when they wilt. Being so close now, I come by here several times a day as I walk the dogs.


“You probably noticed the authorities don’t let us put the candles at the base of the tree anymore. It’s a hazard they said, but they overlooked it right after the accident.”


“I did notice. I try not to look over and upset myself, but most days, I can’t help but glance over when I drive by. And sorry I thought it was Gerrie who brought the flowers,” Aleen added. “I should have known it was you. I’m also sorry I’m here, crying in the grass, making a fool of myself and upsetting you, too.”


Ted shook his head dismissively. “Don’t worry about that. You and Sunny have brought flowers to this spot many times, which means a lot to me. Our lives have been drastically changed, and it just hasn’t been that long since . . .” His voice faded once more.


“Well, I’m glad I ran into you,” he said, regaining his composure and changing the subject. “Did you know Sunny was coming over today?”


“I had no idea. We used to share everything, but she’s very different since the accident.”


“We all are, Aleen. We all are.” Ted stared down at the grass for a moment. “I invited her over for the Packers game. She used to come over to watch the games with Stu and me. It’s the beginning of the season. Why don’t you come over, too? We were just going to order some pizzas.”


“How nice of you,” Aleen said with a look of surprise. “I guess I never really paid attention to your Sunday game days before. I’m on the way to the grocery store, so why don’t I pick up some pizzas at the store and bring them over?”


“That sounds good. I’m sure Sunny will be glad you’re there,” he replied.


“I’m not so sure about that . . .” A look of concern pinched Aleen’s face.


“She enjoyed the games in the past, so maybe it’ll lift her mood,” Ted said. “You may not remember, but I’m originally from Wisconsin. Being a Packers fan is in the blood. My dad, my grandfather, and all my uncles were rabid fans. My mom, too! I passed along my passion to Stu, and he was a huge supporter as well, even though he never lived in Wisconsin.


“Sunny used to come by and watch the games with us many Sundays, so she’s a big Packers fan, too. I just think it’s important to carry on the tradition now that Stu . . .” Ted’s face clouded over, as it was difficult to finish the sentence.


“I understand, Ted, and I would be honored to be part of your football ritual. I may not make it to the condo until well after halftime. I have to do the grocery shopping for the week and a few errands, but I’ll be there.”


“Excellent.” Ted gathered up the leashes and stood from the grass, Hope and Cash at his heels. “I plan to give Sunny Stu’s favorite Packers T-shirt to wear during the game,” he said softly.


“Oh, Ted . . .”


“I hope she likes it,” he said, brushing dirt and grass from his pants.


“I’m sure she’ll treasure it,” Aleen replied confidently. “You have a wonderful daughter, you know? It’s clear she hasn’t been the same lately. She’s suffering,” Ted told Aleen, his voice wavering. “I really believe she tries to be her best for me, to help me.”


“Well, I’m glad, and I’m sure you’re helping her as well. Both of you loved Stu so much. It gives me hope she may find her way back to being herself again someday soon.” Aleen touched his arm.


“I’m glad we had a few minutes to chat,” Ted said, pulling himself together. “It helps to talk about Stu, and it’s so much easier with you because you understand everything.”


“True. Bottling things up doesn’t work. Sunny and I tried counseling, but frankly, it wasn’t helpful because we didn’t like the counselor. I heard you had a similar experience,” Aleen said.


“Yes, same deal. Maybe it was the just the wrong person. It’s hard to talk to friends, too. When I see someone I know and they have that glaze of pity in their eyes, I just freeze up, and the conversations never take off.”


“I hate that, too.” The look in Aleen’s eyes told Ted she understood all too well.


“I saw how upset you were when I first walked over with the dogs,” Ted commented, turning the attention back to his friend.


“Will we ever be okay, Ted?” she asked, tears forming in her eyes.


“It sure doesn’t feel like it right now,” he replied, his face a mask of sadness.





chapter two





Sunny


Sunny Abigail Riddick sat on her bed, fiddling with her long blond hair and trying to study before she went over to Stu’s dad’s new condo for the game. She’d just started engineering school at UCLA. Sunny always loved tinkering and finding out how things worked. Somehow, she had always known she wanted to be an engineer like her father.


