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Chapter One




Chip

“Set!” I called as I settled in behind Bobby, my center. I quickly checked that the team was in the right formation then yelled in my football voice, “Blue eighty, blue eighty, hut-HUT!”

I dropped back after the snap, but before I could find my target, the defensive players broke through the front line and charged straight for me in what had to be the twentieth blitz of the day. What was up with my offensive line? I scrambled out of the pocket and threw the ball out of bounds to avoid a loss. 

I tried to dry my damp hands on my towel as Chandler made room for me in the huddle. Heavy mist clung to my face, but the gray sky couldn’t break my spirit. Not at my last home game as a Kent University Eagle. I just needed to get the front line as jacked up as I was.

“Guys, ain’t nobody gonna break us today. Nobody. Now put on your big-boy jocks and take care of business. Got it?!”

 The guys responded with a hearty “Got it!”

“Now, regulars. Far double-wing left, hum short, sixty-six, halfback long and cross on two. Ready, break!” 

The guys took their positions and waited for me to give the snap count. I backed up for a long snap. “Set. Omaha, Omaha, hut-HUT!”

The ball landed squarely in my hands as my roommate and favorite target, Travon Washington, flew down the right side of the field. The offensive line was looking for redemption and held off the defense as I stepped up, cocked the ball, and threw a perfectly timed pass to the back corner of the end zone where Travon waited undefended. 

The ball dropped right into Travon’s hands but bobbled as he tried to make sure he got a foot down in bounds. A collective groan from the stands reverberated across the field when Travon went down without being able to control the ball.

How did he miss that? 

I had two choices. I could dwell on that missed touchdown and jump on Travon for taking his eye off the ball which would do no good and only make him feel bad when I needed him refocused. Or I could double down, trust him to catch the ball next time, and convert this third and ten to at least get another set of downs. I motioned for a no-huddle play, then for some stupid reason I glanced over at the sidelines. I shouldn’t have done that.

Roxanne. She was twirling her long blond hair between her fingers, head cocked to the side. Who was she flirting with now? Someone up in the stands? But what did I care? It didn’t really matter, especially since I told her…

A sudden whistle almost made me jump out of my skin.

“Delay of game! Five-yard penalty, repeat third down,” the official barked through his microphone.

Great. Thanks, Roxanne.

I took a deep breath and motioned to the guys I was okay. Coach was motioning for me to hurry from the sidelines, so I got in place behind Bobby and ran my fingers across the damp towel hanging from my waistband. The rain was picking up, but I’d played in worse weather plenty of times, so the conditions didn’t bother me. They should have. 

“Blue eighty, blue eighty, hut-HUT!”

The handoff was anything but smooth, and the wet ball slipped out of my grasp and bounced twice on the turf before Bobby knocked a Holly Chapel Saints player out of the way so I could fall on the ball. Definitely not how I was expecting the last home game of my college career to go. But it was still early in the third quarter. I had time to make up for the ten-point deficit; I was practically famous for my come-from-behind wins in tight games.

I unsnapped my helmet and jogged to the bench as the punt team took the field. Travon was sitting on the sidelines looking like someone had just stolen his double cheeseburger and curly fries. Travon was one of the best wide receivers I’d ever worked with. He was funny, quick, and proud. I could tell that missed touchdown was eating him up inside. 

Part of my role as captain of the team was to keep the troops’ spirits up, so I sat next to Travon.

“Hey, buddy,” I said as I patted him on the shoulder. “Don’t sweat it. We’re not done here, not by a long shot. And if I know you like I think I know you, you’ll be the reason we win this game. Mark my words.”

Travon pursed his lips and nodded his head but didn’t say anything. I understood. My big ball drop on that last play could have easily derailed me, but Dad taught me years ago to let the bad plays go as soon as possible. “In the heat of the moment, focus on what you can change in the future, son,” he’d say. “Until they invent one of those highfalutin time machines, past mistakes need to remain in the past. Best to learn from them quickly and move on.”

Move on. I’d be doing that soon enough.

I craned my neck and found Mom and Dad in the crowd. My dad, Charlie Inman, played in the NFL as a backup quarterback for one year until an unfortunate friendly fire tackle in practice tore his ACL and broke two vertebrae in his lower back. His NFL career ended that day. 

Ever since I was a little kid, everyone and their uncle assumed I would follow in Dad’s footsteps and play for the NFL; that’s how I got my nickname. My real name is Charles Inman the Third, but since I excelled on the field early on, people started calling me a “chip” off the old block. The name stuck.

Behind Mom and Dad were Pop Pop and Memaw, my Dad’s parents, all huddled together under a big plastic sheet. I hoped they wouldn’t get too wet. They were my biggest supporters and never once missed a home game throughout my entire high school and college careers. 

I loved spending time with Pop Pop and Memaw on the farm. It was my favorite place to be, even more than the football field, although I couldn’t tell Dad that. I was good at throwing a football, I mean really good. And I had a blast on the field with my teammates, but I don’t know. There was just something about watching seeds sprout and grow into something that people could use to feed their families. Something about the smell of the animals and the color of the sky as the sun sank into the pond in the summertime. Yeah, I had fun on the football field, but being on the farm fed my soul. 

I didn’t know where I’d end up after the draft that spring, but the thought of leaving Pop Pop and the farm made my heart feel as heavy as wet cement.

Three and out. The Kent University defense held the Holly Chapel players to three yards, so it was time for me to get back to work. I put my helmet on and punched Travon on the arm as we ran back on the field. “Focus on the future, man.”

“Will do.” Travon chomped down on his mouth guard and positioned himself near the sidelines.

Just then the sky opened up and dumped a gazillion buckets of water on the field. Half the spectators headed for shelter, Roxanne being one of them. Good riddance. 

I briefly wished I had my longer cleats on, but there had been nothing in the early December forecast about a deluge falling on Kent, South Carolina that Saturday. I got behind Bobby and ignored the cold water seeping through my jersey. 

“Set! Blue eighty, blue eighty, hut-HUT!”

Thank goodness I managed to hold on to the ball. I took two steps back but immediately felt the pressure of another blitz. One of the Saints players grabbed my shirt, but I was able to spin out and break contact with the defensive end. The pocket was breaking down fast; I had no other choice but to get rid of the ball. 

But I didn’t want to take a loss. Sometimes I’m stubborn like that. So, I made a move toward the sideline hoping to throw the ball out of bounds. But as soon as I got out of the pocket, three defensive players near the sidelines closed in on me leaving me no room to throw. 

Travon shoved one of the players out of bounds, and that opened up a small window. If I was fast enough, I could at least get back to the line of scrimmage and not lose any yardage. 

But the ground conditions had worsened, and my cleats couldn’t get any traction. As I dove forward toward the scrimmage line, I slipped at the same time one of the Saints players lunged at me, and our helmets collided with a sick thud. Then my body disappeared, and I slipped into blackness.














Chapter Two




Chip

Why couldn’t I move? My arms felt like lead pipes and my skull was as thick as a bowling ball. And what was up with all that pounding?

Thirsty. So thirsty. My mouth was as dry and prickly as a piece of burnt toast. 

I tried to open my eyes, but my eyelids didn’t want to budge. Had someone glued them together while I was sleeping?

What was that beeping? I had to see where that blasted beeping was coming from. 

My eyes. Back to my eyes. Focus. I had to get them open, had to figure out what that annoying beeping was. So I put all my effort into forcing my eyelids apart. But as soon as they cracked open, a fierce light pierced through and felt like a sharp stick stabbing deep into my brain. I moaned and clamped my eyes shut again to stop the assault.

“I’ll pull the curtain,” a far off voice said. Was I in a tunnel? Why was there an echo?

After some time, I gradually pried my eyes open again. That time a soft, filtered light greeted me.

Where was I?

As my blurry vision cleared, I tried to make sense of my surroundings. There was a window, but I didn’t remember it being on that side of the room. Why was there a machine by my bed, and why was it beeping? 

I willed my fingers to stretch and felt some contraption clamped to my index finger. What was going on? Why did my brain feel like lumpy mashed potatoes?

I squinted and made out a small table across the room. Who were the flowers and balloons for? Was it my birthday?

Crying. Who was crying?

I let my head slowly roll to the side. Beside me was a woman with a silver-gray bob haircut and red-rimmed eyes. 

“Chip…Chip, my darling. Wake up for Mom, okay?” The woman grabbed my hand and stroked it as tears slid down her cheeks.

I rolled my head to the other side. A woman in light blue scrubs was notating something on a clipboard. Was she a nurse? Why did I need a nurse?

“Who…” I tried to speak but had trouble getting my voice past my parched lips. “Who is she?” I finally whispered to the nurse.

“She’s your mama, sweetie. You’ve got yourself a real good one. She hasn’t left your side in two days.”

Two days? I’d been out of it for two days?

The gray-haired woman tightened her grip on my hand. “Chip, you’re in the hospital, honey. You got hit in the head during the game, but you’re going to be okay…” She choked on the last word.

Game? What game?

My bones suddenly felt heavy, and I couldn’t resist the downward sinking of my eyelids.

“Why didn’t he recognize me?” I heard a panicked voice echo through the tunnel.

“This is fairly common. It’s called post-traumatic amnesia, and it’s usually temporary.”

Usually temporary…

I became one with the darkness again.














Chapter Three




Greta

The little girl with the bald head squealed when I brought Sammie into her hospital room. Sammie, my Golden Retriever therapy dog extraordinaire, and I were regular volunteers at the Children’s Cancer Ward at Kent Memorial. It was good for the children to have access to animals since so many of them had to leave their pets behind to come for extended treatments. I knew from experience the benefits of having a therapy dog around. 

I first became acquainted with therapy dogs as a child in therapy after my father died; I would’ve been a bona fide mess if I hadn’t been able to confide my deepest fears and sadness to Trixie, my therapist’s dog, during my weekly sessions.

“Sammie!” the girl called as she reached her arms out.

Sammie bolted to the bed and let the girl wrap herself around his neck and bury her nose in his fur. I leaned against the doorframe and watched Sammie work his magic; he was a special one. He never failed to make a child laugh.

Sammie was getting older and had the mask to prove it, but he was still cute as a button with a big grin and sporting his blue and red “Therapy Dog” vest. He slept more than he used to but seemed to have more pep on my days off; it’s like he knew when I slept in it was volunteer day, and he couldn’t wait to get to work. 

After we made our rounds, Sammie and I headed to the main lobby of the hospital so I could turn in my temporary security badge. As I walked down the long hall, I couldn’t help but wonder if Chip had been released from the hospital yet. The school media hadn’t publicly shared many details of his time in the hospital, only stated he would recover. 

Lucy, my boss at the Fuzzy Buttz Grooming Salon, had a TV in the grooming area so she could keep up with her soap operas during the week. But on Saturdays, I could usually get Lucy to turn on the Kent University home games during football season. The previous Saturday was the last home game, and we had it playing in the background of the salon as we worked.

I was clipping a Chihuahua’s nails when I heard the announcer say Chip wasn’t getting up. What did that mean? I carried the dog with me over to the TV and watched the replay. Chip made it to the sidelines then got a nasty hit to the head. I think he must have been out cold before he hit the ground because when he collapsed he looked like a rag doll hitting cement. His head bounced off the ground and then nothing. He didn’t move.

My heart jumped into my throat and stayed there all bunched up in a tight wad until the university tweeted the next day that Chip had been admitted to the hospital as a safety precaution, but that he’d recover. 

Was Chip still there at Kent Memorial? I would have loved to see him, but too much time had passed. Besides, I never ran with his crowd. He wouldn’t care about seeing me.

The woman at the front desk took my badge then leaned over and said with a wink directed at my dog, “See ya next time, Sammie!” 

I rubbed the top of his head. Everybody loved Sammie.

“Greta? Greta Griffin?”

Who was calling my name? 

I turned and saw Celeste Inman, Chip’s mom.

I always liked Mrs. Inman with her straight premature silver hair, twinkling blue eyes, and daily baking habit; she made a mean oatmeal raisin cookie.

“Hi, Mrs. Inman.”

“How nice to see you, Greta. And…” she gestured to Sammie with a bouncing index finger.

“Sammie.”

“Sammie! That’s right. It was on the tip of my tongue.” 

“Sammie and I volunteer at the cancer ward, don’t we, boy?” I said as I rubbed his head.

I wondered if I should ask her about Chip? 

Before I had a chance to, Mrs. Inman’s eyes lit up. “Do you have a little more time? Chip is here for a couple more days, and I think seeing someone from the past might help jog his memory.”

What did she mean, jog his memory? 

I twisted Sammie’s leash around my hand. “I, uh, heard about his injury. I hope he’s going to be okay.”

Mrs. Inman’s eyebrows inched closer together. “He’s going to be fine,” she said with a strong conviction that could have been put on; I couldn’t tell. “But he has certain…certain challenges at the moment. Please come with me to see him.”

How could I say no to a pleading woman?

Mrs. Inman placed a round tin on the counter. “Here, Irene. White chocolate and macadamia nut cookies. I hope you like them.”

The woman at the desk cracked open the tin and took a deep sniff. “That smells divine, Celeste. Simply divine!”

I asked Irene for my security badge back and followed Mrs. Inman to the elevator. And just like that, the butterflies I always got in high school whenever I knew I was about to see Chip chose that exact moment to return. And they brought friends.

As soon as the elevator door closed, Mrs. Inman started talking, a nervous run-on kind of talk, and didn’t stop until we reached the sixth floor. It was as if she hadn’t talked to anyone in days.

“I can’t believe it’s only been three days since Chip got here,” she said. “It seems like a lifetime. I’ve been with him night and day until earlier today when Charlie insisted I go home and at least get a shower, said he’d stay with him for a while. I was probably getting a little ripe, but there was no way I was going to leave my firstborn son alone until he woke up. So, of course, while I’ve been here, Charlie had to be at home to look after the boys who are chomping at the bits to come see him. But I don’t want them to see him until he gets back to normal. It might scare them…”

Scare them? What was she talking about? Why would visiting their brother scare them?

When the elevator doors opened, Mrs. Inman practically ran down the hall, pausing only long enough to drop off another cookie tin at the nurses’ station. 

“Thought this might give y’all a little afternoon pep,” she called over her shoulder as she hurried on, not even waiting to hear the thank yous from the three nurses behind the counter.

Mrs. Inman opened a door halfway down the hall, then said in a low tone, “Let’s hope this works.”

Let’s hope what works? And why was it so dark in there? 

I hung back at the door and let my sight travel through the dim light to the bed at the far side of the room. Even though my eyes were still adjusting, there was no mistaking who was in that bed. 

Chip Inman.

The Chip Inman who made my heart race from afar for as long as I could remember. The Chip Inman with strong, broad shoulders and dark hair that stuck up in the front intensifying his boyish charm. The Chip Inman who once punched a guy for making fun of me. 

Mr. Inman kissed his wife on the cheek. “Feel better, Cookie?”

“I do. Thanks for staying with him while I was gone.” Mrs. Inman went to the bed and brushed Chip’s hair back with her fingers. “I brought your favorite cookies, Chip. Chocolate chip oatmeal with coconut and cinnamon,” she said as she placed a cookie tin on the blanket beside him.

Chip glanced at the tin. “Thanks, but I’m not hungry right now.”

His voice sounded off, like he wasn’t sure how to use it anymore.

Mrs. Inman took the tin and put it on a table that was already crammed to capacity with flowers, cards, and balloons. Then she gestured for me and Sammie to come in. My heart jumped into my throat again.

“Someone is here to see you, Chip.” 

Why didn’t my legs want to move?

Sammie solved the problem by dragging me halfway across the room, then plopping his paws on the bed and nudging Chip’s arm with his nose.

The corners of Chip’s mouth turned upward as he rubbed Sammie under his chin. “Is this my dog?”

Chip didn’t have a dog, at least not when I knew him in high school. Why would he think Sammie was his dog?

“No, honey. Sammie here is Greta’s dog. Do you remember Greta?”

My cheeks caught fire when Chip’s gaze met mine. It felt as if his eyes were two laser beams burning a hole straight through my heart.

“Is she my girlfriend?” he asked.

Girlfriend? It took every ounce of willpower for me not to fan myself. But things were becoming clearer. That knock on the head had made Chip forget things. And by the looks of it, a lot of things.

“You’ll have to excuse him, Greta. He suffered a level four concussion and is having a little trouble putting things back together in his mind,” Mrs. Inman said apologetically. “Chip, honey, Greta here tutored you in high school. She’s the reason you graduated.”

Chip nodded then turned his attention back to Sammie. “You have a nice dog.”

I cleared my throat. “I…I think he remembers you.” 

No one said anything for a while. Chip continued petting Sammie, and Mr. and Mrs. Inman kept staring at him, willing him to remember something.

Then, almost under his breath, Chip began humming the tune to the Rolling Stones song, Satisfaction. My breath hitched. “You used to sing that song to try to distract me, to delay studying,” I said hopefully.

Mrs. Inman clasped her hands together. “Do you remember? Do you remember that, Chip?”

Chip stopped humming as his eyes rolled up and to the side. After a moment he said, “Not really.”

“That’s okay, son,” Mr. Inman said in a strong voice. “It won’t be long before you’re remembering how pesky your younger brothers are and wishing you could forget again.”

No one laughed at his joke.

“Well, Sammie and I better be going,” I said as I tugged on Sammie’s leash.

“I think that was a big success, don’t you, Charlie?” Mrs. Inman asked Mr. Inman.

“It’s a good start,” Mr. Inman said as he walked Sammie and me to the door and into the hall. 

“Thanks for coming, Greta,” he said once we were out of Chip’s room. “You were good for Chip in high school helping him graduate and all, and here you are being good for him again all these years later. That song he hummed in there was the first thing he’s been able to retrieve from his memory bank since he got hit, and it was a memory associated with you.”

