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CHAPTER ONE

TROY’S MIND SPUN THE entire car ride to the school. He dug deep for an idea—any idea—that would give them a way out. The junior high and the high school stood side by side, two brick buildings that might have been prison cell blocks. Rusty chain-link fences surrounded them. The only things missing were barbed wire and some guard towers.

“That’s disgusting.”

“Troy.” His mom had her hands planted on the wheel of the VW Bug. “Don’t judge a book by its cover.”

“Why do we have to do this?” The question exploded from his chest.

She scowled at him. “Do I have to go through it again?”

“I just don’t see how we can owe money when we don’t have any money.” Troy banged his head softly against the window.

“The IRS doesn’t care that your . . . father”—she could barely say the word because, to her, the man was a snake—“put five million dollars into a criminal enterprise. They don’t care that the FBI seized every penny, and they don’t care about you going to a private school to play football. They care about us paying taxes on the money we had. They’re the I-R-S. They don’t have feelings.”

They pulled around to the side of the school where the football field sat wedged between the parking lot and another chain-link fence holding back nothing but an empty lot grown over with crabgrass and old tires. Slung between two bleached telephone poles, the scoreboard read “VIS T RS” on one side and “OME” on the other.

“See?” His mom pointed to the worn Astroturf covering the field. “It can’t be all bad? Artificial turf is good for a passing offense.”

“That looks like a plastic rug from a crummy putt-putt golf place.” Troy frowned at the faded green field.

“Hey, you get to play football,” his mom said.

“Four wins in seven years?” Troy shook his head. “The other teams are playing football. These guys are playing hopscotch or something.”

His mom parked the car and got out. “Look.”

Troy spotted two men wearing construction vests and hard hats and a third—the tallest, skinniest man Troy could imagine—in a dark business suit in the far corner of the field. The man—who was tall enough to be an NBA player, maybe six foot nine—stood with his arms folded across his chest as he watched. One of the workers held a ten-foot stick in the corner of the end zone. The other—along with the tall man in the suit—walked across the field to a surveyor’s tripod mounted with a little yellow telescope.

“What are they doing?” Troy asked.

“Getting ready for an upgrade? Hey, maybe new bleachers. Maybe a whole new field. Look at the bright side, Troy. It’s easy to be grumpy.”

In the guidance counselor’s office, Mr. Bryant could hardly say hello before he started asking football questions. “Can you really predict NFL plays? I mean, I know you signed a contract with the Jets and all. I just . . . I see you’re a very good math student. Is that part of how you do it? You know, I’m sorry. Really. You’re not here to talk about football.”

“I’d rather talk about football than math,” Troy said.

His mom rolled her eyes. “Troy’s a little disappointed at Summit’s football program, but he knows the purpose of school is education, not sports, Mr. Bryant.”

Mr. Bryant blinked at her. “Well, honestly, I agree in part, but I’d still like to see our football program improve.”

“I know the high school team really su—” Troy glanced at his mom’s frown. “. . . is bad. But what about the junior high team?”

Mr. Bryant’s face grew even longer. “Closest game last year was fifty-four to six against Union. Our starters scored against their fourth string. I hate to say it, but the program is like a fish on the beach, rotten from head to tail. You can smell it a mile away. People are starting to talk about dropping it because the stadium is falling apart and the school is going to have to spend some serious money to fix it.”

“We saw someone out there with survey equipment.” Troy’s mom nodded her head in the direction of the field.

Mr. Bryant gave her a puzzled look and scratched his neck. “I don’t know about that. Nothing’s been approved, I can tell you that.”

“How can this guy who coaches even keep his job?” Troy asked.

Mr. Bryant’s eyes darted at the office door and he lowered his voice. “It’s just his job. Every summer—they just did it two days ago—they post the position, and every year no one else applies, so it goes to Mr. Biondi. He’s the athletic director, so he feels like he has to do it. He doesn’t want it. He doesn’t even call himself ‘Coach.’ Honestly, the program is in bad shape. We barely have enough kids to field a team.”

Mr. Bryant lowered his voice even more. “There’s some talk—you know, with budget crunches—about just dropping the program. The district business manager has been pushing for it, especially because of the cost for a new stadium, and people just don’t seem to be interested.”

“No football?” Panic jolted Troy.





CHAPTER TWO

MR. BRYANT HELD UP a hand. “Well, it’s in the budget this year, but . . .”

“There’s no such thing as a school without football.” Troy knew it couldn’t be possible.

“Not in Georgia,” Mr. Bryant said, “but this is New Jersey. It actually happens.”

“There’s no one in the entire district who can coach football and get things turned around?” Troy’s mom asked.