Her dad used his experience and expertise to capture a big job managing a team of engineers at the huge company based just fifteen minutes from their house. Her mom worked there, too, as an executive assistant.


Sunny had idolized her father, but after the split from her mother, she had no time for him. Thinking about her dad made her frustrated and angry; she threw her textbook across the bed, and it hit the ground with a thud.


They’d all agreed Sunny would start school as planned, that everything should go on as normal. “As normal,” she mocked aloud to herself.


“As if anything is normal. . . .” She spat the words and splayed herself across the bed.


She closed her eyes and thought of Stu Hammand. Sunny smiled dreamily and remembered the afternoon about three months ago at his house. It was how she could make it through . . . to remember the wonderful times with him.


Sunny thought of him when her mind wandered in class, in the car driving to school, when she locked herself in her room, which was most of the time lately . . . just about all the time she could, really.


Stu and Sunny met at their local high school when she was sixteen and he was almost seventeen. They’d been inseparable from the moment they saw each other. Both sets of parents nagged them about getting serious so young, but neither listened. Their souls were connected, and they couldn’t wait to see each other at school and whenever they could sneak away together. They texted and messaged each other constantly when they were apart.


She looked out her bedroom window at the beautiful day, the sun shining and the leaves on the trees waving at her in the breeze. Sunny closed her eyes and willed herself back to that magical afternoon in June.


Stu had arranged for her to come over after lunch. Sunny told her parents she was going to spend the day with Stu and her friends, perhaps see a movie. It was a bit of a fib, as they planned to spend the day together, alone. Her excitement was overpowering.


His parents had gone up north to the wine country and wouldn’t be back until dinnertime, so Stu and Sunny would have the whole day together.


Sunny wore her best jeans, a nice, new form-fitting top, and she’d taken extra care to get her makeup and hair just so. She wanted to look fabulous for him. This was an important day in their relationship.


As Sunny drove over to Stu’s that June afternoon, she felt so light, so happy. It was just after high school graduation, and she and her boyfriend were making all their plans for college. With her at UCLA and Stu at USC, they would be able to see each other often. They were both happy to have been accepted into such great schools that were so close to home.


It was a perfect day, as the weather wasn’t too hot yet. The morning was foggy and damp, a perfect example of the “June gloom” in Southern California. By late morning, the bright sunshine had burned away the fog, leaving the sky a piercing blue.


Sunny could hardly contain her excitement as she drove over to the Hammands’ house. When Stu greeted her at the door, tall and long-limbed, with light-brown hair and green eyes, he was so gorgeous. But the greatest thing about Stu was he was so wonderful inside, so kind, like his dad, and whip smart and funny like his mom. He’s just perfect, Sunny thought to herself as she walked in and he enveloped her in his arms.


“Hey,” Stu greeted her.


“Hey, yourself,” Sunny replied as she gave him a sloppy kiss hello.


They walked in and sat on the couch, and Stu went into the kitchen to get them some cold drinks. “How cool that we have the house all day,” Sunny shouted to him in the kitchen.


He joined her and put the drinks on the coffee table. “For sure. It’s great how it worked out. You know how my dad is about wine tasting. I don’t really think Mom was that excited about going. She always has lots of things to do on Sundays before she goes back to work. She seemed a bid edgy today, too.


“Not sure why it was so important to her that I was around for dinner, but it’s no problem ‘cause I knew I’d have the whole day with you,” he said, smiling broadly.


Stu’s mom, Gerrie, was the highest-level woman at the same company where Sunny’s mom and dad worked. She was in charge of all sourcing, IT, and other administrative services for the multibillion-dollar business. She had hundreds of people in her department, made tons of money, and traveled all the time.


Gerrie reported directly to the CEO and was the only woman on his team. She was beautiful, with stylish shoulder-length dark hair and flashing green eyes. She looked a lot younger than her years and always wore the latest fashions. She had a great sense of humor and doted on Stu—when she was around. It seemed to Sunny Stu’s dad was more like the mom than Gerrie, but it seemed to work for them.


Stu sat next to Sunny and put his arm around her. She settled into him, getting comfortable and winding her arms around his waist. Sunny looked at Stu and thought he was so different from the other boys at school. He seemed more serious but funny at the same time.