I looked down at my toes. I’m sure I wasn’t the reason Chip hummed that Stones tune. Maybe it was on his pre-game playlist or something. 

“I’m sure he’ll remember other things soon, Mr. Inman.”

“Still…” Mr. Inman hesitated, then said, “I wouldn’t want to put you out, but do you think you and your dog there could come back and see him? Spend some time with him? He seemed to really respond to the two of you. Maybe you can help him remember some things from high school. The doctor said he’d most likely remember things out of order, but we don’t care as long as he remembers something. I’d like to pay you for your time.”

He was willing to pay me to spend time with Chip? God really did answer prayers because Lucy was about to close the salon for two weeks to visit her daughter and new grandson in Memphis for the holidays, which meant I had no job until she got back, and things were already tight. At the rate I was going, I’d never save up enough money to get my first real service dog to train. 

“We’d be happy to.”

Sammie wagged his tail, and I tried to quiet the butterflies that were still knocking around in my stomach. I was about to get what I’d always wanted, which was good and bad.

Good, because I’d pined for Chip Inman for more years than I’d like to admit, and the thought of being near him again made goosebumps spontaneously break out all over my body.

Bad, because he would eventually remember that I was a nobody. 














Chapter Four




Chip

I stared out the hospital window at the gray sky and wondered if how I felt was what it felt like to be in prison. Stuck in one room for five days was not my idea of fun. But prisoners at least remembered how they got there. I didn’t have a clue.

Earlier that day on his morning rounds, the doctor told us I’d be able to leave later that afternoon. The nurse gave Mom a long list of instructions, then Mom went home to get everything ready, whatever that meant. 

Five days and still no real progress in the memory department. Mom was keeping up appearances, but I couldn’t help but notice the flash of hurt that darted across her face every time she realized I didn’t remember her. I hoped for her sake I started remembering things soon. 

A few times something would pop into my head, and I’d grab for it like a drowning man grabs for a lifeline. But I hadn’t been able to hold onto those thoughts; in fact, the harder I tried to hold on, the more slippery they got.

A timid knock made me turn away from the window. I told Mom and Dad I didn’t need a babysitter, but they insisted that girl Greta who visited a couple of days before would be coming by with her dog. Mom said Greta would be by at two, but it was almost two-thirty. 

Was I tolerant of people who were late, or was I one of those annoyingly punctual people who didn’t understand why other people just couldn’t be on time? I couldn’t remember.

Either way, when she finally arrived she was a sight for sore eyes. Her strawberry blonde hair was pulled up in a loose bun and a few wavy tendrils were tucked behind her ears. I was still keeping the room dim so the light wouldn’t set off another headache, but even in the low light I could make out every cute little freckle on her face. And there were lots of them, as many as there were stars in the sky if I had to guess. And those eyes. Something about those big, wide-open eyes was mesmerizing… 

“Hi, Chip. How are you feeling?” she asked.

My mouth felt dry, but I managed, “A little stronger every day.”

What was that delicious smell wafting toward me? 

“Sorry we’re late, but I thought I’d swing by the Lucky Fortune and pick you up some mu shu pork. You told me one time it was your favorite take out.”

My stomach rumbled on cue. The hospital food I’d only picked at since I’d been there was bland, boring, and tasted like cardboard. If it hadn’t been for Mom’s cookies, I’d have starved to death. I couldn’t remember if mu shu pork was really my favorite take out, but it was certainly my favorite at the moment.

Greta dropped Sammie’s leash, and he bounded toward me. Something about him seemed familiar, but then again, Golden Retrievers were a pretty common breed, so I’d probably come across many of them in my lifetime.

When I rubbed his ears, his smile widened. “He seems to know me.”

“I told you the other day he recognized you,” Greta said as she moved my uneaten hospital lunch off the cart and replaced it with the bag of Chinese food.

A brief glimpse of me throwing a stick followed by a blur of yellow fur charging after it appeared at the edge of my periphery, then poof! It was gone.

“I don’t know what you’re drinking these days, so I just grabbed a Coke for you. Can you drink Coke during the season?” she asked.

“Your guess is as good as mine,” I said as I moved toward the food cart. When my brothers came to visit the day before, they all talked about the Eagles’ winning season, but I didn’t remember anything about it. Anyway, I was pretty sure my season was over.

I opened the Lucky Fortune bag and pulled out a stack of thin pancakes and a plastic container of stir-fry. I slathered some hoisin sauce on the pancake, then dumped the shreds of pork, egg, and veggies in the middle of the pancake and rolled it up. I didn’t remember eating mu shu before, but I seemed to remember how to put it together. I took a bite.

“How is it?” Greta asked.

I couldn’t answer until my taste buds stopped dancing. “It’s great. Thanks.”

She nodded her head and sat on the edge of the bed while I ate my lunch. I hoped she wouldn’t want to engage in small talk while I ate because I was suddenly ravenous. But she seemed content to sit there and pet Sammie and let me enjoy my meal. Mom, bless her, was constantly asking me how I felt and fussing over me, asking over and over if I remembered anything yet. It was nice to be able to eat in a comfortable silence. 

When I finished, she let Sammie sit by me again. I scratched his chin and asked Greta, “So, how do we know each other? Dad said something about you being the reason I graduated high school?”

“You were failing English your senior year. And if you flunked, you couldn’t graduate and then you would have missed out on your first year at Kent University and the football scholarship that was coming your way. Your father asked Mr. Jackson, our English teacher, who his best student was, and he told him me.” Her cheeks turned a light pink. “Your dad hired me to tutor you so hopefully you would graduate.”

“And I graduated.”

“Yes.”

“You must be good at English.”

“I’m not bad, I guess.”

“Did we ever date?”

The pink in her cheeks got deeper. I don’t know why I asked the question, but I couldn’t imagine not dating her. 

“Um…” She cleared her throat. “I wasn’t really the kind of girl you liked.”

I found that hard to believe. I mean, she was beautiful. Not like out of a fashion magazine beautiful, more like a fresh and down to earth beautiful. Like an angel beautiful. And she was obviously smart. Why wouldn’t I have dated her?

Before I could say anything else, my phone dinged a notification. It was on the bed beside Greta.

“Do you mind checking to see if that’s Mom?” I asked. “She was going to text me before Dad left to come pick me up. Looking at the screen makes my eyes hurt.”

“Sure.” When Greta looked at the message, her lips formed a straight line before she said, “It’s from someone named Roxanne.”

Roxanne? The name meant nothing to me.

“I haven’t been able to check my messages since I got here. What does it say?”

Greta shifted her weight on the bed and read the text to me. Just got back from Vegas Baby. I called your mom and she said you’re not up for visitors yet. You did tell her about us, right? You can see your girlfriend can’t you Baby? Anyway, I’m off to New York for a few days. I’ll come see you when I get back. Greta cleared her throat. “And then there’s, um, five blowing kiss emojis at the end.” 

I had a girlfriend? My head began swimming.

“Do you want me to respond to your…girlfriend?” Greta asked in a quiet voice.

“No.” And for some reason, I was pretty sure I didn’t want this Roxanne person to visit, either. 

Greta stood and took Sammie’s leash. “Well, we need to get going. Sammie has a date with a few of the children in the cancer ward.”

I didn’t want her to go. Although I hadn’t spent much time with her, at least not recently, being around her made me feel almost normal. Whatever that meant.

“Maybe you and Sammie could come visit me at home sometime.”

She hesitated, then said, “Your parents have already asked me to come by and take you to some of your old hangouts once you’re feeling better.”

I still wasn’t sure how I felt about my parents hiring someone to take care of me like that. But if it was Greta…

“When can you come by?” I didn’t want to sound anxious, but the thought of being home with my family and no memories made me nervous. But I felt calm when Greta was around.

“Your mom has my number so just call or text when you’re ready. Sammie and I will be around.”

After Greta left, I thought again about the message she read from Roxanne. I didn’t know who this Roxanne person was, but I was afraid at some point I would find out. 




Greta

A girlfriend. Of course he had a girlfriend. Chip Inman always had a girlfriend. And she was usually a perky cheerleader or a snooty sorority girl. Not that I spied on him. I just occasionally came across an article online about Kent University’s star quarterback and his social stats.

“Come on, Sammie.” Sammie jumped into the back seat of my Corolla, and I hooked up his car safety harness. He’d worked hard that afternoon and once again brought laughter and joy to the children in the cancer ward. At least that part of the afternoon had gone well.

I buckled up. Why had I told Chip’s parents I’d spend time with him? I needed the money, sure, but I didn’t expect that all those old feelings for Chip would rise to the surface so forcefully. It would not end well for me. At some point, Chip would recover his memory and return to football. And his girlfriend. 

“It’s just a job, right, Sammie?” I asked as I looked at Sammie through the rearview mirror. He tilted his head to the side and cocked an ear.

Surely I could keep my feelings in check for a couple of days or weeks or however long the Inmans needed me to help Chip. I pushed my feelings down as far as they’d go and decided my new mantra was going to be, “It’s just a job.”

I pulled out of the hospital parking lot chanting, it’s just a job, it’s just a job, it’s just a job, all the way home.














Chapter Five




Chip

Dad brought me a clean pair of jeans and a Kent University sweatshirt to change into before he took me home. I still hadn’t wrapped my head around the fact that I was the starting quarterback on a college football team. But everyone said it was true, so I kind of had to believe it. 

I thanked my nurses before we left and asked them to take all the balloons people had sent me over to the cancer ward so the children could enjoy them. Would Greta still be there with Sammie?

Leaving the hospital was like stepping into a new, yet uncertain freedom. I stopped and took a big breath of fresh air and relished the cool breeze that blew across my face. I would get my memory back soon. I just had to.

On the way home, Dad pointed out buildings and streets we passed and told me things about them. Luckily, the sky was overcast, and I could look at the things he pointed out without having to squint my eyes to fight off a headache.

“That’s Sutton Street. Your mom and I used to take you and Clark and Calvin trick or treating on that street. That was before Cooper came along. You boys loved Sutton Street because a couple of the houses gave out toys instead of candy….”

“There’s Shorty’s Barbershop where you got your first haircut. You screamed like a wounded banshee until Mr. Shorty gave you a tootsie roll….”

“This here is Southside Elementary. You cracked your head open on the monkey bars when you were eight and had to have four stitches….”

He went on and on about every structure we passed, some already decked out for Christmas. I knew what he was trying to do, but it was late in the day and my brain was mush. I just wanted to go home and get reacquainted with my bed.

“This here is where you’ve lived the past four years,” he said as he drove through a big wrought iron arch with the sign Welcome to Kent University in big letters across the top. “I thought I’d take you to visit your dorm. Maybe it’ll jog something loose up there. And if we’re lucky, Travon will be there.”

Who was Travon?

There was no sign of this Travon person, but everyone we walked past in the hall gave me a pat on the back and a mouthful of encouraging words. I couldn’t remember who they were, so I just smiled and said thank you.

My dorm room looked like any other college athlete’s dorm room, I suppose. There were two unmade beds, faded posters of NFL players on the wall, a pile of laundry in the corner, and a crinkled up fast food wrapper on a small desk by the window. 

I wandered around, but nothing seemed familiar. Then I saw a small polished rock on the dresser. I picked it up and rubbed my fingers over it. Its surface was cool and smooth to the touch, and it seemed to calm my inner nerves. 

“Do you know if this is mine?” I asked Dad as I flipped the rock over.

“I didn’t know you still had that rock,” he said. “Santa brought you a rock tumbler one Christmas. You found a rock you liked out on the farm and tumbled it. Carried it with you everywhere.”

I slipped the rock in my pocket.

We eventually left the city, and I found myself enjoying the open fields we drove past. “Do we live in the country?” I asked.

“Yes. Your Pop Pop’s farm borders the neighboring town of Magnolia Grove.” Dad pulled down a gravel road and pointed to the right. “If you go a little further down that way you’ll run into Grant Hembree’s property. He and your Pop Pop have been neighbors for a long time. Grant raises cattle. Occasionally we end up with a stray cow in our back yard.”

“Does Pop Pop have cattle, too?”

“No, he has some chickens and goats, though. And a few sheep. He mostly grows soybeans and peanuts, but has recently taken to growing industrial hemp, thanks to a grant from Uncle Sam. But he also plants a huge vegetable garden for family and friends every year. You used to love helping him at harvest time.”

A little flash of a garden scene popped into my head. It just as quickly popped out.

Dad parked the car in front of a big two-story house with a wraparound porch. “This is our house?” I asked as I took in the white paint and green shutters.

“Your Pop Pop gave your mother and me this property when we got married, and we rented in town until we could save up enough money for a down payment to build the house your mother wanted. She wanted a big house so we could have a big family. This is where you grew up.”

A tire swing hanging off a fat limb of an oak tree caught my attention as it twirled in the light breeze. How many times had I swung on that tire? I must have, but it gave me an eerie feeling not being able to remember something so simple and carefree as playing on a swing.

I climbed the porch steps as Dad got my small bag from the backseat. He called for me to go ahead.

There were no lights on when I pushed the door open, so I began searching for the light switch but couldn’t find it. Then suddenly, the bright lights shone in my eyes, and a crowd of people jumped forward and yelled, “Surprise!”

The lights and the noise caused me to temporarily suffer sensory overload, and I had to step back and slip on the dark glasses they’d given me at the hospital. Mom rushed over and gave me a big hug.

“How are you feeling, Chip?”

I swallowed hard. I was feeling like I’d just stepped onto a land mine, but I know that’s not what she wanted to hear. 

“I’m okay, Mom.”

Then, one by one, Mom did the introductions.

“I’m sure you remember your brothers, Clark and Calvin, from when they visited you in the hospital the other day.”

Clark, who was almost as tall as I was, did a quick salute, and Calvin said, “What’s up, maggot breath?”

Mom cut her eyes at him, then said, “And this young fella here is your youngest brother, Cooper.”

Cooper looked to have barely made it to teenage status. And unlike my other two brothers who, like me, had dark brown hair, Cooper had a light reddish-brown head of curly hair with eyes to match. His lip began to quiver as he said, “I’m glad you’re gonna be okay, Chip.”

Mom leaned over and whispered, “That boy thinks you hung the moon.” Then she gestured to an older woman with obviously dyed red hair. “This is my mother, your Granny Franny.”

Granny Franny gave me a somewhat stiff hug then pinched my cheeks. “Oh, you’ll be fine. You come from a long line of strong men. I’m not worried about you one bit.” 

She pulled her short-waisted suit jacket down and pointed to a plump man with slicked back hair on the other side of the room. “That’s Dak, my husband. I wouldn’t expect you to remember him; he hasn’t been around that long,” she said with a wink.

My mind was reeling meeting all the people I’d grown up around. My family. How could I not recognize them? And Mom still wasn’t finished with the introductions.

Mom gestured to a lanky man in overalls standing next to a woman with a kind face and caring eyes. “This is your Pop Pop and Memaw, your father’s parents.”

“Glad to have you home, son,” the man said.

The woman raised her hands and signed something to me. To my amazement, I understood what she said and signed back to her. It was a surreal experience to find out I spoke another language. And that my grandmother was deaf.

“And last but not least, this is your Aunt Bella, who is my sister.”

Aunt Bella had short, black spiky hair and a small silver nose ring. She came up to me with her fist raised for a fist bump. “Glad you made it, Third.” 

I bumped her fist and noticed a tattoo of a snake slithering down her arm. 

Why did she call me Third? 

“So, honey, do you recognize anyone?” Mom asked.

I wanted to tell her I did, but I couldn’t lie. I turned my head to the side and shrugged.

Dad, who’d come in with my bag, said, “Leave him alone, Cookie. He’ll remember once you’re not hen pecking him to death.” He started up the steps. “Come on, Chip. I’ll show you your room.”

Cooper looked at me with big puppy eyes as I passed by him. I reached out and tousled his unruly hair. I hoped I was the kind of guy who was worth being looked up to.

Dad showed me my room, which looked like a boy’s room from a family sitcom. There were dozens of sports trophies lined up in a case against the wall, team pictures, framed baseball cards, and a basket full of signed footballs in the corner. I sat on the bed and took my dark glasses off. Why couldn’t I remember any of this?

“Your mother means well, Chip, but if you’re not up for all the company, you don’t have to come back down. I’ll tell her you need some quiet time.”

I could’ve stayed in my room, but the smell of fried chicken had followed us up the stairs, and I was hungry.

“I just wish I could remember,” I said as my chin dropped to my chest.

“Don’t worry, Chip. Before you know it, you’ll be out in the yard throwing a few passes and it’ll all come back to you.”

I followed him back down and spent the rest of the evening listening to my family tell stories about me. Most of them had to do with football. None of it resonated with me. It was like they were describing someone I’d never met before. 

After dinner, I found Aunt Bella in the den flipping through an old photo album. 

“I took all these pictures, you know,” she said as I sat beside her on the sofa.

I didn’t know. 

“Look at Calvin’s face in this one. It’s the day your mom and dad brought little Cooper home. I don’t think Calvin was too excited about having someone else take over his spot as the youngest kid in the house.”

It did look like Calvin wanted to take the baby and bury him in the backyard.

“So, you like taking pictures?”

“I better. It’s my living.”

“What kind of pictures do you take?” I asked.

“For money, I take pictures of hands.”

“Hands?”

“Yeah. You know, for lotion and dishwashing detergent commercials and stuff like that. But for love, I take artistic underwater pictures.”

She pulled out her phone, tapped a few times on the screen, then handed it to me. I flipped through the pictures and saw really cool underwater photos of people dressed to look like Greek statues, only their robes flowed in all directions and flashes of sun filtered through the water reflecting off their skin. They looked magical.

