
“And what would Liz Elliott say if I ask her to dinner on Saturday night?” Sheridan asked, still staring at the ground. 

“Liz would say yes, she’d love to go to dinner with Coach Ross.” 

“It isn’t Coach Ross who is asking,” Sheridan added gently. “It’s Sheridan who is asking.” 

“She’d say yes to Sheridan, too.” Liz looked over at her, their eyes meeting. 

Sheridan stopped walking and reached out, taking Liz’s arm. She gently pulled Liz to her and kissed her. It was a brief kiss, but one that sent Liz’s heart to her throat and started it pounding furiously. Sheridan looked down at her and seemed as surprised as Liz at her action. 

“I’m sorry,” Sheridan said and started up the street with long strides. 

“Hey!” Liz called. She perched her hands on her hips and stared, still standing on the spot where they kissed. “Why are you sorry?” she asked. 

“That was a mistake. A big mistake. Please, just forget I ever did that.” She kept walking. 

“That’s like telling someone not to think about elephants. It’s too late. I’m already thinking about them.” 

“Rule number one. Coaches don’t kiss players,” Sheridan scowled. 

“But the coach didn’t kiss me. Sheridan did.” There was tenderness in Liz’s reply that floated up and gripped Sheridan, making her stop in her tracks. 
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Prologue 


With less than a minute left in the game, the women’s basketball coach, Ralph Hanley, grumbled to his feet and signaled for a time-out. His Chilton College Lady Stingers were suffering another in a long agonizing season of defeats. Thankfully, this was the last game for both the team and for Coach Hanley. His retirement was long overdue and came as a relief for the players who would be returning next year. The athletic department and the alumni, who stayed away from the women’s basketball games in droves, were also looking forward to his replacement. 

The Albany State Cardinals crowded around their coach, sharing high fives and wide grins over their imminent victory. The Lady Stingers stood in a circle, silently catching their breath and staring at the floor as Coach Hanley launched into his tirade. 

He leered at Deb, a willowy blonde freshman center. 

“I told you—shoot the goddamned ball when you’re open.” He poked Becca in the arm and frowned at her as well. “Why didn’t you foul Robertson when I signaled you? She had an open layup and you just watched her take the shot. If they are going to run the score up on my last game you make them pay for it, you hear me?” He poked her arm again. “And what’s this crap about shooting left-handed? You’re a righty.” 

Becca leaned over and grabbed her shorts, watching the drops of sweat puddle between her shoes. There was little glory in this the last game. The crowd was small, quiet and only marginally attentive to the team’s efforts. During the time-out, most of the remaining spectators used the opportunity to disperse and move toward the exits. 

“You’re doing okay,” Sheridan Ross said to Deb quietly as she patted her back. Sheridan was the assistant coach. It was her first year at Chilton but her credentials were so impressive she was offered the head coaching spot as soon as Hanley announced his retirement. Her dream job was in reach or at least the next dream job on her ladder to success. Coach Ross was forty-two years old and had already led two teams to high school state championships and a junior college women’s championship trophy in Wisconsin. Her ascension through the ranks was the result of hard work and not without cost. She had so immersed herself in the pursuit of her goal to be a Division I college coach that she left little time for outside interests including personal relationships. She was, to say the least, all business when it came to being a women’s basketball coach. Now Chilton College, a Division II school, was ripe and hers for the taking. She roamed the outside of the huddle offering encouragement to the frustrated players. 

“Watch inside,” she said in Becca’s direction. “They are doubling up on you so there should be someone open under the bucket.” 

Becca Elliott was one of the bright stars on the Chilton team. She was a tall, dark-haired nineteen-year-old with simple but striking features. Her hair was pulled back in a tight ponytail knotted into a small bun at the back of her head. She wiped the sweat from her upper lip with the neck of her jersey as she glanced up into the bleachers behind the bench. Her eyes met those of a woman in the second row. The woman offered an encouraging clap and gave a signal Becca knew meant to pass the ball. She then winked at Becca and smiled down at her with the eyes of an adoring mother, one who sympathized with her daughter’s frustration. 

“Okay, ladies. Let’s wrap this up,” called one of the referees as she stuck her head into the huddle. “Send them out, Coach.” 

“Becca,” Sheridan called. “Look inside to Deb on a crossing pattern deep,” she ordered quietly then patted Becca’s rear and sent her into battle. Coach Ross made eye contact with her tall center and pointed to her. 