He was so intelligent; he had one of the highest grade point averages of anyone at school, so he had lots of choices for college. Sunny was pleased he’d decided to study premed at USC. Stu would be terrific at anything he decided to do, but he would make an awesome doctor.


The couple could talk about anything. She had some great girlfriends at school, but Sunny always felt more comfortable when she was with Stu, which was kind of weird, as the majority of girls she knew felt most at ease with their friends.


Such a big step today, Sunny thought. Just then, her phone dinged with a text message. She moved away from Stu, grabbed her phone, and put it on silent.


“No interruptions!” she said. “I just want to be with you. I’ve been thinking about our time together all day.” She took a drink of iced tea before snuggling back in Stu’s arms, gazing at him, thinking about what it would be like to make love with him. She’d prepared mentally and physically for this day.


It wasn’t Stu’s first time. When he was sixteen, he had sex with a girl named Rosie he’d met at a summer camp. They stayed in touch for some time but drifted apart, as she lived in the Boston area. He’d told Sunny about it; they shared everything.


“Well, we can do anything you want. We have the house to ourselves and all the time in the world. I don’t mind to just hold you like this,” Stu said, kissing the top of Sunny’s head.


She looked up at him and touched his face, bringing it to hers. They kissed playfully for a long time, and then they both felt the passion heating up.


His kisses became more urgent, and Sunny tasted him as his tongue darted in and out of her mouth. She unbuttoned his shirt and ran her hands all over his torso and shifted her weight to bring her body closer to his.


Stu whispered in her ear, “Let’s go upstairs to my room.”


As they walked, they continued to nuzzle each other. Once in his bedroom, the two couldn’t take their eyes off of each other, shedding their clothes slowly. As they explored every inch of the other’s body, Sunny felt so much love for Stu. Being with him this way finally joined them together forever. How could she ever love anyone else?


After their lovemaking, lying in one another’s arms in his bed, Stu kissed the top of Sunny’s head, smiling, exhausted.


She looked out the window at the beautiful late-spring day and basked in happiness. To show her love to Stu this way, it was almost too much.


Sunny felt warm all over as she recalled that wonderful afternoon when they made love for the first and only time, but she was jolted back to reality when she opened her eyes and looked out the window of her bedroom. That magical time with Stu was over. She had relived that afternoon so often it almost felt as if he were actually touching her.


Every time she recalled that memory, she hoped the accident had only been a bad dream and Stu was still alive, next to her, holding her.


But the ending was always the same.


“Why? Why? Why?” Sunny screamed, but no one was home to hear the anguish and regret in her voice.





chapter three





Ted


Ted busied himself around the condo, preparing for his guests and the Green Bay Packers game. It would be good to have people over, as he spent too much time by himself now with his marriage over and his son gone. As he was an independent accountant, he did most of his work alone.


He’d set up his office in the condo as soon as he moved in, and it seemed to work efficiently enough. It wasn’t as fancy as the office at the home he’d shared with Gerrie and Stu, but then it wouldn’t be, would it?


Ted had asked Gerrie if he could take some of Stu’s awards and honors to have on the shelves in his new home office. It was one of the few really calm and civil conversations the two had been able to have since the accident.


Other than those few things he took for his office, Gerrie and Ted had left Stu’s room the same. They didn’t have the heart to clear it out; their grief was still so overwhelming and fresh. Gerrie still lived in the grand house, and Ted couldn’t imagine what it would be like to walk by Stu’s room every day. Fortunately, he didn’t go there very often.


Gerrie had made her choices, and she had to live with them. He couldn’t waste his time thinking about her, as he didn’t want to admit—even to himself—how much he missed his marriage, his son, his family, his life. But that was all over now.


When he took a break from work, Ted would walk over to Stu’s awards and touch them, sometimes chatting to his son about the past or some day-to-day, trivial thing, like a dumb unsolicited phone call or a funny advertisement he saw online or on TV.


Ted didn’t realize it when he was alive, but his son was like his best friend. They shared so much. How lucky he was to have had a son like Stu, but how hard it was now without him.


Before Stu died, Ted kept his focus squarely on his family and work. He didn’t need anything else. But now, without his family, Ted’s life was pretty empty. With his brother and sister and their families in Wisconsin and his parents gone, he really was alone.