Mr. Bryant put his fingers together and made a teepee in front of his chin. “Honestly, when I knew you were coming in, I couldn’t help thinking that maybe, just maybe, with your connections you might know someone who’d come here and coach the team. I mean, players are constantly retiring from the NFL. Sometimes they coach.” Mr. Bryant laughed. “A pipe dream, I know, but can you imagine if we got someone like that to turn things around?”

Troy looked at his mom to see if she thought the counselor was for real.

Mr. Bryant leaned forward. “Right, why do I care?”

He pointed to a photo of a kid in a football uniform. “I think my son, Chance, might have some ability. He plays left tackle. I know you might not think it looking at me, but he’s a huge kid—takes after his mom’s side—and I’d like to see him in a better program than what we’ve got at Summit. But . . . this is where we live. There is a football powerhouse not too far from here—St. Stephen’s? But . . . well, you can’t imagine what it costs.”

The mention of St. Stephen’s left Troy’s stomach flopping in his gut like a fresh-caught catfish. He was supposed to go to St. Stephen’s! That was before his father ruined everything. Now he was stuck in a run-down rental house at the end of a run-down street ready to attend a run-down public school with a rotten football team—or maybe no football team.

Troy glanced at his mom. She tightened her lips.

“Mom,” Troy said, “we know someone who could coach the team and do an awesome job, right?”

“Seriously?” Mr. Bryant’s eyes widened.





CHAPTER THREE

“WHAT?” TROY’S MOM WRINKLED her face in confusion.

“Mr. Bryant, do you know who Seth Halloway is?”

“From the Falcons? The linebacker? I’m a Giants fan, but of course I know who Seth Halloway is.” Mr. Bryant grinned and nodded.

“Oh, no.” Troy’s mom held up her hands.

“Mom, he wants to coach. Look what he did with our junior league team.” Troy turned to Mr. Bryant. “We won a state championship with Seth.”

“He wants to coach in the NFL, or college,” Troy’s mom said. She turned to Mr. Bryant. “No offense.”

“Right, but it’s not happening for him,” Troy said. “I know. He’s been on about twenty interviews and the only thing he got is Furman saying he can ‘help out.’ They won’t even pay him. Those jobs are, like, impossible to get. But if he got some experience?”

“In high school?” Troy’s mom asked.

“Why not? It happens, doesn’t it?” Troy said.

His mom turned to the counselor. “It’s too complicated, Mr. Bryant. I’m sorry. Let’s talk about classes. Taking Spanish is a good idea.”

“Mom, can we at least—”

His mom held up her hand. “Spanish.”

Troy knew anything after the hand would be a waste of breath.

They made Troy’s schedule. Mr. Bryant printed it out and handed it to him with a shrug. “It was just a thought.”

They left and Troy’s mom offered to stop at Dairy Queen for ice cream sandwiches. Troy thought about saying no so that she would understand just how upset he was about everything, but he couldn’t hold out. The summer sun baked the blacktop outside the restaurant, but when they entered a blast of cool air greeted them. They got two DQ sandwiches and sat in a booth by the window, eating them, when a black Escalade pulled into the lot.

“Oh, boy.” Troy could see that his mom saw who was in the vehicle, too. “What do we do now?”





CHAPTER FOUR

“IT’S TY AND THANE,” Troy said as he watched his cousins get out of the Escalade. “I thought we were going to see them later.”

“What do you mean, ‘What do we do now?’? We ask them to sit with us. Don’t be silly,” Troy’s mom said.

“They know we moved in, but they don’t know where, Mom,” Troy said. “And they don’t know I’m going to Summit.”

“Ty will be fine,” Troy’s mom said. “He’s a sweet boy.”

Troy was flooded with dread as his cousins entered the diner.

First came Ty, thirteen and a football player, like Troy. Troy never knew Ty existed until they met at the Super Bowl in Miami, and he learned that Ty’s mom was his dad’s older sister. Troy really liked Ty. Even though his cousin was on the quiet side, he gave Troy a good feeling. Tate McGreer, Troy’s best friend back in Atlanta—who was a girl—also said she got a good feeling from Ty, and that meant something since Tate was really good at reading people.

Troy actually suspected that Ty had a thing for Tate. Troy could only suspect because Ty never talked about Tate; he could barely talk to her when they’d been together. Troy knew from Tate, though, that Ty texted her pretty regularly.

People were recognizing Thane, Ty’s brother. He was an all-pro wide receiver for the Jets. Most people called him Tiger. He was six foot two and 230 pounds, ran like the wind, and had hands sticky as a frog’s tongue.