“These are awesome,” I said, hardly believing someone related to me could create something so incredible.

Aunt Bella took the phone back, flipped a few more times, then held the screen out to me.

“I also do pictures like this.”

It was a picture of the underside of a dog in the water. Aunt Bella must have been at the bottom of the pool looking up at the dog because all you could see was the dog’s belly and feet, but the sun created this explosion around the dog making its fur look like it was on fire.

“You know this dog,” she said as she took her phone back.

“I do?” 

“Yeah. It’s Sammie, Greta Griffin’s dog. Your mom said she visited you in the hospital. Greta asked me to take a couple of promotional type pictures of Sammie to help her promote her dog therapy service, and instead of charging her, we bartered so I could get my artsy shots.”

Greta. 

“Do you happen to have her number? I, uh, wanted to thank her for coming to visit.” 

I could have asked Mom for Greta’s number, but if I asked Mom, she’d be all up in my business wanting to know what we talked about and if we had plans to go anywhere.

I just wanted to hear Greta’s voice before I went to bed.

Aunt Bella scrolled until she found the number. She tapped into the phone. “There. I just texted it to you.”

“Thanks. My phone’s in my bag upstairs. I’ll check it later.” I started to leave then thought to ask, “So why did you call me Third when I came in?”

“I’ve always called you that. Your grandfather is Charles Inman, your dad is Charles Inman, Jr., and you’re Charles Inman the Third. It’s my special name for you. We’ve always been pretty tight.”

I believed Aunt Bella because I felt perfectly at ease around her.

I excused myself and found my parents and grandparents and thanked them for the homecoming before I told them I was getting tired and was going to turn in. Mom kissed my cheek and told me she’d check on me before she went to bed. 

As I walked up the stairs to my room, I crossed my fingers that my phone was charged.




Greta

I spit toothpaste into the sink, rinsed my mouth, then stared at myself in the bathroom mirror. Why couldn’t I stop thinking about Chip?

Did he get home from the hospital okay? Was he remembering things yet? Had he responded to Roxanne’s text?

Of course, none of it mattered because Chip was just a job, right? Mr. Inman didn’t hire me to get involved in Chip’s personal life. He hired me to take Chip places that might jog his memory. End of story.

I rubbed my eyes and reached for my eyedrops. I’d spent most of the evening working on a few lessons in my online course on training service dogs. I was looking forward to hands on training with a real dog away from the computer but had to wait until I could afford another dog. My tiny apartment barely had room for Sammie and me, but I figured we could manage since the new dog wouldn’t be a permanent addition. I hadn’t saved up enough money yet, and I usually didn’t have much left over from my salary at the salon. But I had saved some and was slowly getting closer to having enough.

A cellophane wrapper on my dresser shimmered in the bedroom light as I walked by. How long had I had that candy cane? I knew it was silly for me to hold on to it, but for some reason, I couldn’t let it go.

I turned off the light then snuggled into bed beside a snoring Sammie. Not only had he had a big day volunteering, I’d taken him for a long walk when we got home so he was pooped. Since I didn’t have a yard for him to run around in, I took him on several long walks every week. He always slept hard after our walks.

I rolled over on my side and pulled the covers up to my chin. After a few deep breaths, my eyes began to relax into the darkness and my mind slipped into that half-awake half-asleep realm where you’re never certain which thoughts are real and which thoughts are dreams.

Images danced around each other and floated by as I moved closer to the dream side. Chip wandered into the scene looking as hot as ever… 

Then I heard a faint ringing. Was I dreaming it or was it real?

I forced my eyes open. It was real. 

I fumbled with the phone on my nightstand, not even registering who it was. “Hello?” I said with a groggy voice.

“Hey, Greta. It’s Chip.”

That got my attention. I bolted upright and immediately began smoothing my hair down as if he could see me. 

“Chip…hey.”

“Am I calling too late?”

Sammie woke himself up with a big snort then drifted right back to sleep.

“No…it’s not too late.” I swung my feet off the side of the bed. “Is everything okay?”

“Yeah. It’s good. It’s just…” He didn’t say anything for a while, then continued, “It’s just coming home felt weird. I still don’t remember much.”

“That must be frustrating.”

“Yeah. So, what have you and Sammie been doing?”

Was Chip Inman really asking me about my day?

“Well, after we left the hospital this afternoon, I took Sammie on a long walk. And then I studied.”

“Studied? I didn’t know you were in school.”

“I’m not. Well, not really. I’m taking an online course on training service dogs.”

“Service dogs? Isn’t that what Sammie is?”

“No, Sammie is a therapy dog. Service dogs are trained for specific tasks.”

“You mean like the military dogs that search out roadside bombs and stuff?”

“Yes, but dogs can be trained to help with all sorts of things. They can help people like severe diabetics to detect when their insulin is low, they can tell when an epileptic is about to have a seizure, I’m sure you’ve heard about seeing-eye dogs…”

“What about deaf people? Can service dogs help the deaf?”

“Definitely. And people suffering from anxiety and PTSD…”

And I was off. I don’t know how long I babbled on about service dogs. About the history of service dogs, about how to find a good dog candidate, about how to train the person who receives the dog. My mother thought I was wasting my time and money, and Lucy at work just wasn’t interested, so someone asking me questions about one of my big passions in life opened the floodgate. 

When I finally stopped talking, Chip said, “That’s cool. How did you get interested in therapy and service dogs, anyway?”

“I know from experience that a person’s quality of life can greatly improve with a well-trained dog. And I’m good with animals, so it’s a way I can make a difference.”

“Well, seeing you and Sammie definitely brightened my day. Could you maybe swing by tomorrow?”

We brightened his day? My heart almost flew out of my chest. “Sure. We’d…um, Sammie would like that. I’ll text you when we’re on the way.”

“Sounds good. Good night, Greta.”

After I hung up the phone, I slid back under the covers. It’s just a job, it’s just a job, it’s just a job…














Chapter Six




Greta

The next afternoon, Mrs. Inman answered the door as she wiped her hands on her apron. “So glad you could come by, Greta. You, too, Sammie,” she said as she gave him a little pat on the head.

I used to love going to the Inman’s house during the year I tutored Chip, and it wasn’t just because I got to spend time with the hottest guy on the football team. I loved the whole Inman family, with Mrs. Inman constantly baking up a storm, Mr. Inman always asking me about how things were going at school, and all the brothers running around laughing and cutting up with each other. Their house overflowed with love. 

My house, on the other hand, had been a dark and somber place. My mother never fully recovered from the death of my father. I know she did the best she could, but her chronic depression meant she missed most of my school functions. She even missed me walking down the aisle to get my diploma, claiming a sudden migraine. But I’d found the empty vodka bottle that morning, so I knew why she didn’t go. 

I followed Mrs. Inman into the kitchen where the scent of fresh-baked cookies tickled my nose. She gestured to the window over the sink. Chip was in the backyard flipping a football in his hands.

“He’s been out there since lunch throwing footballs, but I can tell his heart just isn’t in it. Says he still doesn’t remember playing.” Her brow creased. “Will he ever remember?”

“Do you mind me asking what the doctor said?”

“That it could be days or weeks or months.” She looked out the window again. “Or never.”

Wow. I hadn’t thought Chip’s condition might be permanent. No wonder Mrs. Inman sounded sad and worried.

“Well, Sammie and I should get out to see him.” I turned toward the back door, but Mrs. Inman stopped me.

“Greta, Charlie and I want you to spend as much time with Chip as you can. His buddies on the football team are still in school and have a couple of away games left, so between practice and studying for exams, they don’t have time to spend with him. And his brothers don’t get out of school for the Christmas break for another week. I’d keep him with me all the time, but Charlie says I smother him.” She wrung her hands. “He’s probably right.”

“Of course. Sammie and I will do what we can, Mrs. Inman.”

“He really enjoyed your visits in the hospital. He’s mentioned it several times.”

A pool of heat settled into my cheeks. Chip mentioned me to his mother?

Sammie wanted to bolt to Chip as soon as we got outside, but I held him back a moment. Chip looked intent on the ball he was turning over in his hands. He took two quick steps back and threw the ball toward a target net. He hit the lower left square target right in the middle. Then he picked up another ball and quickly threw it to the upper left target on the net. Bingo. I thought he’d go for the target in the center next, but he just stood there with his hands on his hips.

“Hey, Chip,” I called as I unlatched Sammie’s leash. Sammie ran to Chip and immediately rolled over for a belly rub.

“Hey, Greta. And hello to you, too, Sammie,” he said, squatting down to pet Sammie’s belly. He was wearing dark sunglasses and his form fitting long-sleeved tee shirt accentuated every bulge of muscle in his chest and arms. He looked amazing. 

I pulled the collar of my shirt away from my neck; it had suddenly gotten warm.

“I hope we’re not interrupting,” I said.

“Not at all. I’ve been looking forward to seeing you all day,” he said as he stood to face me.

Chip had been looking forward to seeing me? My cheeks were on fire.

“Looks like your arm is still intact,” I said. 

“Yeah, I guess. It’s really weird, though, because I don’t remember developing the skill. Just like I don’t remember learning sign language, yet I can talk to my Memaw with no problem.” 

“How is your grandmother?”

“Good, I guess. Did you know she was a county government interpreter for the deaf?”

“Yeah. Does she still interpret for services at the Methodist church?”

Chip hesitated. “I…I’m not sure. No one’s mentioned that.”

How strange it must be to only know someone based on what other people have told you about them. I couldn’t imagine what that might feel like.

I pulled a tennis ball out of my bag. “Want to play, Sammie?” 

Sammie’s ears perked up and his tail began to twitch. I tossed the ball to Chip, and he threw it to the tree line at the edge of the yard. Sammie took off.

As Sammie turned with the ball in his mouth Chip said, “I think I’ve thrown the ball for him before.”

“You have. Many times. You liked playing with Sammie after our study sessions in high school. It was like your reward for not goofing off. Do you remember?”

Sammie dropped the ball at Chip’s feet. He picked up the ball and hurled it through the air again. 

Chip flashed a big smile my way and said, “I do remember this. Sammie could chase the ball forever.”

“Yes! But he’s older now, so he tuckers out faster. I’m so happy you remembered something.”

He reached into his pocket. “And I think I remember this, too, but I’m not sure,” he said, holding out a small, smooth stone to me. “I found it in my dorm.”

I took the rock and turned it over a couple of times. I recognized the light gray stone with the brown stripe down the middle. 

“You used to carry this with you all the time. You’d put it on the table when we studied.” I handed it back to him.

“Why did I do that?”

I shrugged. “I’m not sure. You told me once it helped you filter out the noise.”

He nodded, then slipped the stone back into his pocket. “Guess I need to do some more thinking on that one.”

Sammie dropped the ball again at Chip’s feet, and Chip did what Sammie expected of him, this time sending the ball further into the woods. Sammie eagerly disappeared into the trees.

Chip turned his face toward me. I couldn’t see his eyes through his dark glasses, but it felt like he was staring at me because I got the same weak-kneed feeling I did at the hospital when his eyes bore right through me. 

“I’ve got several doctors’ appointments tomorrow, but I was hoping to get out to the farm on Saturday. Dad said I used to spend a lot of time on the farm, so I want to walk around the place, see if it prompts any memories. Would you and Sammie like to come spend the day with me?”

I’d jump through rings of fire and walk on broken glass to get to spend an entire day with Chip Inman. And Mrs. Inman said she wanted me to spend a lot of time with him…

“Sure. Sammie will love it.”

“I know Sammie will. But will you?”

I felt the prickly heat rise in my cheeks again. Luckily, the back door of the house opened, and Mrs. Inman joined us before I died of embarrassment. 

“These are for you two,” she said, taking something off the plate she brought out before she passed the plate to Chip. “And this is for…” She looked around and asked, “Where’s Sammie?”

As if on cue, Sammie bounded out of the woods, dropped the ball at Chip’s feet, then went right to Mrs. Inman and sat with his tongue hanging out. Mrs. Inman offered him a cookie that was in the shape of a bone.

“I found a special dog biscuit recipe I thought you might like, Sammie.” 

Sammie took the biscuit and demolished it in two bites. 

“Thank you, Mrs. Inman,” I said as I took a cookie.

“It’s the least I can do. So, how are you feeling, Chip? I hope you’re not overdoing it.”

Chip took three cookies and handed the plate back to Mrs. Inman. “Don’t worry, Mom. I feel good. Still a little sensitive to light, but the nagging headache is gone. And I remembered something.”

The corners of her blue eyes twinkled. “Oh, Chip. That’s wonderful.”

“It’s nothing big. I just remembered throwing the ball for Sammie before, that’s all.”

Mrs. Inman reached up and pushed the hair off his forehead. “But it’s something, sweetheart. You’ll be back to normal in no time. I just know it!” Then she turned to me and said, “We knew you’d be good for him, Greta. Keep up the good work.”

She tossed another dog biscuit to Sammie and went back into the house. I wanted to think I was good for Chip, but I knew that was overreaching. And once he got his memory back, he wouldn’t need me anymore. 

Sammie wandered back to the edge of the woods and laid down in the shade. He still chased a mean ball, he just couldn’t do it as long as he used to.

Chip picked up another football. “Why don’t you go out for a pass?” he asked with a wicked smile.

“Me?” I’d never caught a football before in my life and didn’t want to look like a complete idiot in front of the best quarterback Kent University had ever seen.

“My brother Clark says I make everyone look good. Trust me. Go on. Try it.” 

He gave me that boyish grin and my heart did a somersault. I looked around to make sure no one was watching, then lined up beside him. What did I have to lose?

“So, just run straight ahead for about fifteen feet, then cut to your left,” he said as he tossed the ball back and forth between his hands. “That’s where I’ll drop the ball.”

Fifteen feet, cut to the left. Easy peasy, right?

He barked a couple of hut huts, and I took off. But then realized I didn’t know how long fifteen feet was. Was I too early? Too late?

I took a chance and cut to the left then looked back, and boom! The ball was right there. All I had to do was reach out, and it fell into my arms. How did he get the ball in exactly the right spot?

Chip held up his hands in a touchdown signal and I couldn’t stop a smile from spreading ear to ear. I trotted back to him, and he gave me a high five which made my palm feel like a hand grenade had just gone off in it. 

I knew we wouldn’t be spending time together once he got his memory back because he’d be going back to his circle of friends, which I wasn’t a part of. And I knew I was there, not because he wanted me there, but because his parents had hired me to spend time with him.

But just for that sunny Thursday afternoon, I pretended he and I were real friends just hanging out in the backyard. And I had a blast. By the end of the afternoon, I’d forgotten all about my mantra.














Chapter Seven




Chip

I woke Saturday morning for the first time since my concussion feeling excited and looking forward to the day. My memories were still mostly hidden, but I’d gotten a good report from the doctor the day before and the sensitivity I had to light was slowly diminishing. 

But the real reason I was excited was I was going to spend that entire day at the farm. With Greta.

I didn’t remember too much about the farm yet, but just thinking about getting reacquainted with the landscape and animals made my heart soar. 

The electric razor buzzed in my hand as I ran it across my chin. A loud bang on the door caused me to almost drop it. 

“Hey, worm breath. Your girlfriend’s here.”

Calvin. The feisty brother. Always calling the rest of us names and air burping on command. He was a senior in high school and the star quarterback of the Kent Dragon football team, just like Clark and I had been. I wondered if I was as cocky as Calvin was when I was in high school.

But I didn’t mind him calling Greta my girlfriend. Would she be open to the idea? I still couldn’t believe we’d never dated.

“Tell her I’ll be right down,” I called through the door.

I checked my weather app. The day would be partly sunny and mild. I grabbed a light jacket just in case it didn’t warm up until the afternoon.

When I got to the bottom of the stairs, I heard voices coming from the dining room. I peeked into the room and there was Greta sitting at the large oak table with Cooper. He was writing something in a notebook as she looked over his shoulder. What was going on?

“Hey,” I said.

When she looked up, my mouth went dry. Instead of wearing her hair in a bun or a ponytail like I’d always seen her wear it, her long wavy hair framed her fresh face and set off her sparkling gray eyes. I loved that she didn’t cover her freckles with a lot of makeup.

“Hey,” she said. 

I was spellbound and couldn’t do anything but stare at her. Then I felt a warm, wet tongue on my hand and that jolted me back to reality. “Hey, Sammie,” I said as I rubbed him behind the ears.

“Greta’s helping me with my English essay,” Cooper said. “It seems so easy now.”

“I hear she’s the best tutor in town,” I said as I locked eyes with her. She was cute when she blushed.

“I hope we’re not too early,” she said as she tugged at the collar of her shirt.

“Perfect timing. Are you ready?”

She stood and Cooper said, “Thanks, Greta.”

“Anytime, Cooper.”

Greta and Sammie followed me through the kitchen where Dad was pouring himself some coffee. “Y’all have good weather for a hike on the farm today,” he said as he scooped two spoonfuls of sugar into his cup.

“Yeah.” I grabbed a couple bottles of water out of the fridge and handed one to Greta.

“Don’t forget your Pop Pop and Memaw are expecting you for lunch.”

I’d forgotten to mention that to Greta. “Is that okay with you?” I asked her.

“Sounds great. I’d like to see them again.”

As we walked out the back door, I heard Dad call after us, “Make sure you don’t overdo it today, son.”

Clark, the brother closest to me in age, had filled me in on the lay of the land. Our house backed up to the east side of the farm which was mostly wooded. Sammie led the way as if he knew the place, nose to the ground as we made our way through the woods.

“I hate to admit it, but I’m not sure where everything is,” I said. “I know there’s a pond and some stables for the animals…”

“It doesn’t matter. Besides, I think I remember the layout of the farm. And when all else fails, we can rely on Sammie.”

“You’ve been to the farm?”