Ted knew he must rebuild his life, but he just wasn’t ready yet. Could he ever give so much of himself again? His wife and son were his everything. . . .


“Get ahold of yourself,” he told himself aloud. He was amazed how much he talked to himself now that Stu was gone. He definitely needed to get back to counseling, to help sort himself out.


Ted brightened when he thought about enjoying the games with Stu. They were both so knowledgeable about football, and they could discuss all the coaches, the most competitive teams, and all the best players in the league. They had discussed the possibilities for the season with great enthusiasm and had watched the draft day coverage this spring on the NFL Network and ESPN, discussing each Green Bay pick in depth.


Now that Stu was gone, Ted felt strongly that he needed to continue with the football traditions, which had been started so early in his own life. Besides, he told himself, the beginning of the season is always a hopeful time, full of promise. Ted knew he desperately needed some new possibilities in his life now, some hope of better things to come.


Ted had read that about 20 percent of parents who lose a child get divorced. Before he looked it up, he actually thought the percentage would be higher than that. It made him sad to think he was on the wrong side of that statistic. He lost his son and his marriage, which shattered his world into a million pieces.


Despite that, Ted never worried about surviving; he knew he would. Just keep moving forward, he thought to himself, putting one foot in front of the other. He was a practical, pragmatic man. Rock steady. Perhaps that was why he enjoyed being a dad so much and was good at it. His wife always told him he was an amazing father and she didn’t know what she would do without him. Well, that clearly didn’t last.


Snap out of it, Ted, he told himself. This is going to be a better day.


He actually did feel a bit happy, excited about Sunny and Aleen coming by to see the game. He’d shut himself away for far too long, and maybe he really was taking that first step forward, away from his grief.


Ted appreciated his encounter with Aleen earlier today, even though when he first spotted her, she was in the grass, crying her eyes out. He had days like that, too, so he understood.


Ted felt he could talk to Aleen, and that just wasn’t the case with most of his friends. Everyone always seemed so uncomfortable dealing with him, like they might say the wrong thing. Always walking on eggshells.


It was awful to see the look of pity on people’s faces as they approached him. Hell, he could see it in their eyes from ten to twenty paces away. Of course he knew why they looked at him that way, but he hated it all the same. Aleen didn’t do that; she dealt with him with interest and concern—exactly what he needed.


And Sunny treated him the same as she did before Stu’s death. The difference now was they had moments of shared grief that they didn’t speak about, but just felt. No need to verbalize. When they felt like talking about Stu, they did. Sunny and Ted could read each other so well. It was the damnedest thing.


Clearly, he couldn’t talk to his soon-to-be ex-wife about anything now. Yes, they had to deal with anything concerning Stu, finances, the divorce, and their former life together, but that was mechanical and without emotion. They mostly communicated through email and the lawyers, as that was much easier.


Ted wasn’t able to talk to Gerrie at all about Stu; that was totally off-limits, as she just couldn’t handle it. He understood why, but it was her own doing; she had made it hard on herself.


He could see Aleen was suffering, too, so perhaps they could help each other even more in the future. The psychologist Ted went to see was no help whatsoever. Maybe he was just the wrong person, as he and Aleen had discussed today, sitting in the grass. Who knew?


Ted was glad to have a townhouse-type condo, as he had a courtyard garden, which was great for the dogs. They were out there now, chasing each other around. They always brought a smile to his face. Thank God for the dogs, he told himself, as Hope and Cash gave him another reason to get up in the morning.


He busied himself putting out some snacks and placing Stu’s favorite Packers shirt over the chair for Sunny. There was a Packers helium balloon tied to the end of the entertainment unit and the cheesehead hat was placed next to the television.


That cheesehead sure had seen better days, as Stu and he played around with it a lot, opening up a long crack along the inside. Oh well. Since it had been his as well as Stu’s, it would continue to be his best football lucky charm as long as Ted had breath in him.


Ted missed his son terribly, but he also missed his marriage. He loved being married, and he always thought he was a good husband until everything fell apart. He was the one who kept the household going and handled the shopping, the cooking, Stu’s school activities, and any family holidays.