Sheridan stood at the edge of the floor and signaled to her players, setting the play. Coach Hanley had returned to his seat and was visiting with the man at the end of the scorer’s table, oblivious to the action on the court. 

“Watch for a steal,” Sheridan yelled to the girl who was about to inbound the ball. As soon as she said it, an Albany player broke in front of her and intercepted the pass. No one on the Chilton team made a move to challenge the play. It was a clean steal resulting in an easy layup and two more points for the Cardinals. Their entire team jumped to their feet and cheered the player. Becca ran the ball down and in-bounded from under the basket, scowling at the player who made the errant pass. 

Sheridan crossed her arms and glared at the players. She continued to stare as the team brought the ball up the floor. With only seconds to play, Becca took the pass and moved to the side of the three-point circle. Just as Coach Ross had predicted, two Cardinal players swarmed to her position, leaving Deb open under the basket. Becca faked a pass to her then drew the ball back and offered a long arching three-point shot. The buzzer sounded just as the ball twanged on the rim and bounced away. Becca smirked and shrugged her shoulders at the missed attempt. Deb frowned at her but didn’t say anything. The players looked at each other knowing it had been a fruitless year, one they were glad was over. 

There were only a handful of spectators to applaud the end of the game and the season. Coach Hanley was receiving congratulations from the few remaining fans for his years of service to Chilton, paying little attention to his team. Sheridan shook hands with each of the players as they came off the floor, trying to instill some measure of self-respect on their glum faces as they headed for the locker room. Becca retrieved her warm-up shirt from a chair and searched the rack of water bottles for a last drink. 

“Becca Elliott,” her mother called as she rose to her feet. Her voice was scornful at best. 

“Don’t start with me, Mom,” Becca replied, holding up a hand to roadblock the discussion. 

“Becca,” Sheridan said, striding over and offering her a handshake. Becca accepted it but offered only a pitiful smile. “Sixteen points tonight. Good job,” Sheridan added proudly. 

“Yeah, right.” 

“Next year, Becca,” she said, trying to sound positive. 

Liz Elliott stood at the railing and watched the assistant coach offer first aid to her daughter’s wounded pride. She couldn’t help notice the tall woman’s smooth confidence and benevolent eyes as she commanded Becca’s complete attention. From Coach Ross’s self-assured composure no one could guess the team had just finished the season with a six and nineteen record. Liz couldn’t hear everything she was telling Becca but whatever it was, her daughter listened intently and seemed to agree. Becca was a freshman with three more years on an athletic scholarship and a promising career at Chilton College. The thought that a fresh, caring and compassionate coach would be there to guide her brought a smile to Liz’s face. And an attractive coach as well, Liz found herself thinking. Liz remembered her own coach at Chilton as a matronly looking woman with thick glasses, a deep voice and an abrasive disposition. Everyone on the team joked behind her back that she got her coaching skills as a drill instructor for the Marines. They had winning seasons all three years Liz played. It was as much out of self-preservation as anything else. Liz was glad for Becca. This coach was definitely better. 



Chapter 1 


With consistent and measured strides, Liz Elliott jogged through the summer’s early morning mist. She moved almost unnoticed along the narrow streets and back roads of Ashton, Vermont as her running shoes tapped out an even meter. Liz dripped sweat, her hair, running shorts and T-shirt drenched and plastered to her body as she rounded the small brick church at the edge of town and started up Bell River Avenue. Bell River was also Vermont State Highway 50 that snaked through Ashton on its way south to Rutland. Ashton was a small New England town of 4,200 residents that swelled to over 6,000 during Chilton College’s autumn and spring semesters. 

Liz had just turned thirty-nine. She had been running since she was a teenager, first as a member of the Ashton High School cross country, track and basketball teams. She continued to run to stay in shape for the three years she played for the Chilton College basketball team. Five years ago she had entered and completed the grueling twenty-six-mile Boston Marathon, partially at Becca’s urging. She didn’t need the competition to feel complete as an athlete. Now she ran for the peace and solitude it provided. Her world was hectic and rewarding enough as a single parent of a college-age daughter and as a business owner. 

Liz was a trim five-foot-eight. When it wasn’t matted to her head with sweat, her short blonde hair was soft and bouncy with an impish pixie look about it. She was average height but there was nothing average about her body. It was lean and sculpted with well defined leg muscles and a tight butt that turned heads. There was a purity about her body that was the result of twenty-five years of running ten miles a week through summer heat, fall rain and winter cold. 