“Yeah. We came out here once so you could get some ideas for a creative essay assignment in the style of Thoreau. You got your highest grade of the semester with that essay.”

“Thoreau.” I thought a moment. “Walden, right?”

“Right.”

It came back to me. At least part of it did. I remembered checking Walden out of the school library. Maybe I needed to reread that book.

We emerged from the woods at the edge of a large field. The ground had been recently tilled under, and the pungent smell of the earth washed over me. Nothing smelled better than good ole dirt. 

“I wonder what your grandfather is going to plant here,” Greta said as she pulled a ball from her bag. Sammie’s ears stood up, and his eyes locked on the ball. She tossed the ball across the open field, and off Sammie went.

“We can ask him at lunch.” I stopped and looked around. “I’m thinking the pond is that way.”

“I think you’re right.”

We walked a ways in silence, which was nice. My house wasn’t silent often, not with six people living there. 

We came across a line of trees, and on the other side was the pond. I couldn’t remember if there were fish in the pond or not, but a small gaggle of Canadian geese looked at home gliding across the surface of the water.

Greta gasped. “Look at the way the sunlight creates sparkles on the surface of the water…and they’re dancing!” 

Sammie ran into the water and swam toward the birds. They were not impressed and took off. He came back out wagging his tail and looking pleased with himself. He stood in front of us and shook.

“Sammie!” Greta said as she wiped some water off her cute little button nose. “Was that necessary?”

Sammie nudged the ball she was still carrying in her hand. She tossed the ball to me and I threw it into the water. Sammie ran back into the pond leaving v-shaped ripples behind him.

I glanced at Greta. The pond wasn’t the only thing the sun made sparkle, and Greta’s strawberry hair practically glowed in the light. I wanted to touch her hair to see if it was as soft as it looked, but that would have been weird. Instead, I grabbed her by the arms, and pretended I was going to throw her in the pond.

She screamed, and I saw a flash of terror in her eyes. I let her go immediately.

“I…I’m sorry, Greta. It was just a joke.” A bad one by the look on her face.

She tucked a piece of hair behind her ear and slowed her breathing.

“It’s okay. It’s just…I, um, can’t swim.”

And then it hit me. I’d done the same thing to her when we were in high school. 

“I just remembered. I did that before, didn’t I?”

“Yes. But back then you really did throw me in…”

“…and I had to jump in and rescue you.” The memory of pulling her out of the pond soaking wet flooded back. How could I have forgotten that?

“Look, I’m an idiot. And I’m really sorry. Can you forgive me?” 

She didn’t hesitate. “Sure. If you’d remembered I couldn’t swim, I know you wouldn’t have tried again. But you remembered. That’s something.”

Sammie plopped a wet ball between us. Greta tossed it back into the water.

Two questions swirled around in my head. One, why did I try to throw her into the pond, not once, but twice, and two, why did she never learn to swim? 

My first thought on the first question was that guys are idiots when they like a girl and sometimes do stupid things to get their attention. I was definitely developing feelings for Greta now, but did that mean I liked her in high school, too? If I did, why didn’t we date? As for the second question, there was a simple way to find out.

“So why did you never learn to swim?”

Her gaze drifted to her shoes. “My mom got really depressed after my dad died. She started drinking too much, and she was on a bender the week my class went to the Y to learn to swim. We didn’t have enough money for a club membership in the summers, so swimming was just something I was never exposed to.”

I’d been so into my own problems with my memory loss, I hadn’t even given a thought to Greta’s family situation.

“I’m sorry about your dad.” 

“It’s okay. He died when I was six.” She fixed her gaze across the water, and I got the feeling she didn’t want to talk about it anymore.

“How’s your mom now?”

Greta bit her lower lip then said, “About the same.”

I didn’t know what to say. Luckily, Sammie rejoined us and lightened the mood when he gave us another shower.

“Maybe we should head to the house. I don’t want to keep Pop Pop and Memaw waiting.”

As we walked toward my grandparent’s house, I rubbed the stone in my pocket and hoped I would get my memory back soon. If I ever hoped to have a shot with Greta, I needed to not do anything else dumb. 




Greta

When we got to Chip’s grandparents’ house, we stood in the front yard for a couple of minutes. He studied the small one-story house with clapboard siding and window awnings. Then his gaze moved to a rusty old water pump under two big pecan trees in the side yard and eventually to an old wheelbarrow full of pansies. I didn’t rush him. I knew he still had a lot to process. Would anything about this house spark a memory?

As I let him think, my mind wandered back to him threatening to throw me in the pond. Yeah, I’d been scared I’d end up in the water again, but the feel of his hands on me lit something up inside. I could still feel the grip of his strong fingers holding onto my arms, and the concerned look in his eyes when he sensed something was wrong was a look I wouldn’t soon forget. It’s like he was trying to see all the way into my soul to make sure I was okay. No one had ever looked at me like that before. 

“Do you know if Pop Pop and Memaw have a dog?” Chip asked suddenly.

“They did. I don’t know about now.”

“Was it a dog with really short legs?” 

“It was. I think it was a corgi.”

He smiled. “Bud. Their dog’s name was Bud.”

Chip’s Pop Pop appeared at the front door. “Y’all just gonna stand in the front yard all day?”

“Hey, Pop Pop,” Chip said as he approached the porch. “What happened to Bud?”

“You remember old Bud, do you?”

“I just did. Something about him herding chickens?”

Chip’s grandfather laughed. “Yeah. That dog was something else. He’d herd the chickens and the sheep from sun up to sun down.”

“What happened to him?”

“Kidney failure. Now come on, your Memaw’s waiting.”

I told Sammie to stay on the porch and followed Mr. Inman into the house. I’d only been inside the house once, that time I visited with Chip back in high school, but it looked exactly like what I remembered. In the front room was a Queen Anne sofa, a La-Z-Boy recliner with a crocheted afghan draped over it, and several end tables with various bric-a-brac scattered around the room. 

Mr. Inman led us to the kitchen where the scent of warm cheese and bacon welcomed us. Mrs. Inman was at the stove turning over sandwiches on a griddle pan. She signed something to Chip.

“She said she made my favorite lunch. Grilled cheese with bacon. Is that okay with you?” he asked me.

“Smells wonderful.” 

He signed back to her. Then she signed again. This time his cheeks turned rosy, and he didn’t volunteer what she said.

Mr. Inman said, “Now, Lisa, don’t go teasing that boy.”

Mrs. Inman laughed.

My curiosity got the better of me. “What did she say?”

Chip cleared his throat. “She said we make a nice, uh…a nice couple.”

It was my cheeks’ turn to color.

To hide my embarrassment, I asked Mr. Inman how Mrs. Inman understood him since he didn’t sign. “We’ve been married so long she knows what I’m gonna say before I do.”

Chip added, “And she reads lips. So don’t ever think she doesn’t know what’s going on.”

We sat at the table, and I noticed five place settings instead of four.

“Is someone else joining us?” I asked.

Chip signed to his Memaw, and she signed back. 

“No, no one else is joining us,” he said, then went on to explain. “There was an extra plate at my welcome home dinner, too. When I asked Mom about it, she said that Memaw still sets a place for my Aunt Jackie, Dad’s sister. Aunt Jackie died in a plane crash a couple of years before I was born. It’s my grandparents’ way of making sure no one forgets her. Sorry if that seems a little weird.”

“I don’t think it’s weird at all. It’s really sweet.”

The entire Inman family amazed me. I grew up longing to belong to such a family. So, as we ate our grilled cheese and bacon sandwiches, I allowed myself to imagine I was part of it, that Chip and I were indeed a couple. A little make believe never hurt anyone, right?




Chip

After lunch, I wanted to go see the animals, so Greta, Sammie, and I took off toward the livestock area. Sammie ran ahead, scattering chickens all across the yard.

The barn was surrounded by a split rail fence; I guess to keep the goats separated from the sheep which were behind the barn in a big pasture.

Greta ran to the fence and looked between the rails. “I forgot about the goats! Can we get in with them?”

“I don’t see why not.” 

I unlatched the gate, and we got in with the goats. Sammie didn’t seem impressed and decided he’d rather stay on the outside of the fence sniffing the perimeter.

A brown and white kid bounced over to Greta and bleated. “I’ve always wanted to do goat yoga,” she said as she petted it.

“What’s goat yoga?”

“Basically, you just do yoga with a bunch of goats running around. Sometimes they’ll get on your back or nuzzle your ear. My boss has done it and loved it. She said it’s very relaxing. But I’ve never taken a yoga class, so I’d need to do that first, I think.”

“I can teach you yoga.”

“You know yoga?” 

“I’m pretty sure I do.” I didn’t know how I knew yoga, but I did. “I’ll show you a few postures so you can say you’ve done goat yoga.”

First, I showed her the tree posture. She was so cute trying to keep her balance with all the goats running around. Then I showed her the side angle posture and the triangle. When I showed her the plank posture, a kid jumped on her back and I thought she’d laugh herself silly. Greta had an infectious laugh. I hadn’t laughed that hard since my injury.

But it was while I was showing her the dancer posture that I got a glimpse of how I knew yoga. I stopped and rubbed my temples, trying to get the memory to fully form in my mind.

“What? Do you remember something?” she asked.

“I think I know yoga because of football.”

“That could be. I’ve heard a lot of teams use either yoga or ballet to balance out all the strength training.” Greta was going to say something else, but a far off bark interrupted her. “Where’s Sammie?” she asked, looking around.

He wasn’t on the other side of the fence anymore. She called for him, “Sammie? Sammie! Where are you, boy?”

We went out the gate and she called him again. This time he came running. When he got right up to us, I was hit with a noxious, putrid smell. Greta smelled it, too.

She backed up. “What is that awful stench?”

“He must have found some carrion somewhere on the property and rolled in it.”

“Ugh. That’s gross, Sammie.” 

Sammie just smiled and looked pretty pleased with himself.

“I’m sorry, Chip. I guess I need to get Sammie home and bathed.”

I didn’t want the day to end, but I understood. I would want to banish that smell as quickly as possible, too.

“It’s okay. I’m ready to go back.” 

It had been the perfect day on the farm with Greta. I couldn’t imagine feeling as comfortable and happy around anyone else. Greta was so easygoing, so forgiving, so…grounded. And even though she was still right there, I couldn’t wait until the next time I got to see her.

As I secured the latch on the gate, I got a text notification. I thought it might be Mom checking up on me, but it wasn’t. It was from Roxanne. I quickly shoved the phone back into my pocket.

“Is everything okay?” Greta asked.

“Yeah. Everything is fine.”

But it wasn’t. And I wouldn’t be able to put off this Roxanne person much longer.














Chapter Eight




Chip

When I got back from the farm, Mom gave me the third degree. She called Pop Pop after Greta and I left his house after lunch, and he must have told her I remembered a few things. She wanted to hear every little detail that I remembered.

I humored her and told her what I could. But even though I remembered a couple of things, they were just snippets, like random puzzle pieces from a puzzle I had no picture for.

At least the house was quiet. Clark was a sophomore at Drake University in Georgia and had gone back to campus after I was released from the hospital. He was the backup quarterback for the Drake Demons team, and they were preparing for their final game of the season and exams, much like my team was. Calvin was on a date, and Cooper was over at a friend’s for a sleepover. Dad was watching the NFL channel, and after Mom finished her interrogation, she settled into her chair with some knitting.

I closed my bedroom door and scrolled through the dozen or so texts Roxanne had sent. She called me “baby” in every one of them, and said things like, “I hope my boyfriend hasn’t forgotten me” and “why don’t you text me back, baby?” and “do I need to come check on you?” 

I definitely didn’t want someone I didn’t know to come check on me. But I obviously knew her somehow and probably wasn’t being fair to her.

How could I find out if she was really my girlfriend? For all I knew, she could be a stalker.

Travon. I could call Travon. 

Now, I didn’t remember Travon yet, either, but Dad told me he was my roommate and my favorite target on the field. Surely he could fill in some of the Roxanne gaps.

I sat on the bed and scrolled through my contacts.

“Chip, my man!” he answered.

I can’t tell you how weird it is to talk to a stranger who knows you better than you know yourself. 

“Hey, Travon.”

“Coach told us you were still having some issues. You any better?”

“I’m getting there. Look, I don’t remember much yet, and I keep getting text messages from this girl named Roxanne. Was I, you know, dating her or something?”

“Yeah, man. You and Roxanne went out.” 

My heart sank. “Were we serious?”

“I don’t know about that. What happens in Vegas, stays in Vegas, if you get my drift.” He chuckled on the other end of the line.

“Was I dating anyone else?”

“Not that I know of.”

I needed to get my memory back. Fast.

“Thanks, Travon.”

“Man, I hope you get your memory back soon. That’s gotta suck.”

“I’ll be fine.”

“Oh, and you were right.”

“Right about what?”

“You told me right before you got taken out that I would be the one to win that game. And I was. You believed in me, and I redeemed myself for missing that touchdown.”

I had no idea what he was talking about. “That’s great, Travon.”

“Take care, man.”

So, it was true. I dated Roxanne. We had some kind of relationship, so I needed to give her the benefit of the doubt. Didn’t I?

It just didn’t feel right, though. I know it’s hard to get someone’s true meaning through a text, but she came across as silly and whiny to me.

But I knew I owed Roxanne a chance. Just because I couldn’t remember her didn’t mean we didn’t have something, even if she seemed like someone I’d never date.

I pulled up her last message. Daddy wants to take the family to Breckenridge over Christmas. But I wouldn’t want to leave you all alone baby. Why don’t you text me and tell me if we can spend Christmas together?

I tapped a response into the phone. I’m fine. You should go with your family. I hit send.

Maybe she’d go fall in love with a ski instructor or something. And then I could spend time with the girl I wanted to.

Greta. What I wanted to do was talk to Greta. My growing feelings for her were real. I could remember them. My heart ticked faster when she was around. But it wasn’t fair to string her along not knowing the real story of me and Roxanne.

I laid back and looked at the soft green light from the glow-in-the-dark stars I’d put on my ceiling at some point in my childhood. How had things gotten so screwy? There had to be a way I could keep seeing Greta.

Then it hit me. My parents had hired Greta to help me. I was a job to her. Feelings didn’t have to come into it. I could spend all the time I wanted with her because she wasn’t interested in me like that. Of course, I hoped that would change after she spent more time with me. But for the short term, I could keep seeing Greta guilt free. And that was enough for me.

I sat up and sent out another text, this time to Greta. When can I see you again? 














Chapter Nine




Greta

“Guard the house, Sammie,” I said as I left the apartment the next Wednesday evening to go pick up Chip. I’d visited him at his house a couple more times since the day we went to the farm, but he said he was going stir crazy and wanted to get out and go somewhere. 

He met me at the front door, clean-shaven and smelling faintly of a deep woodsy aftershave. I liked his usual five o’clock shadow look, but the smooth face look suited him, too. Heck, he could have a braided beard down to his knees and I’d still think he was hot. 

“Sorry the car smells a little doggy,” I said as I latched my seatbelt. 

“How is Sammie?”

“He was gnawing on his favorite bone when I left, so he’s in heaven at the moment. Where do you want to go? Since it’s mild tonight, I could drive you by the school so you could walk around the stadium. That might bring back some memories.”

“I went to work with Dad yesterday.”

Chip’s dad was the head coach at Southside High School. 

“How was it?”

“Okay, I guess. I did what you said and walked around. Didn’t remember much, though. It was weird seeing my name on plaques and trophies. I must have been pretty good in high school.”

“You were the best.”

He faced me. “Let’s go get something to eat. I love Mom’s cooking, but I’ve been thinking about that mu shu pork you brought for me at the hospital. Where did you say it came from?”

“The Lucky Fortune.”

“How about we go there?”

“Sounds good to me.”

I pulled the car out of the driveway. After a few minutes he asked, “Do you think you should do something just because you’re good at it?” 

What was he talking about? “I’m not sure I understand your question.”

“I’ve been thinking a lot about football. I know I’m good at it. And Dad keeps talking about my chances of being a first-round draft pick and how proud he is of me, but I don’t know.” He looked out the window. “Never mind. I think I just have too much time on my hands.”

I didn’t want to think about Chip returning to his football life. The life that would take him far away from me. But it would happen one day, and I needed to remember not do something stupid like fall for him.

The Lucky Fortune was mostly a takeout place, but they had two small tables beside the counter. The pungent smell of garlic and ginger enveloped us as soon as we opened the door. The old couple who ran the place had half attempted to decorate for the holidays; they’d used duct tape to attach fake garland to the counter, and a multi-colored strand of lights blinked over the kitchen door. It was wonderfully gaudy.

“What do you want?” Chip asked.

“I’ll take the sweet and sour chicken.”

He turned to the woman behind the counter. “We’ll have sweet and sour chicken and a mu shu pork. And two spring rolls.”

“Drink?” she asked in a clipped accent.

“Sweet tea,” I said. Chip held up two fingers. 

The woman nodded and disappeared into the kitchen.

“So, what do you think of the fancy decorations,” he said with a sly grin.

“I like them. I hear tacky chic is making a comeback.”

He laughed. “What about you? Have you decorated yet?”

“Oh, I don’t decorate. Mom hated Christmas.”

“You didn’t even have a tree?”

“Not after my Dad died.”

“What about Santa?”

I looked at the sticky table. “No Santa.”

I didn’t want him to feel sorry for me, so I pulled something out of my purse.

“But I still got presents sometimes.” I put my candy cane down on the table. “You gave me this the year I tutored you.”

He looked at me like I just grew a horn in the middle of my forehead. “You kept that candy cane all these years?”

And then mortification kicked in. How pathetic was I? Why did I have to go and show him the candy cane?