His wife’s job took up sixty hours a week, and Gerrie was often exhausted when she got home at night. She always tried to be at her best for Stu, talking to him in the evenings about school, social activities, and friends. Even when she was traveling, she called every night to talk to the guys, telling each of them how she loved them. Ted had to give her that, but it made him feel sad, as he believed his wife.


Gerrie had gotten along well with Sunny, always making her feel welcome in their home. Since their son and Sunny had been inseparable, that was a good thing. When the two of them weren’t at the Hammands’ house, or the Riddicks’, they were with friends or at school.


That seems so long ago now, Ted thought, shaking his head. A whole other life.


He welcomed the knock on the door that interrupted his thoughts.


“Hello, Mr. Hammand,” Sunny greeted Ted, and he motioned her into his new home.


“Sunny, you have to call me Ted,” he insisted.


“I’m not sure I can do that,” she said, smiling. “You’ll always be Mr. Hammand to me.”


“Well, I understand, but I’ll keep bugging you about it,” Ted said, smiling. “Please come in and take a seat, and I’ll get something for us to drink.”


“Great place,” Sunny said, taking a quick look around the condo.


His unit had been totally renovated with all new appliances, and the kitchen looked out on the small but extremely functional family room.


“A lot different than the house, huh?” Sunny said, touching the back of the large leather couch.


“For sure,” Ted called out from the kitchen, where she could see him putting together a tray.


Sunny looked around and saw Stu’s shirt on the chair, and she went over to pick it up, smelling it and hugging the material to her.


“I thought you might want to have that shirt and wear it on game days. Of course, that’s only if you want to. . . .” Ted said as Sunny slipped it over her head, and he put the tray of drinks and snacks on the coffee table.


“You didn’t wash it, did you? It still smells like him.” She gathered a handful of the shirt and smelled it again. “Wow.”


“No, I didn’t wash it. The last time he wore it was when he helped me clean up the yard just before the accident,” Ted said sadly.


“I love this shirt, Mr. Hammand. I’ll wear it every Sunday when the games are on. Maybe it’ll bring the Packers good luck,” she replied.


“Let’s hope so,” he said with a smile. “A win for the Packers to open the season would be just what the doctor ordered.


“Did your mom tell you I invited her to join us?” Ted peered through the opening from the kitchen to the family room to judge Sunny’s reply.


“No, but we kind of missed each other before she went out grocery shopping. I think she would probably appreciate the company, joining our little party.”


Ted nodded. “I know. I ran into her today at the flowers by the road. Clearly, she was upset. We actually had a good chat about everything. That’s when I invited her to stop by. She won’t be here until after halftime, I think. She’s bringing the pizzas.”


Sunny and Ted sat for a minute until he broke the silence.


“You know, Sunny, I think the three of us need to help each other,” he said.


“You’re probably right,” Sunny said, looking down. “I haven’t been very . . . How would you say it . . . ? Available, accessible? I know I’ve shut out my mom too much. Most of the time, I’m just in my room, studying or daydreaming.”


“About Stu?”


“Yes, it’s the only way I can still be with him. I saved a lot of his old texts to me, and I read them a lot, too. I know it’s probably not healthy to spend so much time wishing and dreaming he was still alive.”


“I think about him a lot, too,” Ted admitted.


“We loved him most in the world, you and me,” Sunny stated.


“His mother loved him a lot, too,” Ted almost whispered.


“I’m not sure why you defend her. She doesn’t deserve it,” Sunny argued, acting like a little kid.


“Sunny, both of us need to work on our feelings of anger and grief. Your mom, too. We talked about it today. Maybe we all need to get back to counseling,” Ted suggested as he looked at Sunny hopefully.


“I know I need to talk to my mom more about what I’m feeling. It’s just been easier to shut down. Now I can talk to you. And I always worry about bringing everything up and upsetting her, too. Why do you think she was crying today? Did something trigger it?”


“You know how it is. It doesn’t take much to remind us. . . .” Ted leaned over to rummage around in the snacks, picking up a chip to nibble so he didn’t have to finish his thought.


“I guess we could think about counseling again, but I hated that last guy. You didn’t have any luck, either,” Sunny said, putting some cheese on a cracker and wolfing it down.