She crossed Bell River where it made a wide bend at the Congregationalist Church. The towering white steeple and clapboard siding of the historic church could be seen from any spot in the valley and was the object of many a tourist’s camera, especially during the spectacular fall foliage season. The leaf-peepers, as the locals called the flood of visitors during October and November, and the winter skiers were a vital part of Ashton’s economy. During late summer Vermont was quieter, left to the local residents who lived, shopped and raised their families in the rich natural splendor of Vermont’s simplicity. 

Liz moved down the shopping district, her reflection accompanying her in the store windows. The sleepy town seemed almost abandoned as she made her way along the sidewalk. She passed the city park with its white-columned gazebo and marble statue of John Howard Ashton, the town’s founding father. The plaque at the base of the bronze statue also mentioned Abigail Grisham Ashton as a steadfast wife and mother of six children who helped carve their homestead in the Vermont valley but there has never been any talk of a statue in her honor. 

She kept her pace constant as her shoes patted over the wooden footbridge that crossed Spencer Creek at the edge of the park. The same narrow bridge, made from native cedar trees, had been part of Ashton’s sidewalk system for over a hundred years. The city council had threatened to replace it with a cement culvert and steel walkway but the tourist bureau squawked their disapproval arguing that this historic site brought many a tourist to snap a picture and spend a dollar in the Ashton business district. Many of the buildings throughout Ashton dated back to the mid-1800s, a few even earlier. Liz was thankful for the little pieces of history and splendor that brought visitors to the sleepy New England town for they were the customers that kept her restaurant, The Sugar Bush, the success it was. 

She slowed her pace as she rounded the corner at Bell River and Ivanhoe, passing under the sign that swung from the mast over the double doors to her restaurant. The Sugar Bush, named for the grove of trees where maple sap was collected to make Vermont’s famous maple syrup, was closed. It wouldn’t be open for breakfast for another forty-five minutes. The lights in the kitchen could be seen through the port holes in the swinging doors at the back of the dining room. Liz opened the back door off the alley and stepped inside, her breathing heavy and labored as she gulped for air. She ducked in the employee’s bathroom and emerged a minute later, her face and arms washed and her hair toweled dry. Her breathing was already slowed and controlled. 

“Good morning, Liz,” a woman called. She was loading trays of pastries into the large stainless steel refrigerator. “How was your run?” 

“Morning, Pauline.” Liz replied, checking the clipboard hanging by her office door. “Fine. Millie Timm’s roses are in full bloom. Have you seen them?” Liz continued to read through the invoices. 

“Yes, dammit. I am so jealous.” Pauline smirked and shook her head. “She just plants them to torment us.” 

Liz laughed. 

“I think she plants them to treat us to some color.” 

“Not Millie,” Pauline scoffed. “If she knew we admired them she would pull them up and burn them.” 

“Has Ernie brought the strawberries yet?” Liz looked in the refrigerator intently. 

“Not yet, but I called them again. He said they would be here by seven thirty, no later.” 

Liz rolled her eyes and smirked. 

“Do you think it is safe to put them on the menu for today?” Pauline asked cautiously. “You had a fruit plate planned for one of the lunch specials.” 

“Yes. Put it on the menu. If they don’t arrive in time I’ll get some strawberries from the IGA. And then I will tie Ernie’s ears together for promising something he couldn’t deliver.” Liz closed the refrigerator and headed for the back door. “I’ll be back in a half-hour. You need anything?” 

“Nope, we have everything under control. Georgia is setting up. Rosita is already here. Tina and Ellen will be in any minute. Take your time.” 

“Call me if you need me,” Liz said then disappeared out the back door. She started at a slow trot then moved up to her normal pace as she headed down Ivanhoe. It was an easy fourteen blocks to her house and a hot shower before returning to her restaurant and a full day’s work. 