“Hey, it’s Tiger Lewis!” one man shouted from the counter before his wife shushed him with a rolled-up newspaper.

A dad and a little kid on their way out asked Thane to sign the kid’s Jets hat. Thane borrowed the wide-eyed waitress’s pen and signed the bill of the cap with a smile.

Troy felt his mind whirling. He had no idea how to break the news about having to attend Summit after he and Ty had made elaborate plans with texts and on Facebook to become St. Stephen’s next dynamic duo on the football field. Troy was going to be QB with Ty as his top receiver. Even as they moved their things into the house on Cedar Street, Troy kept thinking things would somehow work out.

“Ty is gonna kill me,” Troy said.

But before he could come up with a plan, Thane and Ty started coming over to their booth.

“Hey, you’re here!” Thane removed his sunglasses and smiled. “We’re looking forward to getting together tomorrow night. But, hey, welcome to New Jersey. Not as hot as Atlanta, right?”

“Pretty close,” Troy’s mom said.

Troy and his mom stood up and they all exchanged hugs before Troy and Ty bumped fists.

“Join us,” Troy’s mom said.

“I’ll order,” Thane said. “Ty, you want a milk shake?”

Ty nodded to his brother and turned to Troy. “You guys all unpacked?”

“Pretty much. I just got my school schedule.”

Ty frowned. “Schedule? Registration isn’t until next Friday. How’d you get your schedule?”

Troy glanced at his mom. She licked some ice cream from her fingers and pretended to look out at the cars passing on the street.

“Uh, at Summit.”

Ty’s face wrinkled. “What are you talking about?”

“Well . . . man, this stinks, but I can’t go to St. Stephen’s.”

Ty’s mouth hung open before he scoffed. “Stop goofing.”

“I wish I was.” Troy sighed. “It stinks. We just can’t swing it.”

Ty laughed and looked from Troy to his mom. “You’re kidding.”

They should have been kidding. Troy had signed a fifteen-million-dollar contract with the Jets. Five million dollars had been paid to Troy when he signed it. The plan had been for them to rent a huge home on the better side of town near Thane and Ty. That was before Troy’s father lost every cent of the money in a crooked deal, then vanished.

It was Troy’s mom’s turn to dive in. “If everything goes well, though, Troy can play with you next year. You’ll both be in high school then, anyway. It’s just temporary, until we get things straightened out financially.”

Ty’s face lit up. “Ms. White, you don’t have to worry about that. My brother, he can—”

The dark look on Troy’s mom’s face silenced him.

“I mean . . . isn’t there any way at all?”

Troy’s mom shook her head.

Thane appeared with two milk shakes and sat down next to her. “Any way for what?”

“Troy’s going to have to go to Summit for a year until we get some financial things worked out.” Troy’s mom fired her words like a machine gun. “St. Stephen’s will have to wait.”

Thane tilted his head with a puzzled expression. “But I can—”

Troy’s mom held up a hand. “Don’t. Please. I know if we really needed it that you’d be there for us, but that’s not how we operate. It’s not a bad lesson for Troy to learn. Things don’t always work out the way you plan them, right?”

Thane got a sad, faraway look in his eyes. “That’s right. They don’t.”

Troy bet to himself that Thane was thinking of the parents he and Ty had lost in a car crash two years ago, and he wished his mom had used different words. They all sat in an awkward silence. Ty sucked down some of his shake before he brightened again.

“Hey,” he said, “I got an idea! I know how we can fix this.”

Troy stared at him, wanting to believe there was a way. “How?”





CHAPTER FIVE

TY GRINNED. “WE’RE IN the Summit district. I can go there with you. We can play together this year, and then, when things get straightened out, we both go to St. Stephen’s next year.”

Troy felt a surge of excitement. It was something he hadn’t considered. He’d seen the buildings and campus at St. Stephen’s on their website, redbrick buildings with white columns, noble old trees offering shade to wrought-iron benches on rolling grass lawns. The school had a football stadium to rival those in most small colleges. He never imagined Ty would trade all that for the broken-down Summit football program.

“Really?”

Ty looked at his older brother. Thane pulled his lips back from his clenched teeth and tilted his head. He cleared his throat.

“What?” Ty asked him.

Thane gave Troy’s mom an embarrassed look. “I . . . uh, we sure can talk about it.”

“Okay,” Ty said, “let’s talk.”

Thane flashed his little brother an annoyed look. “Later.”

“I think your brother is right, Ty.” Troy’s mom finished her DQ sandwich and wiped her fingers on a napkin. “You can’t just change where you’re going to school to play football.”