I snatched it up and shoved it back in my purse. “I just thought it might trigger a memory,” I said as I willed myself not to die of embarrassment.

“I think it did.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, but it doesn’t have to do with Christmas. I think I remember hitting someone…” 

The woman who took our order brought out our food, and Chip began assembling his mu shu. “Do you know if I ever hit anyone?”

I poured some soy sauce on my rice. “You did.”

“But why? I know I don’t remember exactly how I’ve acted in the past, but I can’t imagine hitting someone.”

Should I tell him?

“You hit Frankie White because he made fun of me.”

“Really? Why did he make fun of you?”

Truth was, I didn’t hear all of what Frankie said that day. But I had a good idea. It wasn’t like I hadn’t been made fun of before. “Because everyone thought I was weird since I kept to myself. And I wore thick glasses back then. And the freckles and red hair have been a point of contention since I was a kid. Should I go on?”

He looked at me as if I was the most precious thing on earth. “I’m glad I decked him. And you let me know if anyone like that ever bothers you again. I won’t stand for it.”

My heart melted into a little puddle in my chest. I’d been touched in high school that the great Chip Inman would take up for me, but knowing he still felt that way took my breath away.

I shoved a stalk of broccoli to a different location on my plate. “So, are other memories returning?”

“Slowly. Most of them have to do with my brothers…”

As we ate, he told me about the pesky things he remembered Calvin doing, and how he was starting to remember just how much Cooper worshiped him. He worried whether he’d been a good enough influence on him.

“What about more recent memories?” I didn’t want to come right out and ask if he’d remembered that Roxanne chick, but it was always at the back of my mind.

“Nothing from my time at the university. The doctor said he thought those memories would eventually return, though.”

The woman who brought our food cleared our plates and gave us two fortune cookies.

“You first,” I said.

He broke the cookie in half and unraveled the paper. 

“Do what you love. The rest will fall into place,” he read. Why did he look so solemn after he read his fortune? “If it was only that simple,” he said under his breath.

What did he mean by that?

“Now you,” he said.

I cracked the cookie open and looked at the fortune. There was no way I was going to read it out loud, so I folded it and went to stuff it in my bag.

“No, no, no you don’t,” Chip said as he reached across the table and grabbed my hand. “I read mine so now you have to read yours. It’s the law.”

“That’s ridiculous.” I really didn’t want him to see the fortune. I was still trying to recover my dignity from showing him that old candy cane.

“Come on. It can’t be that bad.” 

He leaned across the table while still holding onto my hand and playfully tickled my ribs. I squirmed in my seat and loosened my grip on the fortune. He snatched it from me and held it over his head. Then he opened it and read it out loud.

“The love of your life is right before your eyes.” 

As he read it, I willed a sink hole to open up right there in the middle of the restaurant and whisk me away.

But then his clear blue eyes found mine. And time froze. I don’t know how long we sat like that, just staring into each other’s eyes. I don’t remember breathing. Or thinking. I was totally lost in the moment and it was the most beautiful feeling I’d ever experienced.

Then a couple of rowdy teenagers came through the door and the spell was broken.

He cleared his throat and handed me back the fortune. “I, uh…I guess we’d better go. I promised Pop Pop I’d help him on the farm tomorrow.”

Logically, I knew I’d never have a romantic relationship with Chip, not when he could have any girl he wanted. But in those few seconds or few minutes or however long we looked at each other, I felt like I saw his soul. And he saw mine. And no one could ever take that away from me.














Chapter Ten




Chip

It’d been three days since my life was forever altered. Three days since I fell in love with Greta Griffin.

The moment we shared in the restaurant was bigger than anything I’d ever experienced. Bigger than any football accolade, bigger than any sports team, even bigger than my concussion. 

All I could think about was how I could get Greta to love me back. Surely she felt what I did when we stared into each other’s eyes. It was electrifying. 

Trouble was, I had the Roxanne business hanging over my head, and I had no idea how I was going to resolve it. I still couldn’t even remember ever talking to her.

I’d spent the last few days helping Pop Pop on the farm because Greta’s boss had come back to town early and decided to open up the salon again before Christmas, so Greta had to work. Working on the farm helped me get my mind off my worries. Nothing seemed to bother me when I was on the farm under the Carolina blue sky breathing clean air and getting my hands dirty. I had a hard time believing playing football ever made me feel that way.

I’d planned on sleeping in that Saturday morning, but Pop Pop called and asked me to come help him round up a couple of cows that had wandered over from the Hembree Ranch.

When I got there, Grant Hembree had already arrived. He was sitting on top of his horse holding two ropes that were lassoed around each of the cows’ necks. Mr. Hembree was the real deal with his cowboy boots, leather work gloves, and felt Stetson.

“Grant, this here is my grandson, Chip,” Pop Pop introduced me. 

“The famous quarterback,” he said with a nod.

My eyes fell toward the ground. “I don’t know about that.”

“Well, if you ever get tired of tossing the ole pigskin, I’m always looking for strong, able-bodied ranch hands. Nothin’ like working in the great outdoors, isn’t that right, Charles?”

“True. Nothing like it,” Pop Pop replied.

“Sorry the girls here troubled you,” Mr. Hembree said, gesturing to the two cows. “I’ll get that fence mended today.”

“No problem, Grant. Good to see you. Give Carla my best,” Pop Pop said.

Mr. Hembree tipped his hat, turned his horse around, and led the cows off the property.

Was he serious about me being a farmhand? The thought was more appealing than I wanted to admit.

As I walked back to the house with Pop Pop, I asked, “Do you have enough help out here on the farm?”

“Seasonal workers have always done well for me.”

“Do you ever wish you had more permanent help like Mr. Hembree has on his ranch?”

“Well, I’m no spring chicken. It’s something I’d consider when the time’s right.”

Dad was waiting for us at Pop Pop’s house. “I tried calling you, son.”

“I forgot my phone.” Truth was, I left my phone at home on purpose because I didn’t want to deal with anymore text messages from Roxanne telling me how much fun she was having shopping and skiing in Colorado.

“I thought you’d want to know as soon as possible,” my Dad said. I didn’t know what he would say, but I had a feeling it was going to be good the way he was wiggling around like a kid on Christmas morning.

“What’s going on, Charlie?” Pop Pop asked Dad.

“I just got a call from Randy Willis’s office. He’s interested in representing you, Chip. He’s one of the most sought after agents in the league…”

My stomach tightened. I wasn’t ready to think about all of that yet.

“And I’ve gotten a few feelers from a couple of other agents, too. Maybe we should set up a demo practice before the combine for you at the high school and invite a few agents. Never too early to get representation lined up, especially since you’re going to be in the first round of the draft. They’ll see for themselves what an asset you’d be to any team…”

I let him talk on while I thought about something I’d recently recalled. I couldn’t have been more than five or six. Clark was wandering around, but I don’t think Calvin had been born yet. Anyway, Dad had scattered a lot of mini targets around the backyard. He’d run to one, and I’d throw the ball at the target. Then he’d throw the ball back to me and run to another target. I hit the target almost every time. I didn’t even have to try. I remember him saying I was going to be a special talent, and he’d be so proud of me when I followed in his footsteps and played for the NFL.

“Chip?” Dad’s voice made the memory recede. 

“Uh, yeah. Sorry. What?”

“You want a ride back to the house?”

“Nah. I think I’ll hang around and help Pop Pop some more.”

“Suit yourself. I’ll see you at home.” He walked to his car, then turned back and said, “Randy Willis! I knew you’d attract the big boys, son.”

After he drove off, Pop Pop went into the house for some water, and I sat on the porch. The gravity of what Dad had just told me hung around my neck like an anvil. I’d have to be making some decisions soon, decisions that would affect the rest of my life.

For the first time that day, I wished I had my phone with me. I had an overwhelming desire to call Greta. 














Chapter Eleven




Greta

It had been four long days since I’d seen Chip. I wanted to see him, but Lucy’s son-in-law got the flu and her daughter didn’t want to expose the baby to him, so Lucy, her daughter, and grandson came back to Kent. Unfortunately, the baby had colic, and Lucy couldn’t stand the screaming all day, so she opened the salon back up which meant I had to get back to work. 

But it was Sunday. After I slept in, I took Sammie on a long walk and thought about what I’d felt with Chip the other night at the restaurant. I had to believe he felt something, too, by the way his eyes never wavered from mine. And I wanted to say there was almost something…passionate about his gaze. Just thinking about him made my insides all gooey.

We were almost back at the apartment when my phone rang.

“Hey, Greta. Can you come over?” 

It was Chip. Had his voice always sounded so sexy? 

“Sure. What’s up?”

“It’s a surprise.”

“A surprise?”

“I’ll tell you when you get here.” Then he hung up.

When Sammie and I got to the Inman house, Chip was in the front yard straddling a four-wheeler. Sammie ran to him and demanded attention.

“What are you doing?” I asked as I got out of the car.

“It’s a surprise. Get on.”

“You want me to get on that thing? I thought you weren’t supposed to drive.”

“The doctor said I couldn’t drive a car. He didn’t say anything about a four-wheeler.”

“I don’t know…”

“Come on. I’m just kidding. I saw him Friday, and he said I could drive now as long as I didn’t have a headache, which I don’t. Now get on.”

“What about Sammie?”

“He can follow alongside us. It’s not far.”

I glanced around the yard but didn’t see anyone. I stepped on the runner and slung my leg over the seat. It was close quarters, but I didn’t mind.

“Hold on!” he yelled as he hit the gas. 

I instinctively grabbed him around his midsection and glued my front to his back as he sped away from the house. I’d never realized how broad his shoulders really were. Or how incredibly firm his abs were. Yowza.

Sammie ran beside us with his tongue hanging out. He would sleep well that night.

It wasn’t long before Chip slowed down and parked at the edge of the woods. He got off the four-wheeler, then helped me off. Did his hand linger a little longer on my arm than was necessary?

“So, what’s the big surprise?” I asked.

He opened a flap on the back of the four-wheeler and took out a saw, then said with a big grin, “You’re going to help me pick out a Christmas tree.”

Warm tears welled up in my eyes, and I had to fight to keep them from spilling over. I’d always wanted a Christmas tree. Or any kind of Christmas tradition for that matter.

“I…I’ve never picked out a tree before.”

“It’s fun. Come on.” I followed him into the woods. “We never put the tree up until a few days before Christmas. Some people put theirs up right after Halloween, but that drives Mom up the wall.”

Sammie caught a whiff of something. I yelled after him, “Don’t you go rolling in dead things, Sammie! You hear me?”

Chip lost it, and the pitch of his deep laughter made my insides vibrate. It was a wonderful sensation.

We walked deeper into the woods. “It’s so warm it doesn’t feel that much like Christmas,” I said.

“Wow. I just got a flash of wearing shorts to Christmas dinner one year.”

“So you’re remembering more?”

“Most of the things coming back have to do with my family still.”

“That makes sense.” How long would it be before he remembered Roxanne?

“What about this one?” I asked.

“Not big enough.” He trudged on. “So, you never really had a tree?”

“No. Although I do sort of remember one tree. Or, I remember my dad stringing the lights on it. It’s one of the few memories I have of him.”

“What happened to him?”

I stopped walking and bit my lip. I didn’t have anything to be ashamed of. He was mentally ill, and it had nothing to do with me. At least that’s what my child psychiatrist told me at the time.

“He…um, he killed himself. At Christmas. In front of my mom.”

Chip stared at me for a second, then said, “I probably knew that before, didn’t I?”

“Yeah. Everyone knew it growing up. I guess that’s why I shied away from people.”

“I’m so sorry, Greta.” 

“It’s okay. Mom said he was never the same after he got back from Iraq. I was little when it happened, so I don’t remember him all that much. I wish I had a few more memories of him, though.”

We walked a while in silence. The dappled late morning sunlight filtered through the trees making mosaic patterns on the ground in front of us. 

“What about this one?” he asked as he walked up to some type of spruce tree. It smelled heavenly.

“I like it.” I walked around to make sure it didn’t have any bald spots. 

“Then this is the one,” he said.

Chip dropped to his knees and began sawing the trunk. Pretty soon there was a big crack, and the tree began to fall. “Timber!” Chip yelled as I jumped out of the way and watched the tree hit the ground with a little bounce. 

When I looked back at Chip, he had a strange expression on his face. Why was he looking at me like that?

He stood and pointed over my head. I looked up and saw a big clump of pointy leaves hanging from a limb right above me. 

I swallowed. “Is that what I think it is?” 

He licked his lips and said in a husky voice, “Mistletoe.”

His dark eyes found mine, and we were back in the magical space we found at the Lucky Fortune. He raised his hand and gently stroked my cheek, then leaned over and ever so lightly brushed his lips against mine. My eardrums echoed the beating of my heart and the back of my neck got warm. 

He took a step back and searched my eyes. He must have liked what he saw because he moved in and again lowered his lips to mine. This time, something woke deep inside me, and I wanted to be even closer to him. I pressed my lips harder against his and he deepened the kiss. 

The world around us shrank, and it was just us there in the middle of mother nature learning how to respond to each other, how to get closer…closer. When we finally came up for air, Chip pressed his forehead against mine.

“You are amazing,” he whispered.

Just then Sammie ran up and skidded to avoid running into the freshly cut spruce on the ground. “We should probably get this tree back so Mom can start decorating,” he said.

He grabbed the tree by the trunk and pulled it toward the four-wheeler. I had to sit even closer to him on the way back because of the tree strapped to the back of the ATV. But I didn’t mind. Not one bit.




Chip

My lips buzzed all the way home. What a kiss! And having Greta’s arms around my midsection as we rode back made me tingle all the way down to my toes. I wished I had an excuse to keep riding her around in the four-wheeler, but Mom was expecting the tree. 

When we got to the house, Greta asked, “Whose car is that?”

Parked beside her was a Mercedes that seemed vaguely familiar, but I couldn’t place it. “I don’t know.”

I untied the twine around the tree, but when I stood the tree up, a stray limb reached out and grabbed some of Greta’s windswept hair. Her eyes locked with mine as I freed the limb with my free hand, then gently ran my thumb across her lips. The shiver that ran through me almost made me drop the tree. 

Sammie wedged himself between us before I had a chance to kiss her again. 

“Sammie wants some attention,” Greta said, patting him on the head.

“We can play ball after we finish with the tree, okay? How about that, fella?” I asked as I propped the tree against a porch column. “Let’s go ask Mom where she wants this.”

I grabbed Greta’s hand as we walked up the porch steps. Her small hand was warm and soft and feminine. What would it be like to nuzzle her fingertips?

But first things first.

“Mom?! We’re back with the tree!” I yelled when I stepped into the foyer.

Mom hurried around the corner with a strange expression on her face. “I tried to call you, Chip. You have company.”

Company? Who…

A young woman followed close behind Mom. Every hair of her long blonde mane was held in place by a big bow, and her lips were an unnatural, bright shade of red.

She ran to me, threw her arms around my neck, and gave me a kiss square on the mouth. I pulled back and looked at Greta. Her eyes were as big as hockey pucks.

“Roxanne, maybe you need to give Chip a little space,” Mom said. “Remember, I told you his memory is still a little shaky.”

Roxanne grabbed my arm and ran a finger across my jawline. “Oh, I’m sure he remembers me, don’t you Chip baby?”

I tried to pull away from her, but the harder I pulled back the tighter her grip got. I felt like I was in a full body version of Chinese handcuffs.

Greta tried to speak but stumbled over her words. Finally, she managed, “I’ve got to get home.” 

“I just baked some cookies, dear. Can I get you a plate to go?” Mom asked.

Greta backed up toward the door. “No. No, thank you. I…” Then she turned and ran out.

I made a move to the door, but Roxanne tugged me toward the living room. She shoved me onto the sofa then shimmied herself up to me so close she was practically in my lap.

“So, who’s your little ginger friend?” she asked.

My blood turned hot in my veins. “Don’t call her that,” I said through my teeth.

“Whatever. Did you miss me?” She leaned over expecting another kiss.

But there was no way I was going to let her snake lips touch mine again. I jumped up.

“I’m sorry, Roxanne, but I’ve got a…a headache.”

“I can rub your temples, baby…”

“No! I, um, I just need to lie down. Why don’t you go visit with Mom.” 

I didn’t wait for a response and took the stairs two at a time. I closed my bedroom door and sat on the bed. What did I ever see in Roxanne? Once, when I’d asked Greta why she and I hadn’t dated, she said she wasn’t the kind of girl I liked. But I had a hard time believing I liked girls like Roxanne. She was loud and pushy, and what was up with that big bow in her hair? Why would I ever date her? 

I laid back and stared at the plastic stars stuck to my ceiling. Problem was, I still had gaps in my memory. Maybe at one time I had liked Roxanne. I just couldn’t remember. But so much had happened recently, how was I supposed to go back to being the same person I was before my injury?

My mind wandered to the kiss Greta and I had shared not even an hour before. I had to fix things between us. I didn’t know how to explain it, but I felt like myself when I was with her; it was like the feeling I got out on the farm. But Travon said Roxanne and I had gone out, so didn’t I owe it to her to at least spend a little time with her, time to give my memory a chance to fill in some blanks? 

I put a pillow over my head. The headache I’d just faked had suddenly become real. 














Chapter Twelve




Greta

I rolled over, picked up my phone, and silenced the alarm before it had a chance to go off. I’d been awake all night but had been stubborn and refused to get out of bed. I could have gotten up to go read or something, but noooo, I preferred to wallow in self-pity. 

Sammie lifted his head when I got up, then yawned and stretched his back legs. Thank goodness I had Sammie. He’d been attentive through the long night of tears and sobs, lying by my side with his paw on my shoulder and an occasional lick to my cheek. 

The bathroom light seemed particularly harsh that morning and accentuated my red eyes and nose. I looked like a clown. Felt like one, too.