Liz felt comfortable leaving the pre-opening chores in Pauline and Georgia’s capable hands. At least she was learning to be comfortable with it. She had hired the sisters eight years ago, soon after she took over complete ownership of the café. They had never worked in a restaurant before but were efficient, dependable and considered by many to be the best cooks in the county. Liz found them trustworthy and consistent. Pauline was best at organizing the kitchen and making sure it was stocked correctly for Liz’s menu. She was a bustling energetic woman who understood Liz’s demands for punctuality and order. Georgia, Pauline’s older sister by three years, was the hands-on cook and baker. She could turn a refrigerator full of odds and ends into a feast fit for a king. Her cakes were rich, her quiches were works of art, her homemade soups were hearty and filling and her omelets were fluffier than a summer cloud. She couldn’t make a decent pot of coffee in the large commercial machine to save her life but she could make a piecrust flaky enough to bring customers back time after time. Liz was a strict and deliberate businesswoman. She also knew the importance of reliable employees, something Pauline and Georgia understood as well. The prep cooks, dishwashers, busers and waitresses all knew Liz was a strict but kind taskmaster. She didn’t expect her employees to do anything she wouldn’t do herself. 

Liz turned down Danforth, a dead-end street. Her house was the last one on the right and backed up to a thick grove of pine trees. It was a small two-story brick home dating from the 1920s. It had a living room, dining room and kitchen on the first floor with a laundry room and half bath out the back. There were two good size bedrooms upstairs with a remodeled bathroom and a tiny room under the dormer for an office. The front porch was centered between two bay windows and there were red petunias in the flower boxes suspended under the windows. The yard was full of trees. Scrubs dotted the corners of the property. When Liz was house hunting, the two most attractive features for her had been the cozy fireplace in the living room and the unattached garage with a two-room apartment above it. The previous owner had installed a small elevator in the corner of the garage to assist his mother with her independent living. When Becca earned her scholarship to Chilton College, Liz agreed to allow her to move into the apartment. It meant Liz wouldn’t be getting the income from a renter, but Becca agreed to trade the living arrangement for her assistance at The Sugar Bush, with a little extra for Becca’s spending money. As a former college student herself, Liz understood the need for privacy and independence. The garage apartment also afforded Liz’s mothering instincts to keep Becca close to home. 

Liz pulled the key from her sock and unlocked the front door. Once inside she placed the key in the ceramic shoe on the table by the couch. It would be there on Sunday evening when she planned on running out Blue Water Road and over Greeley Ridge to watch the sunset then back again. It was a shorter run, but one she enjoyed for the unobstructed and picturesque view of the valley. She went into the kitchen and poured herself a glass of juice. She checked out the window but the light in the garage apartment was still dark. Since Mark’s car was in the driveway, she assumed Becca had company and she decided not to key the intercom just yet. She went upstairs to shower. When she returned fifteen minutes later, fresh and dressed for a busy day at The Sugar Bush, she again peered out the kitchen window. The light was on in the apartment. 

“Mom!” Becca called over the speaker. 

“Good morning, honey,” Liz replied, keying the switch. 

“Mom, will you see if my black nylon sweatpants are in the dryer? The ones with the white stripe.” 

“Good morning, Becca,” Liz repeated persistently. 

“Good morning, mother,” Becca quipped finally. “Will you look?” 

“Just a second.” Liz went into the laundry room and returned with the pants, shaking them vigorously. “Yes, they are here but you can’t wear these. They are all wrinkled.” 

“Could you put them back in the dryer with a fabric softener sheet? Please.” Becca was good at whining. “Mark will be over to get them in a minute.” The intercom squealed which meant she had turned it off. 

“I’d love to, daughter. You’re welcome,” Liz muttered sarcastically as she returned them to the dryer. She added a moist towel to help discourage the wrinkles. 

Before she could open a granola bar a tap at the back door meant Mark Bateman, Becca’s on-again-off-again boyfriend since junior high school, had been sent to retrieve the sweatpants. 

“Come in, Mark,” Liz called. 

“Hi, Ms. Elliott,” he said quietly. Mark was a shy young man who was growing faster than his body could recognize. He was tall and gangly with a round baby face and soft eyes. He had buzzed cut his hair to a few millimeters in length. He was dressed in a New England Patriots T-shirt and green plaid pajama pants. He was barefoot and looked like he had been awake less than a minute. He was clean and polite—something Liz hadn’t been able to say about all of Becca’s boyfriends. His smile was small but genuine. As a concerned mother for the men Becca chose to share her bed and her life, Liz was thankful Mark seemed to be kind. That was the quality she had used to judge him by. 

Mark retrieved the pants from the dryer and checked for wrinkles, something Liz suspected Becca had instructed him to do. He then threw them over his shoulder like a gym towel. 