“No, it wasn’t very helpful, for sure,” Ted said, shaking his head. “I was a bit encouraged talking to your mom today, though.”


Sunny narrowed her eyes. “Hey, you aren’t going to date her, are you?”


Ted chuckled. “No plans to. I’m not ready to date. When you’ve been married for more than twenty years . . .”


“That’s a lot of years. My mom and dad were married a long time, too. . . .” Sunny looked down at the carpet to try and stop herself from tearing up. “Nothing’s the same. Nothing. I’m just so sad all the time. And mad . . . sad that Stu’s gone, mad that my parents broke up.”


Ted moved over next to her and put his arm around her. “I know, Sunny. I know. I’m hurt and angry just like you.”


“But you don’t show it. You’re so, like, calm and collected, and you’ve always been so great to me and Stu. You made me so comfortable at your house. I guess that’s why we spent so much time there with you. I never saw you lose control. Well, except for that night . . .”


“It’s a good act, hon. I promise I’m as torn up inside as you. I’m working on it; I know you are, too,” Ted said as she leaned into him.


“That’s why we—your mom, you, and me—need to help each other. We’ve got to pull ourselves out of all this sadness and anger, starting today.” Ted glanced at Sunny, then got up to make sure the television was on the right channel for the game.


“You act more like my dad now than my real dad. I just can’t deal with him!” Sunny took a quick drink of her Vitamin Water and stuffed some popcorn in her mouth.


“Listen. I understand, but he is your father.” Ted gazed at Sunny. She had shut down a bit with the discussion turning to her dad.


“Look, the game’s getting ready to start.” He pointed to the television. “Let’s have a nice Sunday afternoon and look forward, not back. We can’t change the past, unfortunately, as much as we wish we could.” A look of sadness overtook his face.


“I know, Mr. Hammand. I just don’t think I can ever love anyone the way I loved Stu,” she said, her eyes full of sadness. “And I wish my parents were still together.”


“You’re very young, Sunny, with so much ahead of you. I know everyone says that to you, but it’s true. There’s so much of your life to live. You’ll never forget Stu or the time you had together. I know that. But the three of us have to drag each other forward, as hard as it is.”


Just then, the dogs decided they wanted to come in and scratched against the French doors. As soon as they were inside, they ran like a gunshot over to Sunny, jumping up on the couch and licking her. She laughed out loud and petted both equally, so as to not cause them to snip at each other.


“I’m so glad you got the dogs. I just love ‘em.” Sunny laughed, petting the pooches, alternating rubbing them behind their ears and along their furry backs.


“Me, too, Sunny.” Ted smiled. “Now,” he said, addressing the dogs, “you guys get off the couch and settle down. We have a guest, and both of us need to watch this game.”


Sunny turned her attention to the television as the dogs obeyed and jumped down to sit at Ted’s feet.


The Packers won the toss and elected to receive. The game and the hopeful beginning of a new season were underway.





chapter four





Aleen


Rounding the corner with her grocery cart, Aleen caught a view of herself reflected in the door of the frozen food case. She stopped in her tracks, horrified. Her clothes looked a bit shabby, her hair was way too frizzy, and she still had a few too many pounds on her, despite her weight loss after Durk left.


Did he leave her because she got too frumpy and didn’t pay enough attention to herself? Why did he stop loving her? What did she do wrong?


Aleen angrily banged her cart. She had to stop this. Her marriage was over. The divorce was underway. She couldn’t go backward and always blame herself. She wished she had money for every time she gave herself the same pep talk. Was it ever going to work? She shook her head, as she had no idea.


She had a lot more work to do, clearly, to start her life over. She paused in front of the frozen pizzas and nodded at her reflection in the glass, agreeing with herself to make some changes. She needed to get healthy—mentally and physically—and do something positive and proactive for herself. Her daughter deserved a mother who was confident and happy and had some optimism about the future. She deserved that for herself as well.


Rummaging through the large collection of pizzas in the frozen food case, Aleen choose sausage and pepperoni for Ted and Sunny and a low-fat, gluten-free vegetarian for herself. “I’ve got to start somewhere,” she mumbled.


She drove home to put away all the groceries for the week and then grabbed the pizzas, salad, and her homemade salad dressing and headed over to Ted’s.