Why had I forgotten my mantra? I knew better than to fall for Chip. I knew better. I don’t know why he kissed me like he did, but he had a girlfriend and it could never happen again.

I finished getting ready for work, grabbed my coat, and loaded Sammie in the car. I huffed on my knuckles, then pulled some gloves out of my bag; the cold snap everyone was waiting for had finally arrived two days before Christmas. 

Lucy emailed her clients when she decided to reopen the shop before the holidays, and since she’d been back we’d been slammed with appointments. Seemed everybody wanted Christmas “doggie dos” for their pooches before Santa slid down the chimney. 

One of the cool things about working at Fuzzy Buttz was being able to take Sammie to work with me. Lucy had several dogs herself and had fenced in an area in the backyard of the shop, which was an old house she’d converted to her business space.

After I got Sammie squared away, I went to work washing our first client, a standard poodle named Samson. After I handed him off to Lucy for his haircut, I cleaned the ears of a new client, a Basset Hound named Spanky, then there were more baths, some nail clipping, and all the while I tried to push the thought of Chip out of my mind. I wasn’t very successful. But at least I was busy doing something productive, not sniveling like a broken-hearted schoolgirl under the covers.

After a couple of hours, I went to check on Sammie and Lucy’s dogs. When I got back, Lucy nodded her head to the side and said I had a visitor.

I followed her gaze and there he was. Chip.

What was Chip doing there?

He stuffed his hands in his jacket pockets. “Hey, Greta.”

“Hey.” My voice came out raspy. 

“Could we go somewhere and talk?”

“Sorry, but I’m working.”

“Oh, that’s okay,” Lucy said with a little wink. “I can handle things until you get back.”

I squinted at Lucy. The last thing I wanted to do was be alone with Chip.

Chip held the shop door for me and we stepped outside. I immediately regretted not grabbing my coat.

“Here, take this,” he said as he began taking his coat off.

“Keep it. I can’t stay long.”

A flash of hurt darted across his eyes, but he just nodded and said, “We got the tree up. I thought you might like to come see it, and then maybe we could talk.”

“I can’t leave Lucy. We’re slammed. And there’s nothing to talk about.”

He pointed to the hours posted in the middle of the wreath on the door. “But you’re not open on Christmas day. You could come by then.”

As I was entertaining the idea, his phone beeped a text notification from his pocket. He ignored it. 

“Aren’t you going to check that?” I was pretty sure I knew who it was from.

“No.” His eyes never left mine. I shivered, and not from the cold. “Will you come for Christmas?” 

I had to get away from him, or I’d cave and do something I’d regret. Sure, I would have liked nothing more than to spend Christmas with Chip, but I still had a little pride left.

“I already have plans. Look. I need to get back to work.” 

I turned to go inside, but he grabbed my wrist. “Greta, wait. I’m really sorry about what happened yesterday. I just need a little time to sort it all out.”

“Goodbye, Chip.”

To me, there was nothing to sort out. He had a girlfriend, and it was only a matter of time before he remembered her. I pulled my arm free and left him standing in the cold.

“Who was that luscious Adonis?” Lucy asked when I joined her behind the counter.

“Just a friend,” I said as I took the next dog out of his crate. 

“Fess up, Greta. The way he looked at you is not the way a guy looks at a ‘friend.’”

I couldn’t have that conversation without being reduced to a pathetic puddle on the floor. “Trust me. He’s got a girlfriend.” 

“Lucky girl.” 

She didn’t have to tell me. I knew firsthand just how lucky Roxanne was. I blinked back salty tears and took the dog to the back for his bath. I had work to do.




Chip

I don’t know what I expected from Greta, but I thought she’d at least talk to me, hear me out. I sat in my car and stared at the vinyl siding on the side of the salon. How had things gotten this messed up?

My phone dinged, reminding me I had a text message. I knew who it was from, and I didn’t want to look at it. But I couldn’t put it off any longer. Besides, I could have been wrong; the text could have been from Mom. Or anyone for that matter.

But the text was from Roxanne, just as I suspected. She was checking to see if my headache was gone and when could she see her “baby.” I shuddered. I hated it when she called me that.

I was about to put the phone back in my pocket when a snippet of a memory pushed its way into my consciousness. I was at a pizza joint on campus. Much to my surprise, Roxanne was with me. We split a large pizza and watched some sports news show on the big screen TV behind the bar.

My heart grew heavy. It was the first real proof I had that I’d really dated Roxanne. I was going to have to give her the benefit of the doubt and make an effort to get to know her again.

I took a deep breath and texted her back asking if she wanted to spend the afternoon together at the farm. She responded with a line of kissy face emojis that made my stomach tie itself in knots. Hopefully, spending some time with her would bring back more memories. Memories that either proved she and I had been an item, as she claimed, or memories that proved we had never been serious or exclusive. 

Was I ready to learn the truth? I had to be. I couldn’t live in limbo much longer.














Chapter Thirteen




Chip

Roxanne arrived at the house mid-afternoon, and we set out on foot. I’d called ahead and asked Pop Pop if we might join them for dinner, which they always ate promptly at five, because I thought my grandparents were a good judge of character, and maybe I was just missing something with Roxanne. I was dying to know what they thought of her.

From the moment we set out, it was obvious I was not going to have the same hiking experience I did that day with Greta. First of all, Roxanne kept complaining that she might break a heel on the rough terrain. Who wore heels for a hike?

Second, she grumbled about it being too cold. I felt bad for her, but don’t most people check the weather when they’re going to be spending a good chunk of time outside? I should have been a better gentleman and offered her my coat, but I didn’t see why I had to be cold because she didn’t plan ahead.

And third, she talked incessantly. About, well, not much of anything. Until she started talking about my career. Then I got uncomfortable. She went on and on about how I was going to be a rich and famous football star and telling me what everybody was saying about me on Twitter. I thought it was creepy.

But her talking did manage to spark a couple more memories. In one, we were at the library studying, and I had to keep shushing her because she’d gotten so loud. I thought we were going to get kicked out. And the other one was seeing her on the sidelines as a cheerleader. That would explain the bows she was so fond of wearing. Maybe all that cheering made her talk loudly, I don’t know. But it was annoying.

When we passed the pond, she didn’t even want to stop and look at how the sunlight made sparkles dance on the water. But I made her stop and then pulled the rock out of my pocket. “This rock is one I found out here by the pond. I tumbled it after Christmas one year.”

She looked at me with a blank stare, then burst out laughing. “You carry a rock you found at a pond in your pocket?”

I slipped the rock back in my pocket and said, “Come on. We don’t want to be late.”

When we got to Pop Pop and Memaw’s house, Pop Pop hadn’t gotten home yet, so I introduced Roxanne to Memaw by signing. Roxanne asked what I was doing. I told her I was introducing her.

“Your grandmother’s deaf?” Roxanne asked.

“Yes.”

Roxanne solemnly said, “Oh, I am so sorry.”

I had to really focus to keep from rolling my eyes. “There’s nothing to be sorry about. She gets along just fine and can do anything you or I can do.”

Memaw lifted an eyebrow to me. All I could do was shrug.

Roxanne looked around the kitchen. “How quaint is this little country kitchen?” Then her eyes found the dinner table. “Why are there five place settings? I thought just the two of us were going to have a special dinner with your grandparents.”

“We are.” Then I explained about my Aunt Jackie and how Memaw always set a place for her. 

Roxanne looked right at me and said in an exaggerated whisper, “Is your Memaw crazy, too?”

Well, that fired Memaw right up. I’ve never seen her sign so fast. Guess I should have warned Roxanne that Memaw could read lips.

Luckily, Pop Pop came in and diffused the situation, but Memaw was icy to Roxanne the rest of the time we were there. Roxanne didn’t notice, though. She was too busy talking about herself.

When we left to walk back to my house, Roxanne grabbed my hand as we walked. My first instinct was to snatch my hand back, but I had to remind myself that Roxanne still thought of us as a couple. So I humored her. I wish I hadn’t.

Once we passed the pond, she asked in a pouty voice, “So who was that girl that came in with you the other day?”

“Her name is Greta, and she’s a friend from high school.” I really didn’t want to talk about Greta with Roxanne.

“She must be a ‘good’ friend to go picking out a tree with you.”

What was she getting at? “Okay, she’s a ‘good’ friend.” I had to get her focused on another subject, so having recently learned she couldn’t resist talking about herself, I asked, “So, how was your trip to Breckenridge?”

That did it. She babbled on and on about shopping and skiing in Breckenridge all the way home.

When we got back to the house, I was eager for her to leave. I walked her up to her car and told her I felt another headache coming on. I hated to stretch the truth, but if I had to spend any more time with her I would get a headache.

She leaned against her car door, put her hands on the back of my head, then pulled my head down and gave me a hard kiss. It was awful, like kissing a dead fish. 

I pulled away and resisted the urge to wipe my mouth. 

“What’s the matter, baby?” she asked.

“I, uh, I just need a little time, Roxanne.”

She gave me a knowing nod. “It’s your concussion, right? Well, don’t worry. We have all the time in the world. I’m not going anywhere.” 

That thought immediately triggered the headache I was trying to avoid. 

Problem was, I knew that all the time in the world wouldn’t change the fact that I didn’t like Roxanne. At all. And all the time in the world also wouldn’t change what I knew in my heart of hearts, that Greta and I belonged together.

I was in a real pickle. Could things get any worse?














Chapter Fourteen




Greta

Christmas Eve morning was crazy busy at Fuzzy Buttz, but I didn’t mind. It was good for me to have something to do. I needed to keep my mind off Chip and how stupid I’d been to fall for him again. I knew in high school I wasn’t his type, what made me think now would be any different?

Business finally thinned out early in the afternoon. We only had two dogs left to groom, and then Lucy planned on closing early so she could have a big Christmas Eve dinner with her family.

“I’m going to go get you a couple more towels from the back,” Lucy said as she gathered the used towels from the washroom. 

I stared at Barney, a brown labradoodle with a wicked gas problem. “You’re next big boy,” I said, stroking his long nose through the crate while I held my breath.

The bell on the door grabbed my attention. When I looked up, I wanted to sink into a hole. But I was at work, so I had no other choice but to wait on the woman who just entered. Why had Lucy picked that moment to go to the back?

I moved to the other side of the counter and hoped Barney’s fragrance didn’t follow me. 

“Can I help you?” I asked Roxanne.

“You’re Chip’s friend, right?” she asked before she scrunched up her perfect little upturned nose. Guess she got a whiff of Eau de Barney after all.

“Yes, we’re…friends.”

“His mother told me how you helped him while I was gone. That was very kind of you,” she said with a smile as fake as a Rolex bought in a New York alley.

What was I supposed to say to her comment? “Um, did you want to buy something?”

“No. I just wanted you to know Chip and I are very happy, and we’ll be making a big announcement soon. I hope you can be happy for us.”

Surely she couldn’t mean what she was implying. Did Chip get his memory back? Were Chip and Roxanne really in that serious of a relationship?

Once again, I wasn’t sure what to say. So I just stood there with my arms crossed, and she just stood there with a smug look on her face.

“Greta…everything okay?” Lucy said as she put the towels down on the counter. 

Just as I was about to speak, Roxanne beat me to it and said in a voice so sweet it would make a Twinkie jealous, “I just dropped by to say Merry Christmas to my good friend, Greta. Toodles!”

She flicked her fingers in the air then left.

“What was that all about?” Lucy asked as I took the fart-bombing Barney out of his crate.

I really didn’t want to talk about it. “Nothing. I’ll have Barney ready for you soon.”

I knew I shouldn’t let Roxanne get under my skin, shouldn’t let her rattle me, but as soon as I began lathering Barney, hot tears spilled over my cheeks and ran down the drain with the bathwater. Merry Christmas to me. 














Chapter Fifteen




Chip

I woke to a text notification on Christmas morning. The sleep was crusty in my eyes, so I blinked several times before I glanced at the screen. Roxanne. Great. 

She was in New York with her father’s family, and I’d foolishly hoped not to hear from her. I turned the phone face down on the nightstand and pulled the covers over my head. 

But soon the smell of sausage and biscuits drifted up to my room and reminded me it was time to get up for the family Christmas breakfast. I had vague memories from childhood of the entire family gathering on Christmas morning for a big feast before opening presents. Mom, Granny Franny, and Memaw always outdid themselves for Christmas breakfast, and my stomach growled in anticipation.

 My bare feet protested as I walked across the cold floor to the window. There had been crazy talk of the possibility of snow flurries overnight, but that’s all it had been. Crazy talk. It rarely snowed in South Carolina.

I got dressed and went downstairs. Christmas music blared from the bluetooth speaker in the hall, and Calvin, Pop Pop, and Granny Franny’s new husband, Dak, were working on a puzzle in the living room where the tree was. The tree Greta helped me pick out. What would she be doing for Christmas? 

Dad walked by wearing a really ugly Christmas sweater. “Merry Christmas, Chip.”

“Merry Christmas, Dad.” 

“Like my sweater?” he asked with a twinkle in his eye.

Then I remembered he wore that ugly sweater every year.

“Nice,” was all I could say.

Cooper popped up between us. “Can we open the presents now? Pleeeeeze?” He clasped his hands in front of his chest, and his knuckles turned white from the earnestness of his request.

“Now, Cooper, you know we always eat first. Go ask your mother if breakfast is ready,” Dad replied.

After Cooper scurried off, Dad said, “After the holidays, we need to get focused on your next steps before the combine. You’ll need a game plan to get in tip-top shape if you expect to get noticed. There’s been a little chatter about how fast you’d bounce back after the injury, so you need to make a good showing there. But you’ll show ‘em, son.”

A rock formed in my stomach. “Yes, sir.” 

Had my life always been so mapped out for me? Did I even have a choice? 

I sat by Aunt Jackie’s empty chair while Mom, Granny Franny, and Memaw brought out plates of biscuits and gravy, grits casserole, pancakes, sausage and bacon, and eggs benedict. While we ate, everyone reminisced and laughed about the various things we boys did as young children around the holidays. Like the time Clark broke his arm falling off his new scooter, or the year I missed Christmas altogether because I had the Chicken Pox. Or the night Calvin sneaked down the stairs and caught “Santa” kissing Mom in the foyer. And then there was the year a very young Cooper found his Elf on the Shelf on the floor, thought he was dead, and buried him in the backyard. 

Little by little, I started remembering things. Not everything, but enough to be thankful to have been born into the Inman family. And I was thankful. But there was still something missing.

Tradition in my family dictated that the men clean up since the women cooked, making Cooper whine about how long it was going to take and couldn’t they open presents first? But we eventually got Mom’s kitchen back in order and gathered around the tree to open presents.

It wasn’t long before the living room floor was covered by a sea of red and green wrapping paper. Cooper was thrilled with his new video games, and Granny Franny immediately put on the sapphire necklace Dak gave her. Dad got Mom an InstaPot, and Memaw seemed pleased with the scarf Mom had made her. Pop Pop passed out jars of his homemade four-alarm venison chili, and all of us boys got new Wilson footballs. If I remembered correctly, we always got new footballs at Christmastime.

While Mom and Granny Franny began cleaning up the piles of paper, I snuck upstairs and picked up my phone. I suspected Greta wouldn’t take my call, so I was prepared to leave her a voicemail. But I was pleasantly surprised when she answered on the third ring.

“Hi, Chip,” she said quietly.

I sat up straight on the bed. “Hey, Greta. I, uh, I just wanted to tell you Merry Christmas.”

“Merry Christmas to you, too, Chip.” 

I tried to imagine what she looked like, where she was, what she was wearing. Was Sammie there with her?

“The tree…um, the tree turned out to be really pretty. Mom did an awesome job decorating it, and I was wondering if you’d change your mind and come see it?”

There was a pause on the other end. I was beginning to think she’d hung up, but then she said, “Sammie and I already have plans to go to the hospital to visit the kids in the cancer ward today.”

“Oh. Okay.” 

“Is there anything else?”

“Greta, I… No. That was it. Merry Christmas.”

“Merry Christmas.” She hung up, and I felt worse than I did before I called her. 

But before I could get too lost in my dark thoughts, there was a knock on the door. 

“Hey, Chip. Want to go throw a few passes?” Clark asked.

“Sure.” I didn’t really want to, but it beat sitting in my room alone being depressed.

I grabbed my beanie and followed Clark to the backyard. After a few passes, I spun the football on my index finger and said, “I saw part of the game you played against West Greenville. You looked good.”

“Thanks, bro. Still not as good as you.”

I threw him the ball. “I don’t know about that.”

“Nah. It’s always been natural for you. I have to work at it. But that’s okay. I don’t mind. I’m determined to play for the NFL, too. Who knows? Maybe we’ll end up on the same team one day, and you’ll be my back up,” he said as he threw the ball back.

What was wrong with me? There I was with a knot in my stomach every time anyone even mentioned the NFL when it’s all Clark wanted. 

“In your dreams,” I said as I tossed the ball back to him.

“Hey. What’s up with that girl Roxanne?” he asked.

I was wondering if anyone would mention her today. I didn’t know what to say, so I decided on the truth.

“I don’t remember.”

When I caught the next ball, I did remember something, but not about Roxanne. It had to do with Greta.

I remembered her sitting at the dining room table explaining my English assignment and how I had such a hard time concentrating. But it wasn’t because I was bored. It was because I couldn’t stop staring at her. I was sitting so close to her I could smell the fresh strawberry fragrance in her hair and count the freckles by the dozens across her nose. 

Then I remembered when Frankie White made fun of her at school. He said the reason her father killed himself was so he wouldn’t have to raise a pathetic little four-eyed gingersnap. I lost it. I should have gotten suspended for punching him, but the Dragons were in the playoffs that season, so the principal let me off the hook. 