“Becca said to tell you thanks,” he said sheepishly. 

Liz nodded as she swallowed a bite of bar. Mark stood at the back door and watched as she sipped her juice. 

“Would you like some juice, Mark?” she asked, noticing his stare. She handed him the container of orange juice. 

“Thanks,” he replied brightly and headed out the door with the pants and the quart of juice. 

Liz smiled to herself and shook her head. Mark stuck his head back in the door. 

“Becca said to tell you not to wait for her. I’ll bring her to the restaurant in a few minutes, okay?” 

“Thirty minutes, Mark. You tell her I said thirty minutes.” She narrowed her eyes at him and pointed menacingly. 

“Okay, I’ll tell her,” he replied then closed the door. 

Liz knew she wouldn’t see either of them for at least an hour. He had been out of town for three weeks and as Deb, Becca’s best friend, had said they had the hots for each other. Liz finished her granola bar as she backed out of the drive and headed for town. She eased into the narrow space between the dumpster and the back door to Lidderman’s Insurance Agency. Her shiny new lemon yellow Volkswagen Beetle fit perfectly in the space. She had needed a new car for several years but waited until she could pay half of it in cash. She handed down her old tank of a car to Becca. It was heavy, cumbersome and ugly but Liz decided it offered extra protection because of its size. She was sure Becca would complain about driving the twenty-year-old Oldsmobile with the mismatched doors but to the contrary, she was thrilled to have it, saying she couldn’t hurt it and it was a conversation piece among her friends. It was christened Becca’s moldy oldie. 

The Sugar Bush was open and filling with customers as she reentered the bustling kitchen. Two cooks, three food preparers and a dishwasher were all on task at their work stations as three waitresses bustled through the tight spaces, balancing trays and plates. Pauline was standing at the grill, turning the bacon and rolling the sausage links so they would brown evenly. Georgia was adding spices to the huge pots of soup that would simmer for hours before being served to the lunch crowd. 

“Number two, over easy. Grilled onions on the home fries. Rye,” one of the waitresses read from her order pad then attached the paper to the cord with one of the spring clips. “Where are my biscuits and gravy?” she called. 

Pauline ladled a generous scoop of white sausage gravy over two large opened biscuits. She added a sprig of mint to the edge and sprinkled paprika on the top. 

“Pick up, Ellen,” she said, sliding it down the counter. “Ernie just dropped off the strawberries,” she called as Liz donned an apron. “Six flats.” 

“How do they look?” 

“Nice ones. Good color and heavenly smell.” 

Liz opened the refrigerator and checked the boxes. 

“There are seven flats, Pauline. I only ordered six.” Liz frowned at the extra box. 

“Ernie said that one is on the house for being late. I told him what you said about tying his ears together. I guess he figured he owed you one.” 

“I hope he doesn’t think he can offer a freebie and continue being late. I need my deliveries on time, not bonuses for his mistakes.” 

Pauline laughed. 

“I told him you’d say that. He promised you’d be at the top of his list from now on.” 

“Uh-huh,” she muttered and closed the door. She headed through the swinging doors for the dining room. The pastry case was full of Georgia’s creations, everything from muffins and homemade donuts to turnovers and powdered sugar funnel cakes. Ellen, Tina and Rosita, three of Liz’s long-time waitresses, were busy with customers. Liz made a circle of the room, greeting her clientele and filling coffee cups. She corrected a gentleman’s order, insisting his eggs would be cooked just the way he wanted them in no time. She seated guests and mopped a toddler’s spilled cup of milk. She even handled the cash register, something Becca was supposed to be doing. 

The door opened and a tall woman strode in, her steps determined and purposeful. She scanned the room with narrowed eyes as if she was searching for someone. After a complete perusal of the restaurant she gave a heavy sigh as the muscles in her cheek rippled. She seemed disappointed over not finding whoever she was looking for. 

Liz took a menu from the podium and smiled her welcoming smile at the woman. It suddenly occurred to her who the woman was. 

“Coach Ross,” she said, offering a handshake. 

“Hello,” she replied, shaking her hand. “I’m sorry, should I know you? I’m terrible with names.” She continued searching the room for something or someone. 

“I’m Liz Elliott. Becca’s mother.” 

“Oh, yes,” Sheridan Ross declared, acknowledging her. “Hello.” 

“Would you like a booth or a table?” 