As she pulled the car out of the driveway, Aleen realized she was a bit anxious. Why should I be nervous? It was just her daughter and Ted. What was scary about that? Maybe she was taking the first few steps in creating a new life, one that was very different from the one she’d lived in the past.


When she rang the bell, Ted and the dogs greeted her enthusiastically at the door.


“That’s a wonderful welcome.” Aleen laughed as the dogs jumped up on her legs.


“Come on in,” Ted said excitedly. “The game is well into the third quarter, and the Packers are on a roll.”


“Glad they’re playing well,” Aleen said. “I’ll put this stuff in the kitchen and preheat the oven.”


As she put the pizzas on the counter, she heard Sunny and Ted scream, and then they both clapped. The Packers must have scored.


Ted rushed into the kitchen to try to get a few things ready during the commercial break, including putting two pizza stones on the racks in the oven. “The Packers just had a fantastic touch-down. Unbelievable catch in the corner of the end zone,” he exclaimed.


“I’m so happy to see you and Sunny enjoying yourselves,” Aleen whispered so her daughter couldn’t hear. “What have you done to bring a bit of the old Sunny back?”


“Not sure.” Ted got some bowls and plates out and put them on the counter. “We did have a good chat and agreed we needed to help each other. It’s also been fun to watch the game. I guess it reminds us both of the good times we had before the accident.”


“Well, keep doing what you’re doing,” Aleen said, squeezing Ted’s arm. “I’ve been so worried about her.”


“It’s written all over your face. Your worry, your doubt, your sadness . . .”


“I know—I’m part of the problem. I get that now. Clearly, I’ve not invested any time in myself because of my concern about Sunny and my own anger with the end of my marriage. I resolved to change that today when I saw my reflection in the glass of the frozen food section.”


Ted laughed. “That’s a story I want to hear. I have some ideas for both of us as well, but that has to wait until after the fourth quarter.” He rushed back into the family room and to the game.


Aleen got a big bowl for the salad, set out some utensils, and found napkins and the salt and pepper. Amazing how she just walked into Ted’s kitchen and made herself right at home. She loved to cook but hadn’t been spending much time in the kitchen lately. Sunny seemed to have lost her appetite since the accident, and Aleen just couldn’t find the energy to cook for just herself. That had to change. From now on, healthy eating for Sunny and herself.


Perhaps she could make some meals for Ted as well, especially if they were going to continue to come over for the games.


Aleen grabbed a sparkling water for herself and went into the living room to join Ted and Sunny. They were so engrossed in the game and talked about everything: the pass interference penalty, the officiating, the players for both teams, and the coaching staff. Aleen was impressed that her daughter knew so much about football. Durk liked sports a lot, and he probably contributed to their daughter’s appreciation of the game.


Once the oven was up to temperature and the game was winding down, she put the pizzas in. Ted and Sunny were so focused on the game, they didn’t even notice.


“What a great game,” Ted gushed. “I enjoyed that.”


“It’s always a great game when the Packers win!” Sunny shouted, putting her arms up the way the officials did to signal a score was good.


“Well, the pizzas should be about done,” Aleen said, “so I’ll get everything ready.”


“Wait a minute,” Ted said, pulling his attention from the television and game highlights. “You’re the guest here. I should be doing that.”


“Understood, but I’m the only one who can stand to take my eyes off the Packers, so I’m happy to help.” Aleen went into the kitchen to pull the pizzas out of the oven.


“I’ll cut them. Precise slicing is one of my unique skills.” Ted smiled as he joined her, cutting the pepperoni and sausage pizza into perfect slices.


“That little dinky, boring one is mine,” Aleen said. “It’s low fat since I’ve resolved to begin to take care of myself a bit better than I have been lately.”


Sunny joined them and slid a piece of the pizza on her plate, gobbling it down in a few bites. “Mom, you do need to take better care of yourself.”


“I promise I will if you will,” Aleen said, looking at her daughter hopefully, dishing up some salad on the plate with her low-fat pizza.


“I will if Mr. Hammand will, too,” Sunny said, glancing at both the adults.


“Well, I guess it will be a new start for all of us.” Ted agreed, nodding at Sunny and Aleen. “See, your mom brought salad so we could have something healthy!”
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