I remembered wanting to ask Greta to the prom but thinking someone as smart as she was would never be interested in a jock like me. Along with playing football like everyone expected me to do, I gravitated toward dating girls that people expected I’d date. Like cheerleaders. And they never expected me to do anything except throw touchdowns, which was easy.

But all senior year my heart was drawn to Greta.

“Chip! Hey, Chip!” Clark yelled from across the yard. “You okay, bro?”

“Yeah. But I need to go.” 

He ran up to me. “Where are you going on Christmas? Everything is closed.”

“I’m going to the hospital.”

“Whoa. You feeling okay? Should I get Mom and Dad?”

“No, I’m fine. I’m going to visit someone.”

I just hoped she was still there.

I swung by the grocery store, but it was closed. Then I tried Walmart, but it wasn’t open, either. I finally found what I was looking for in a convenience store. It wasn’t the freshest flower bouquet ever, but it would have to do.

When I got to the hospital, a stern old woman stopped me at the front desk. “Which patient are you here to visit?” she asked as she pulled a badge out of a basket. 

Uh oh. “Well, I’m not really here to see a patient,” I said.

“Do you have official hospital business?” 

“Not exactly.”

“Then I’m sorry. I can’t give you a pass.”

“I’m here to meet my friend. We volunteer at the children’s cancer wing.” A little white lie, but I could make it up by volunteering later.

“Who’s your friend?”

“Greta. Greta Griffin.”

“Strange.” The woman squinted her eyes at me. “She didn’t mention you when she came in today. I’ll just call and check.”

I didn’t want to ruin the surprise, so I turned on my charm and pulled a rose out of the bouquet. “I was kind of hoping to surprise her,” I said with a wink.

She twirled the flower and softened. “Awww. Well, in that case…”

After she took my license and made my badge, I headed over to the children’s cancer ward and prayed Greta would still be there.




Greta

I woke Christmas morning in a funk. The sting of Roxanne’s visit the day before still stung, and I was feeling pathetic and sorry for myself. Which is why I answered Chip’s call. Which only made me feel lower and sorrier because all I wanted to do was go over to his house and spend Christmas with him and his happy, loving family. 

After I got off the phone with Chip, I tried calling Mom. But she was already half lit at eleven o’clock in the morning, and I just couldn’t handle it. It shouldn’t have surprised me. Every Christmas had been the same since Dad died.

I knew that seeing the children at the hospital would cheer me up, though. No matter what I was going through, visiting the kids at the cancer ward never failed to help me realize what I was going through was small compared to what some people are dealing with. I put a big, red bow around Sammie’s neck, and we left for the hospital.

Irene greeted us at the front desk. She was a little grumpier than usual, but it was Christmas day and she’d probably rather be with her family. But Sammie worked his magic and had her smiling in no time.

I’d been working so much recently, it’d been over a week since Sammie and I had had a chance to visit the children. So, when we stepped out of the elevator I was surprised and delighted by the winter wonderland we walked into. There was a huge tree in the lobby covered in blinking colored lights, icicles, and big gold balls, and there were rows and rows of red stockings taped to the wall with each of the children’s names written on them in silver glitter. My spirit suddenly felt a little lighter. 

The head nurse updated me on which rooms we should visit that afternoon and informed me of a cupcake party that would be starting soon in the family lounge for the children who were not confined to their beds. They were all asking for Sammie.

Sammie and I made our rounds and were down to the last room when the nurse stopped me in the hall to tell me the party had just started. I said we’d be there soon, and when I turned around, there he was at the end of the hall. 

Sammie saw him too and strained against his leash to go to him, but I held him back. Chip walked toward us, and I couldn’t help the butterflies from taking flight in my stomach. 

When he got to us, he held out a bouquet. “These are for you.”

I took them and a slight scent of rose enveloped me. “What are you doing here, Chip?”

“I was in the neighborhood.”

I knew that was a lie, but I wasn’t going to make a scene in the hospital in front of the kids.

“Sammie and I have another room to visit.”

I started to go into the last room, but Sammie wanted to stay with Chip. I tugged his leash, but he didn’t budge.

“I’ll get him to go,” Chip said as he strolled into the room with Sammie at his heels. How dare he intrude in my time at the hospital!

The little boy in the room perked up when he saw Sammie, then perked up even more when he saw Chip. 

“I know you!” He pointed at Chip. “You’re the quarterback for the Kent Eagles!”

“That’s right. What’s your name?”

“Gabriel.”

Gabriel was bald and thin as a pencil. He was probably around ten, but the dark circles under his eyes made him like a withered old man.

“You follow college ball, Gabriel?”

“Yeah. My dad and I used to go to games before I got sick.”

“Who’s your favorite team?”

My heart softened to see Chip talking to the boy. Gabriel’s toothy grin reached from ear to ear and his eyes never left Chip’s face. They talked about football for ten minutes straight, all the while petting Sammie, who never stopped wagging his tail. A lump formed in my throat when the thought came to me that Chip would be a good father someday. 

“I hate to break it up, guys, but Sammie has a party to go to.” I reached out my hand and took the leash from Chip.

“Will you come back and see me, Chip?” Gabriel asked.

“You bet,” Chip said as he gently high-fived Gabriel.

When we got out in the hall, Sammie and I started walking toward the family lounge. Chip followed us without saying a word. After several more steps, I couldn’t stand it any longer and spun around.“What are you doing here, Chip?” I asked as I crossed my arms.

“I’ve gotten some more memories back.”

“Good for you. Now if you’ll excuse me…”

He grabbed my upper arms. I felt like I’d just caught on fire; I was practically burning under his touch.

“Greta, some of the memories are about you.”

The burning intensified. “Me?”

“Yes. You. I remembered more about our study sessions.”

“Chip, there’s not much to remember. We studied. You wrote papers. Sometimes you got distracted…”

“Yes! I got distracted because of you.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Greta, I had a huge crush on you.”

All the air got sucked out of the room and I was glad he was holding onto me or I would have hit the ground. 

“You had a crush on me?”

“Why do you think I sang that Stones song around you? Because I was happy when you were around. Why do you think it took me so long to finish assignments? Because I didn’t want you to leave. Why do you think I punched Frankie White?”

“You’d have taken up for anyone like that.”

“No. No, I never punched anyone before or after that. I’m not proud of it, but he said a real hateful thing to you, and I just snapped.”

Could I believe him? “Why didn’t you say anything back then about liking me?”

“I didn’t think you would go out with a jock. You were so smart, and well, I couldn’t even pass English without help.”

I wanted to believe him. More than anything. But I also didn’t want to get hurt again.

“What about Roxanne?” I set my jaw.

He let go of my arms and ran his fingers through his hair. “I’m beginning to remember a little more about her, too.”

“Enough to know you were dating.” 

He sighed. “Yes.”

Then what Roxanne said must have been true.

“I’ll ask you one more time. What are you doing here, Chip?” 

He moved in closer and lowered his voice. “Because I can’t deny what I feel for you, what I’ve always felt for you. And I think you feel the same way about me.”

Why did he have to sound so sexy?

“Chip, it doesn’t matter what I feel or don’t feel toward you. You have a girlfriend.”

“But what if I didn’t?”

I didn’t know what he was trying to say, but I was tired of playing games.

“But you do. And even if you didn’t, I’m just a simple girl. A simple girl with a dog. A simple girl who wants nothing more out of life than to train dogs to help other people. You need someone who can keep up in the NFL fast lane, Chip. And that person isn’t me.” I handed the flowers back to him. “And don’t bother telling me when you and Roxanne make your announcement. I really don’t want to hear it. Come on, Sammie.”

I turned my back on Chip and walked Sammie to the family lounge, all the while blinking back tears. I didn’t want Chip to follow us, but in a sick way, I did want him to follow us. 

But he didn’t. And I was left with the sad realization that I’d never see Chip Inman again. 














Chapter Sixteen




Chip

I skipped a stone across the pond and watched as the ripples slowly made their way to the other side. How was it Greta described it? Sparkles…yes, dancing sparkles on the water.

It’d been two days since I’d seen Greta at the hospital. I’d mistakenly believed that showing up and charming her would make things better. But it had done the exact opposite, and I felt like an idiot.

Why had things gone so wrong? And what did she mean by an announcement? That didn’t even make any sense to me. What could Roxanne and I have to announce?

On top of that, Dad was pressuring me to get back to the gym to start working out. So far, I’d put him off, but I wouldn’t be able to use my headaches as an excuse much longer.

A Canadian goose floated by and glared at me. I was beginning to think the whole world was conspiring against me. I took the polished stone out of my pocket and rubbed its smooth edge. Why had I carried it around all those years? Why was it so important? 

I continued walking around the pond, trying to make sense of my out-of-control life. Maybe I’d have felt more in control if I had more of my memories in place. But even when I did remember things, it didn’t guarantee positive results. I’d thought remembering how I felt about Greta would make things different, but it had made things go from bad to worse. 

I desperately wanted a shot with Greta. She made me feel whole. Content. Safe. I honestly couldn’t imagine going forward without her.

A hawk circled overhead briefly, causing a shadow to cross my path. I stopped and made a decision. 

I took my phone out of my back pocket and looked at Roxanne’s last text. I’ll be back in town tonight baby. I wish she didn’t use so many stupid heart emojis. 

I texted her back. Can I see you tomorrow?

It wouldn’t be pleasant, but I had no other choice than to break up with Roxanne.














Chapter Seventeen




Chip

I tapped Roxanne’s address into my phone. She said I’d been to her house before, but I didn’t remember. 

On the way to her house, I went over and over the speech I’d prepared to give. I knew she wouldn’t be happy no matter what I said, so I planned on keeping it as brief as possible. No point in dragging the unpleasantness out.

I have to admit I wasn’t prepared for the mansion I saw when the GPS said I’d reached my destination. The entire house was made of white marble, and the circular driveway was wide enough for three cars to drive on at the same time. I parked my Jeep behind a new Porsche then gripped the steering wheel and took a few deep breaths. I could do it. I had to if I wanted a chance with Greta. And I did. Desperately.

I rang the buzzer and heard deep bells ringing from somewhere inside. A Hispanic woman opened the door, and as I walked in, Roxanne ran down a grandiose staircase and threw her arms around my neck. I had to resist pulling away abruptly when the sickly sweet scent of her perfume hit me.

“Miss me, baby?” she asked. 

“Um. Sure.” This was not the beginning of the scenario I had created in my mind.

She grabbed my hand and tugged me past tapestries and gold framed landscapes toward the back of the house. Over her shoulder she called, “You can serve the tea now, Rosita.”

“No, really, that’s…that’s not necessary. I…I can’t stay long…” I stumbled over my words.

“Oh, don’t be silly. I haven’t seen you in days and we have things to discuss.” 

We did? I mean, I knew I did. But what could we have to discuss?

She led me to a large enclosed porch that opened out to a large patio with a swimming pool. The pool must have been heated because there was a spooky layer of steam hovering over the surface of the water. The outside temperature was in the low forties, but it felt downright balmy with the half dozen raging patio heaters strategically placed around the wicker furniture.

Roxanne gave me a peck on the cheek and said, “I forgot something upstairs. I’ll be right back.”

I looked out over the pool and felt like I’d lost every bit of momentum I had going in. But I’d gone there to break up with Roxanne, and as soon as she got back, I was going to do it.

A sharp clinking sounded behind me. When I turned, Rosita was setting a silver tray with a fancy teapot and two cups down on the coffee table between the sofas. 

“Uh, thanks.” Was I supposed to say anything else? 

Rosita lowered her chin to her chest and walked out backwards. Really? 

I watched the steam billow out of the teapot spout and wondered how many walls Rosita had run into during her career working for Roxanne’s father. Unbelievable.

Roxanne finally returned and tossed me a small wrapped package before pouring the tea. “Sorry I wasn’t here to give this to you on Christmas day.”

An icy hand gripped my stomach and squeezed. Hard.

“Roxanne, you shouldn’t have. Really.” 

“Don’t be a dork. Have a seat and open it.”

I sat on one of the wicker sofas, tore the gold bow off the package, and ripped the green paper. Inside the leather-hinged box was a pair of gold cufflinks in the shape of footballs. 

This was bad. “Roxanne, I can’t accept this.”

“Don’t be silly. Being in the NFL isn’t just about playing ball, you know.” She set the cups on the coffee table. “You’ll have business meetings and parties and media events to attend. And you’ll want to look your best, especially if I’m on your arm.”

I thought back to what Greta had said about not being suited for the NFL fast lane. I was pretty sure I wasn’t, either. Hearing Roxanne talk about all the off-the-field stuff made the hand on my stomach squeeze harder. 

“I…I don’t have anything for you.”

“Oh, don’t be silly. We already talked about that.”

“We did?”

“Sure. Don’t you remember we discussed rings?” 

I didn’t like the sound of that.

She picked up a catalogue off the outside bar and sat down beside me. “You said I could choose. So I went to Tiffany’s while we were in New York, and I found the perfect ring. See.” She pointed to a picture in the catalogue. “It’s almost two carats. My mom said to stay traditional with a round stone and a simple setting, but I fell in love with this marquis with baguette accents. What do you think?”

I think I almost passed out. The room started spinning, and I came dangerously close to hurling my lunch.

“Oh, and Dad and Suzanne would like you to come to dinner next week. They want to get to know you better before we make an announcement.”

An announcement?! Greta used that word at the hospital. What could have put that idea into her head unless…

I jumped up and almost knocked the tea service over. “Um, listen, Roxanne. I…I forgot I told Pop Pop I’d help him out this afternoon, so I gotta go.” 

I practically ran through the house and out the front door. She called after me, but I didn’t stop.

My tires squealed as I sped out of the driveway. But I didn’t care. I couldn’t get out of there fast enough. 




Chip

I drove straight to the barn, jumped out of my jeep, and paced in front of the split-rail fence. I tried to focus on the sounds around me, the bleating of the goats, the baaing of the sheep, and the scratching and clucking of the chickens. But there was no room for anything else in my head with Roxanne’s “Don’t you remember we discussed rings?” question echoing in my head.

A little splotchy brown kid bounded across the yard on the other side of the fence. It hadn’t been that long ago since I was showing Greta how to do yoga in there with the goats. Goat yoga she called it. Her face radiated pure joy when one jumped on her back that afternoon. Then I remembered how content she was to stare at the sparkles on the surface of the pond, and how excited she was when we found the perfect Christmas tree. And the mistletoe…that kiss…

Then suddenly a rage bubbled up inside me. It wasn’t fair. Why couldn’t I have Greta when I knew in my heart she was the woman for me?

I slammed my fist down on the top rail of the fence. And again. And again. All the while releasing a primordial yell from deep in the recesses of my gut. All the frustration and anger I had bottled up inside rushed out, and then out of the blue, something snapped. I gripped the rail with both hands as a flood of memories washed over me. I sank to the ground and leaned against the fence to try to make sense of it all.

The first memory had to do with my rock. I remembered being drawn to it down at the pond one day when I was a kid. It was a warm summer day, and an earthy breeze tickled my nose; it was my favorite smell. There were a few turtles sunning themselves on a stubby log, and a couple of blue herons were catching fish on the other side of the pond. I started skipping stones to see if the ripples in the water would make them fly off. I was about to hurl the fourth rock across the water, but something stopped me. The gray rock in my hand had a perfect brown stripe down the middle, and I became fascinated with how proportional it was.

The farm was the place I felt happiest, and an idea popped into my head about how I could take that happiness with me wherever I went. I made that stone smooth in my tumbler, and from then on, whenever I got upset or stressed, all I had to do was touch that stone and I would have instant access to my favorite place in the whole world. The only place I really wanted to be.

The other memories that rushed back weren’t so pleasant. They had to do with Roxanne and were very specific. I remembered everything, everything, and those memories would change the trajectory of our relationship.

But all that would have to wait until the next day. I needed to have a conversation with Dad first.














Chapter Eighteen




Chip

“You didn’t eat very much tonight,” Mom said as she cleared my dinner plate.

That Saturday night it was only my parents and me for dinner since Clark had returned to Drake University that morning, Calvin was on a date, and Cooper was bowling with friends. My stomach had been in knots since my afternoon revelations and thinking about what I had to do that night and the next day, so food was the last thing on my mind. But Dad had always told me on the field to focus on what I could change in the future. I had to believe it was good advice in life, too.

“Everything was good, Mom. Just not very hungry.”

“But I thought tacos were one of your favorites.” She always sounded disappointed when someone didn’t clear their plate, almost like it was a personal insult against her cooking.

“The tacos were great, Mom. Really. It’s just I’m not hungry.”

“Leave him alone, Cookie. Boy will eat when he wants to,” Dad said as he put his napkin on the table.

“Well, at least let me make you some hot chocolate,” she said as she put the plates in the dishwasher.

“I’d like that,” I said.

“Make that two,” Dad chimed in.

Mom finished clearing the table and started the dishwasher. After she dropped a few marshmallows in our mugs and set the steaming hot chocolate and a plate of cookies on the table, she said, “I’m going to call Bella. She called earlier, but I missed it.” She ruffled my hair and kissed Dad on the cheek.

“Thanks for dinner, Cookie,” Dad said. After she left, he pushed his chair back. “You want to join me for the sports news?” 

I touched the stone in my pocket. It was then or never.

“Dad, um, could we talk first?” 

“Sure, son. What’s on your mind?”

I wasn’t sure how the conversation was going to go, but I had to get some things off my chest. I cleared my throat.

“Um, I’ve been doing a lot of thinking since my injury, and I’ve realized some things about myself. Up until now, I’ve been a follower…” I suddenly froze up. How could I express myself without hurting his feelings?

“What are you saying, Chip? Follower? A follower how?”

And then I just blurted it out. “I don’t want to play football anymore.”