“Actually, I am here to see Becca. I was told she worked here.” 

“See does but she isn’t here right now. She should be along shortly. Can I help you with anything?” Liz didn’t mean to intrude with her daughter’s affairs. 

“No, that’s all right. I need to talk with her as soon as she gets in.” 

“Why don’t you have a seat? Would you like a cup of coffee while you wait? Or maybe some breakfast?” 

“Just a glass of water with lemon, no ice. Thank you.” 

“How’s this, Coach?” Liz said, pointing to a booth by the windows. 

“Please, call me Sheridan. I’m only coach to my players.” She slid in, her long frame easing into place. 

Liz poured her water and brought a small dish with lemon wedges and a sprig of mint tucked in the side. This was one of the little extras she had incorporated into her service, the little touches that meant the customers were special and their satisfaction was paramount. Sheridan sat sipping her water and checking her watch for fifteen minutes. Liz assumed she would give up on her daughter and walk out, leaving a message that Becca should contact her at her earliest convenience. Instead she stayed, staring at the door and drumming her fingers on the table. Finally Liz could hear Becca’s voice from the kitchen. So could Sheridan. As soon as Becca entered the dining room, Sheridan was on her feet. 

Becca stood in the doorway, leaning on a pair of metal crutches, her left leg covered with a plaster cast from her thigh to her ankle, the nylon sweatpants stretched tightly over it. She had a fuzzy yellow sock covering her bare foot. Mark stood behind her, carrying her backpack and looking like an elderly husband standing outside a dressing room with his wife’s purse while she tried on dresses. Becca’s hair was long and flowed over her shoulders in rich brown strands. She was an attractive woman, nearly six feet tall with muscular arms and shoulders and a small waist. She looked like an athlete, a beached athlete. She stumped her way into the dining room, still growing accustomed to the awkward crutches. It had been six weeks since her accident and two weeks since the surgery needed to correct the bone that wasn’t healing properly. Becca was taller than Liz and didn’t have her fair complexion or blonde hair but Becca had her mother’s eyes and smile, one that produced dimples in both cheeks. She had come into the dining room with a broad smile but it quickly melted when she saw Sheridan staring at her. 

“Becca,” Liz said, going to her. “Coach Ross is here to see you. She’s been waiting for almost a thirty minutes. Where have you been?” 

“Trying to get my pants on over this freaking thing,” Becca replied with a snippy attitude. 

“How are you feeling, Becca?” Sheridan asked, going to help her. “I hear the surgery went well.” 

“I have no idea. I was napping at the time,” Becca replied, shaking out the tingling in her hands from supporting her weight on the crutches. 

“Dr. Corbin said she will have the cast on another six weeks then a brace for a month or so while she starts physical therapy. The doctor thought she should be good as new in four or five months. It’ll just take some time to regain the muscle tone.” Liz tried to help Becca navigate a chair so she could sit down. 

“I can do it,” Becca advised, lowering herself gingerly. Mark waited for her to get settled then hung her backpack over her chair. 

“You’re doing pretty well. I’m impressed. I never did get the hang of using crutches,” Sheridan said. 

“You broke your leg too?” Becca replied. 

“Knee,” she said as she pulled out a chair and sat across from her. 

“Freaking pain in the ass, huh Coach?” 

Sheridan laughed and nodded. Liz was tempted to stay and visit with them but she knew whatever Sheridan had to say to Becca was none of her business and she had customers to tend. She went back to work and left them to their conversation. Mark excused himself and went across the street to the bookstore. 

“Becca, I got an e-mail from the registrar’s office that you haven’t sent in your class schedule yet. In fact, you haven’t done anything yet. Classes start in ten days. You need to get that stuff taken care of ASAP. It just takes an e-mail to get it done. If you are having trouble getting around campus I can help. Tell me what I can do to get this completed.” Sheridan seemed deeply concerned. 

“Coach, I don’t know yet if I’m going back,” Becca said dispassionately. 

“I thought the surgery took care of your leg. Your mother said after rehab you’ll be good as new.” 

“Yeah,” she replied, rolling and unrolling the corner of her napkin. 

“You can use the whirlpool tank in the locker room and the trainer will work with your physical therapist to bring your leg along slowly so you’ll be ready to play next year. This is what they do and our trainers are very good. I know it hurts now but give yourself some time to heal.” 

“It’s just I haven’t decided if I really want to play.” Becca looked up at Sheridan plaintively. “God, Coach. We only won five freaking games all year. We were the butt-ass joke of the conference. The games we did win weren’t even from rated schools.” She lowered her eyes. “Why bother?” she muttered. 

Sheridan covered Becca’s hands with her own and squeezed firmly. 

“Why bother? Becca, we have to bother. It’s what people do. They keep trying to improve. You can’t just give up and roll over. We learn from our mistakes. We don’t let them defeat us. Is that what you do when things get tough? Quit? I didn’t think that was in your personality. I thought you were a fighter.” 

Becca kept her eyes diverted as she discreetly wiped a tear from her eye. 

“It’s been a tough year for you,” Sheridan offered soothingly. “A losing season, the accident and the surgery then finding out you can’t play this year. It’s all very depressing, I’m sure. Hey, I’m depressed over last year’s record and I didn’t even have a motorcycle accident,” she joked, trying to bring a smile to Becca’s face. 

“You never get depressed, Coach,” Becca replied. “You can adjust to changes. Old people adjust to changes better than we do.” She smiled at her, knowing she sounded impudent. 

“Old people?” Sheridan laughed. “I’ll have you know this old person understands where you are coming from. And I’ll have you know I’m only forty-two,” she added leaning in and whispering. 

“Wow, forty-two,” Becca sassed then grinned. 

“Yes, and I’m plenty old enough to take you over my knee if you don’t get your class schedule turned in this week,” Sheridan declared, wagging a parental finger at her. “You’re too good not to play, Becca.” She looked at her with sympathetic eyes. “I’m here if you need help. A year from now we’ll be talking about new plays and practice and how many points you’ll score per game.” 

“I’ll think about it, Coach,” Becca said quietly. 

“Okay,” Sheridan said, patting her hand. “Come talk with me if you have any questions. My office is always open to my players.” 

“That’s new. Coach Hanley was never in his office.” 

“Well, Sheridan Ross is the head coach now. You’re a Chilton Stinger, Becca. Don’t you forget it. We are a tight-knit family and we help each other.” 

Sheridan stood up and pushed her chair in. 

“There is one rule you need to remember as a Chilton Stinger,” Sheridan said with a scowl. “Stay off motorcycles. At least while you’re on my team.” 

“I wasn’t driving. I was just riding on the back,” Becca offered. 

“Even worse. You have to always be in control of your world, Becca. Your future is in your hands, no one else’s. Don’t let someone else put you in jeopardy.” 

“It wasn’t as much fun as I thought it would be,” Becca declared then tapped on her cast. 



Chapter 2 


Becca stumped along the hall outside the locker room with her rubber crutch tips squeaking each stride she took. The hallway had a gentle bend to it as it circled the back of the gymnasium. As she rounded the corner to the lobby she noticed Coach Ross kneeling in front of one of the trophy cases. She was removing the contents of the bottom row and dusting the shelves, something that looked like it hadn’t been done in years. 

“Hello, Becca,” she said, looking up from her work. “How’s the leg?” 

“I’d tell you but it wouldn’t be pretty.” 

“That bad, huh?” 

“I hit it on my locker door.” She grimaced and leaned heavily on her crutches. “I wish I could scratch it. It itches so bad.” 

“I’m sure it does. But that means it is healing.” 

“That’s what mom said.” 

“Have you done anything about registering?” Sheridan gave her a serious stare. 

“Not yet,” Becca replied hesitantly. “What are you doing with that stuff?” she asked, trying to change the subject. 

“Cleaning out this case. No one has gone through it in years. I had to have new keys made for it. No one knew where the old ones were.” 

Becca looked down into a box of pictures and statistic sheets that had been folded and taped to the bottom of some of the trophy bases. One of the photographs caught her eye. She balanced on one foot and leaned down to retrieve it. 

“This is my mother,” she declared with a chuckle. “I didn’t know her team won anything.” 

Sheridan looked for the trophy that went with the photograph. 

“Connecticut Valley Conference Championship,” Sheridan read, handing it up to Becca. “Wow, they had a twenty-four-andtwo record. Now that is how you play to win,” she muttered. 

“I don’t think she ever mentioned that. I knew she played but I didn’t know they were that good.” Becca offered the photograph for the coach to see. 