Dad almost spit his hot chocolate out. “What do you mean you don’t want to play football anymore? You’ve strived for this moment your whole life…”

“No, Dad. You’ve strived for this moment my whole life. I just went along with it because it was easy. Throwing the ball was easy. Letting other people tell me what to do was easy. Getting accolades was easy. But playing ball doesn’t make me happy.” 

There. I said it.

Dad didn’t say anything for a long time. I tried to read his expression as he stared into his mug, but I couldn’t tell if he was angry, confused, or disappointed. Finally, he asked, “What makes you happy, Chip?”

And then the words tumbled out of me. “Working on the farm with Pop Pop. Feeding the animals and watching seeds emerge from the ground and grow into plants. It’s a miracle, Dad. And catching fish from the pond and learning about the seasonal workers and their families and where they’re from. The farm is interesting and challenging, and I feel like I’m always learning something new. When I’m on the football field, I do what is expected of me, and I do it well. But it doesn’t excite me, it doesn’t fulfill me the way being on the farm does. The injury gave me time to see things in a new light, and I know now that just because playing in the NFL was a dream of yours, it doesn’t mean it has to be my dream. I talked to Pop Pop this afternoon, and he’s willing to take me on full time after I graduate, to show me the ropes and teach me what he knows about running a profitable farm. He’s getting older, and I want to be there for him to keep the place going.” I paused and looked at Dad’s stoic face. “I’m sorry if I’ve disappointed you, Dad.”

Dad pushed his shoulders back. “Disappointed me? Son, I couldn’t be prouder of you. For being your own man. I’m sorry if I projected my dreams onto you. It’s just you were so good early on, it seemed like the logical path to follow. But all your mother and I want is for you boys to be happy. To follow your own dreams. The farm life wasn’t for me, wasn’t my dream, but if working on the farm with Pop Pop makes you happy, then I’m behind you one hundred percent. I’m sure your mother will agree.”

He reached out and squeezed my shoulder, and just like that, the weight I’d been carrying disappeared.

“Thanks, Dad.” 

“Now don’t you worry about a thing. If you’re really sure this is what you want, I’ll withdraw you from the combine and tell those agents you won’t be needing their services.”

“It’s what I want. And just so you know, Clark really does want the NFL dream. He’s hungry for it. So at least you’ll have one son to follow in your footsteps.”

“Let’s not count chickens. You’ve made me realize I need to give you boys more space to make your own decisions. So, we’ll have to wait and see how Clark feels when his time comes. Now come on. Let’s go catch the rest of the news.”

That night when I crawled into bed and looked at the green stars on my ceiling, a quiet strength invaded me, a strength I hadn’t felt in a long time, if ever. I’d just done the hardest thing I’d ever done in my life and survived. I told Dad, who’d spent my whole life prepping me for a career in the NFL, that I didn’t want to go there. And he understood. I hoped my newfound strength would take me through what I had to do the next day.














Chapter Nineteen




Chip

I stood on the fifty-yard line of the Kent University football field and wondered how many snaps I’d taken there. The roar of the crowd ringing in my ears, the smell of hot dogs and fireworks, playing in cold, wet uniforms or sometimes on days so hot you could hardly breathe, the reverberations of the loudspeakers when the referee announced a penalty, seeing my parents and grandparents in the stands…it all came back to me in full color. They were good memories from my past. But I was set on a new future and was ready to move on.

I couldn’t believe how easy it had been to talk to Dad the night before. I’d convinced myself that he’d be upset with me, but it was just the opposite. I almost wished I’d discussed things with him a long time ago, but then I’d have never gotten injured and Greta wouldn’t have come back into my life.

I checked the time on my phone and headed over to the breezeway near the home locker room. When I stepped into the breezeway, the sun was abruptly cut off and the temperature dropped a good ten degrees. I hoped I wouldn’t have to wait long.

About five minutes later, Roxanne arrived, hair bow intact. She immediately tried to kiss me, but I turned my head just in time, and she only got my cheek. 

“Here, baby,” she said as she shoved a box toward me. “You forgot your Christmas present yesterday.”

Had it only been yesterday that Roxanne dropped the whole engagement bomb on me? It felt like a lifetime ago.

“I told you I can’t accept it.”

“Why on earth not?” she asked as a little pout formed on her lips.

“Because my memory’s come back.” 

I held my breath and waited for her to react.

She cocked her head and began twirling a strand of hair. “Oh, really? How much?”

“Pretty much all of it. Especially the part about me meeting you in this exact spot to break up with you right before my last game. I found out you were also seeing a player from State. Hedging your bets if I had to guess.”

“That’s ridiculous.” Then she grabbed my arm, and I swear her fingers felt like talons. “He didn’t mean anything. Besides, he’s not NFL material.”

“So, I’m supposed to be okay with it?”

She moved closer and lowered her voice. “Listen, baby. Once you’re in the NFL, I know you will run into many gorgeous women, irresistible women. And I’m okay with it. It goes along with the lifestyle. Once we’re married, we’ll be a team and it won’t matter what happens on the sidelines, for either of us. I’ll be the one to represent you publicly and you know I have the right pedigree to do you justice.”

“So, you still want to get married?” 

“I told you I already picked out a ring.”

“Oh yeah, right. Tell me something, Roxanne. Why didn’t you come visit me in the hospital?”

“I, uh, well, you know I was traveling…”

“I think you were waiting to see if I would recover. Not only were you waiting to see if I would recover, you were waiting to see if I would recover enough to play in the NFL. Is that it?”

“Of course not!” she said indignantly. “What kind of person do you think I am?”

“So you really think we should get married?”

“Yes. What else do I need to do to convince you?”

“Okay,” I said. “But you should know I’ve decided not to play in the NFL.”

She blinked hard three times. “What are you talking about?”

“I’ve decided to work with Pop Pop on the farm. What do you think of having the wedding out by the pond? You know, we could make it a real down home affair.” 

Roxanne backed up a few steps. “Wait. Maybe we shouldn’t be so hasty. There’s no rush.”

“I agree. Especially since we never even discussed marriage in the first place. I remember everything, Roxanne. Everything. You only thought you could slip that one by when you found out I couldn’t remember anything. You thought I was your easy ticket to the perks of an NFL lifestyle.”

She huffed, then she puffed, then she pointed her finger at me and said, “Daddy told me to watch out for you. A farmer?! You’re nothing but a loser, Chip. You could be rich and famous and we could live in a big house and drive expensive cars and get invited to all the big Hollywood parties. And you’re going to throw it away for what? A bunch of goats?”

That made me laugh. “Yeah, I’m giving up the NFL for a bunch of goats.” 

She jutted her hip out to the side. “I bet you’ll end up married to that homely dog-washing ginger girl.”

“If she’ll have me.” 

“Well! We are done, Chip. Do you hear me?”

“Roxanne, we’ve been done a long time. I just wished I’d remembered it sooner.”

She stomped off. 

I felt like an elephant had just been lifted off me. I was good with Dad and had finally gotten rid of Roxanne. Now if I could only convince Greta to give me another chance.














Chapter Twenty




Greta

“Here ya go, Sammie boy.” I put Sammie’s food bowl on the floor, and he immediately began scarfing it down. “Hey, slow down there. You know you hate it when it runs out.”

While I was returning the dog food scoop to the bag, my phone rang. 

Celeste Inman? Why would Chip’s mom be calling me? Was anything wrong with Chip?

“Hello?”

“Hi, Greta. How are you?”

“Um, I’m fine. I hope you are.” 

“Oh, yes, dear. We’re all fine around here. Well, except for Cooper, which is why I’m calling.”

“Cooper?” She was calling because of Cooper? What about Chip?

“Yes. He starts school next week and was supposed to write an essay to turn in the day they go back, and poor thing is struggling so. I was wondering if you might have time later today to swing by and help him? He said you were a great help with his homework before, and, well, I guess he takes after Chip when it comes to English.”

“Oh, I…”

I had to think fast. Lucy was closing the shop early since it was New Year’s Eve, so technically I could go help Cooper later that afternoon. But I didn’t want to run the risk of seeing Chip; ridiculous as it was, I still got teary eyed when I thought about him, which I still did too often. But Lucy gave me a great bonus at Christmas, so I was super close to having enough money to get a service dog to train. If I could tutor Cooper a few times, that would give me enough for the dog. Besides, Chip would probably be at some big party with Roxanne to ring in the New Year.

“I can swing by when I get off work, Mrs. Inman.”

“That’s wonderful, dear. And feel free to bring Sammie along like you used to when you tutored Chip.”

“Thanks. I will.”

I hung up and hoped I wasn’t making a big mistake.




Chip

“She’s coming?” I asked Mom as soon as she got off the phone with Greta.

“Yes. After work.”

“Thanks, Mom.” I leaned down and gave Mom a big hug, then picked her up and swung her around in a circle. 

“Chip Inman, you put me down this instance!” she complained through her laughter.

I put her down and turned to Cooper. “You remember what to do, right?”

“Yep. I won’t let you down, Chip.”

I tousled his hair. “I know you won’t, buddy.”

Then I took the stairs two at a time and closed my bedroom door behind me. I had work to do.




Greta

When I got to the Inman house, there was no sign of Chip’s Jeep. Whew. I briefly wondered where he and Roxanne were, but promptly scolded myself. No point beating myself up about something I couldn’t change. I was there to do a job, and I needed to focus.

Mrs. Inman met Sammie and me at the door. The heavenly scent of cookies greeted me as soon as I stepped into the house, and I hoped there might be a cookie somewhere in my immediate future. 

“Go on in, Greta. I’ll bring you and Cooper a snack shortly.”

Yes! “Thanks, Mrs. Inman.”

Sammie led the way. I think he was hoping to see Chip, but Cooper paid him a lot of attention, so he was happy even though there was no sign of his old friend.

“So, your mom said you’ve got an essay to write.” I said as I slung my bag across the back of the chair and sat.

“Yeah. It’s due the first day we go back.”

Mrs. Inman reappeared with a tray containing a plate of cookies and two mugs of hot chocolate. She left the tray on the table and said, “I hope you two have a good study session.”

Why did it look like she was about to laugh?

“Okay, Cooper. What’s the subject of your essay?”

“Memories.”

“Any particular memories or just memories in general?”

“My best memories of the year.”

“Oh. Okay. Have you started yet?”

“Yeah. I wrote some things down, but I don’t know if they make sense.”

“Don’t worry. That’s why I’m here.”

Sammie curled up under the table and drifted off. I hoped he wouldn’t snore too loudly. I didn’t want him to be a distraction. Then again, Cooper seemed to have a better time concentrating than Chip did. What was it Chip said? He couldn’t concentrate because of me? 

Ugh. I had to stop thinking about Chip. Chip had a girlfriend and would soon be a big star in the NFL. I had to stop torturing myself.

Cooper pulled a piece of paper out of his binder. “This is what I have so far.”

“Okay, let me read through it real quick.” I took the paper and nibbled on a cookie. 

I have lots of good memories from this year. Some didn’t start that way, but I can now see that some things happened for a reason.

One of the not so good things that led to a good thing was I got injured.

I didn’t realize Cooper had gotten hurt during the year. Must have happened before Chip got hit in the head.

Because of that injury, someone I knew a long time ago came back into my life, and that made me very happy. But, like in a garden, I had to weed out all the bad stuff before I could expect anything with that person to grow.

I glanced at Cooper who was doodling in his notebook. None of it made sense to me. I continued reading.

Some of the weeds were thorny and downright dishonest, but I finally got them out and made room for good memories to grow. Some of my best memories were made with her this year and I’d like to make more. More walks around the pond at the farm. More goat yoga.

I choked on my cookie.

“Are you okay?” Cooper asked.

I nodded and began reading faster.

More throwing balls for sweet dogs. More mu shu pork. More picking out Christmas trees and visiting sick children at the hospital. More kisses that set my soul on fire.

I had to blink the tears from my eyes to be able to continue reading.

Greta, I hope you want to make more memories with me. Please turn around and give me another chance.

I looked at Cooper whose eyes were focused on something behind me. I turned around slowly, and there he was standing in the doorway. Chip.

Our eyes locked and every nerve in my body tingled.

Mrs. Inman stuck her head in the room. “Come on, Cooper. Let’s give Chip and Greta some space.”

“Awww. Do I have to?” Cooper said as he threw his pencil down.

Mrs. Inman cut him a look that would have made a mule obey. “Now, young man.” 

Cooper hustled to the door, and he and Mrs. Inman left.

Chip held out a hand to me and I stood. The moment his hand took mine, my heart doubled in speed.

“What’s going on, Chip?”

“First, let me apologize for everything you went through with Roxanne. I know she came to see you.”

I lowered my head, but he placed his fingers under my chin and lifted my head so my eyes would have to meet his. His gaze was laser focused and burned through me like it did that first day when I went to visit him in the hospital.

“Greta. Listen to me. There is no Roxanne. Not anymore. I did casually date her, yes, but broke up with her before the game when I got injured. She lied to me. She thought I wouldn’t get my memory back, but I did. All of it. And she won’t bother either one of us ever again.” Then he stroked my cheek with the back of his fingers. “And I’ve decided not to go into the NFL.”

I could feel my eyebrows going up. “What do you mean?”

“I’m going to stay in Kent and help Pop Pop with the farm. It’s what I’ve always wanted to do.”

“Really?”

“Yes. Really.”

“I’m happy for you, Chip.”

“This is the first time in my life that I’m making decisions based on what I want, not what others expect of me. But none of that will matter if you’re not with me.” He ran his hand over my hair. “Greta, will you give me…give us another chance?”

My throat closed up as tears ran down my face. I swallowed hard and nodded my head.

Chip leaned over and gently kissed my tears away, then pressed his lips to mine. I stood on my tiptoes and grabbed the back of his neck making our lips as close as they would go. Just as we deepened the kiss, a big snort from under the table startled us apart.

We peered under the table and there was Sammie lying on his side, head raised with a look on his face like, Who woke me up? Then he saw Chip and his tail immediately began to wag. 

Chip doubled himself up and crawled under the table with Sammie. I couldn’t stop laughing because he looked like a giant in a shoebox. I slid under the table and rubbed Sammie’s belly while Chip rubbed his ears.

“Hey, Greta,” Chip said as he tickled Sammie under the chin. “I want to start the upcoming year making a new memory with you. They’re having a fireworks display at Liberty Park. Will you and Sammie go with me tonight?”

I knew no fireworks could match the intensity of what went off inside me when Chip kissed me moments before, but I could think of no better way than to begin my life with Chip Inman under the stars with bright lights and explosions going off all around us. 














Three Years Later




Chip

“Load up!” I called to Sadie, one of our yellow labs. Sammie had crossed the rainbow bridge two years before, and it had been a tough loss. It took Greta and me some time, but after several months, we were ready to get another therapy dog to visit with the kids at the hospital. We went to the shelter and immediately fell in love with Sadie, a pudgy, loose-skinned adorable puppy. Then we found out she had been brought there with her brother, and we couldn’t bear tearing the two of them apart. Where was he?

“Max! Where are you, boy?” I whistled, but no Max.

I latched Sadie’s travel crate and thought about the other dogs that had come in and out of our lives the past few years, Greta’s service dogs. I was so proud of Greta for following through on her dream to help people by providing a well-trained dog to help them lead fuller, more productive lives. And I know for a fact that Greta was good at what she did; Memaw received Greta’s first trained service dog, one she specifically trained to be a hearing dog.

Memaw loved her dog, Baxter. She loved Greta, too. In fact, the whole family embraced Greta and fully supported us when we got married and built a house on the farm.

I took on more responsibility at the farm after Pop Pop had a heart attack last year and worked long hours most days. I didn’t mind, though. My job fulfilled me in ways I could have never imagined. 

But I went with Greta to the hospital whenever I could. I never tired of seeing the children’s faces light up whenever Sadie and Max entered their room with their tails wagging. I even convinced my brothers to join us when they were in town because the kids went nuts when “real” football players visited. 

Clark had worked hard and was realizing his dream of being in the NFL as the starting quarterback for the Carolina Cougars. Calvin was following close behind him and was expected to be drafted the following May. Cooper had somehow missed the Inman height gene and wasn’t a good candidate for the quarterback position but was determined to play football like his brothers and did quite well as the kicker that year for the Southside High Dragons team.

The sun sank a little lower in the sky. I checked the time on my phone. Where were they?

“Hey, Greta!” I called toward the house. “We’re going to be late!”

Just then a yellow splotch of fur bolted out of the house and raced around the truck. Greta ran out of the house.

“Max!” she yelled. “Max! Bring that back! Come on, boy! Bring it to me!”

But Max kept running around the truck like his tail was on fire. Sadie had mellowed out of the puppy stage, but Max still had the occasional outburst of frenetic energy.

Max finally stopped in front of me and looked up. Plop! He dropped something at my feet.

“No! Max, bring it to ME!” Greta pleaded.

I picked it up as Greta jumped off the porch and attempted to snatch it from me. I held it above her head and tried to figure out what it was. 

Her hands flew to her mouth as she watched me examine the long plastic wand. I didn’t know what I was looking at, but then I noticed a little plus sign in one of the windows.

My eyes almost popped out of my head. “Is this what I think it is?” I tentatively asked.

Greta’s eyes lit up and her smile grew a mile wide. “I was going to wait until we got home to tell you, but Max stole the test off the bathroom counter. Chip, we’re going to have a baby.”

I whooped and hollered so loud they could probably hear me all the way down at the Hembree Ranch. Greta squealed as I swept her up and spun her around in my arms. Now, I’ve always considered myself a tough guy, but I will admit that a few tears were shed that day. My life with Greta was about to get even better, and I couldn’t wait for our new family adventure to begin.




A Note from Savannah
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