“I think there is a stat sheet in here somewhere.” She dug in the box and finally pulled out a typed list of the players’ season and career scoring records. “Liz Elliott, point guard, number twenty-three. Ninety-four percent free throw shooter. Wow! Hey, look at this, Becca.” She stood up and held it out for her to see. “She was only two hundred and twelve points short of the Chilton all-time career scoring record. At the rate she was going, she could have done that in a walk. Now there is something for you to work for,” she suggested. “She is just a junior in this picture. I wonder how they did her senior year. They only graduated one player. They should have been a threat to repeat as conference champs the next year as well.” 

“Mom didn’t play her senior year.” Becca seemed almost ashamed to have to admit that. 

“Why not? What happened?” 

Becca gave a broad and artificial smile. 

“Me,” she offered. 

“Oh,” Sheridan replied and chuckled. 

“So your mom got married and gave up college, huh?” she asked, replacing the articles in the box. 

“My mom married?” she chuckled. “Not exactly.” Becca wiped the dust from the trophy before putting it in the box. “I don’t have a father. At least not one you could identify.” 

“That’s okay,” Sheridan replied reassuringly. She didn’t want to pry into what sounded like a personal family matter. “I’m sure your mother would tell you how important it is to finish college.” 

“She tells me that all the time. She thinks I should do what you said, take classes this year and be redshirted while I rehab my leg.” 

“Smart woman,” she replied quickly. “Are you taking her advice? I’d hate to see you waste your talents, Becca. You have the chance to be a really good player. Chilton can use someone with your shooting talents. I don’t want to judge your mother but I bet she would tell you if she had to do it again, she would love to have a chance to play that last year of college ball. Looks like she was an excellent player herself. I hope you don’t give up your chance to play.” 

Becca frowned at her then looked away pensively. 

“Coach, isn’t it true that in Division II colleges the players have ten semesters to participate in sports, not just five years like it is in Division I universities?” 

“Yes, I told you all you have to do is let me redshirt your sophomore year and you can still play. Even if you need an extra semester to finish your classroom work for your degree, you can play.” 

Becca stood thinking for a long moment. 

“I have to go to the registrar’s office. See you later, Coach,” she said as if she just remembered something important she needed to do. She turned on her crutches and stumped her way out the door. “Thanks.” 

“Good for you,” Sheridan said, obviously pleased with Becca’s change of heart over returning for her sophomore year. 

Becca crossed the campus, taking long awkward strides on the crutches as she rushed into the administration building. 

“Meredith?” Becca whispered in the direction of the lady busily digging in the filing cabinet. Meredith Rubinward had worked at Chilton College for over thirty years. She was assistant director of student services and well-liked by her fellow employees and the countless students who passed through her office over the years. On the surface, Meredith was the slick professional type, wearing tailored suits and stylish hairdos. Underneath she was kind and caring yet efficient, the perfect personality for her complex job. She also had a memory like an elephant. 

“Hi, Becca,” she said, grinning up at her. “I hear you had to have surgery. How’s the leg?” She rubbed Becca’s arm soothingly. 

“It’s okay. Mom about passed out though.” Becca laughed. “The bone was sticking out and way gross.” 

“Yuk,” Meredith smirked. “I would have passed out too. I’m so sorry to hear about the accident. I hope you are going to give up riding on motorcycles. Will you be able to play this season?” she asked cautiously. 

“Nope,” Becca replied and heaved a deep sigh. “I’d have to be redshirted this year.” 

“That’s okay,” she quickly inserted. “You can play next season then. Your scholarship will still cover you while you recuperate.” 

“I know. Coach Ross told me all about it.” 

“Is that why you are here? To check on your scholarship?” Meredith asked. 

“Well, sort of,” Becca replied, looking around to see if anyone was listening. “I need your help checking on something, Meredith.” 

“Sure, honey. What do you need?” She helped Becca into a chair next to her desk. 

Becca looked around again then leaned in. 

“Can you look up my mom’s records, her transcript and scholarship?” Becca whispered hopefully. 

“Why do you want to know Liz’s records, honey?” 

“I just want to know how close she was to finishing her degree when she quit. But please,” Becca said, placing her hand on Meredith’s arm. “Don’t tell anyone I asked, okay?” 

Meredith sat back in her chair. 

“What are you up to Miss Becca?” she asked, narrowing her eyes. 

Becca pursed her lips as if she was trying not to let anything slip out. 

“Student records are private and privileged information. I could get
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