Thane’s face flushed. “Seriously, I’d really be happy to work something out with you, Tessa, so Troy could go to St. Stephen’s, too. I know these guys have big plans.”

Up went the hand again. “It’s nice, trust me, I appreciate the thought, but no. I can’t. Absolutely not. So are you two still ready to have dinner with us tomorrow night? I make a mean plate of spaghetti and meatballs. Right, Troy?”

“She does.” Troy tried to sound enthusiastic.

“Our mom used to be this great cook,” Thane said, “and she’d get mad at me because spaghetti and meatballs was all I ever wanted to eat.”

“I love it, too,” Ty said. “Hey, can Troy go with us to the Jets tomorrow? He and I can throw the ball on the practice field.”

They finished their ice cream and milk shakes, making plans for Ty and Troy to get together the next day, and said good-bye. On the car ride home, Troy couldn’t help himself.

“Mom, he wants to help us. I’m going to make a ton of money in the next three years.”

She sighed. “And when you do, and we have money to spend, we’ll change schools. Troy, it’s not easy being a single mom. I’m not complaining, but part of how I’ve done it is sticking to certain principles, and this is one of them. Now, if you want to spend time with Ty and Thane this summer, you’ve got to promise me this will be the end of begging to go to St. Stephen’s. It’s not going to happen. I worry about you. I know a lot of exciting things have happened, but you’re still young.

“You have to stop trying to manipulate everyone and everything around you. Some things are just meant to be, and you playing for Summit this year is just one of them. Do you get it? Are we done now?” She ended with a low growl.

“Yes. We’re done.”

That’s what Troy said, but in his mind, he already had a plan of how he just might fix things without changing schools.

When they got home, he did some chores that his mom asked him to do, then took his iPhone and set off on a walk down the street. When he got away from the house, he dialed and waited for an answer.

“Hello?” said a man’s voice.

“Hey. It’s me, Troy.”

“Hey, what’s up?”

“Well, you know how you said if I ever really needed you, all I have to do is call?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, I need you.”





CHAPTER SIX

TROY’S EXPERIENCE TOLD HIM that adults could be relied upon only up to a certain point. After that, they were as unpredictable as a fumble. You never knew which way they were going to bounce. He tried to push the phone call out of his mind and focus on his trip to the Jets facility. It was no small thing, being hired as a twelve—now thirteen—year-old kid by an NFL team. The Jets’ owner hadn’t done it without thoroughly testing Troy, and, at the time, Troy had been pretty puffed up about his talent and the way he was using it to help his favorite team in the entire world—the Atlanta Falcons—become world champions. So when he had to prove his worth, he’d done it with great pride. Predicting play after play while watching an old Jets game on tape, he’d passed the owner’s test with flying colors.

Some people in the media said Troy was simply at the right place at the right time. They openly doubted his “football genius,” and claimed that the Falcons would have won the big game with or without him. The only opinion that mattered on that front, though, was the Jets’ owner’s, and he’d signed a contract with Troy and his parents making Troy a “consultant” for the team in the upcoming season.

Thanks to his mom’s insistence, he had to work during the season only on game days. That meant traveling with the team when they were away. During the week—and throughout the team’s four-week training camp—Troy would go to school, attend football practice, and do chores around the house just like any other kid.

 

The next morning, Troy’s mom was already up and dressed in a business suit with breakfast on the table. She was excited because she had been called back for a final job interview. Troy sat down, bleary-eyed and scratching his head.

“Troy,” she said as she cleaned the frying pan, “I called Mr. Cole, just as a courtesy, to let him know you’ll be at the facility later on with Thane and Ty, and he said he’d appreciate it if you stopped by his office for a couple of minutes so he could have a chance to talk with you.”

“Talk about what?” Troy couldn’t explain exactly why, but the owner made him a bit uncomfortable.

“Whatever he wants. You’re a big investment.”

His mom gave him a list of things she wanted him to do around the house before he went with Thane and Ty. “Lunch is in the fridge. If you finish everything, you can read until Thane comes to get you, but no Xbox. Now I’ve got to go try to nail down that job. Wish me luck.”

“Luck,” Troy said.

He watched her go and listened to the VW Bug crawl down the gravel driveway and whine up the street. He sighed and cleaned his plate before attacking the list of jobs. He finished with time enough to read, and that’s what he did, out under the tree in back while he ate his ham and cheese in a folding lounge chair. He liked their backyard, and the way that beyond the fence a dense wood whispered to him. It reminded him of home in Atlanta, only the wood behind his house there was a pine wood. This one was oak, maple, and ash, and he knew that when winter came, there would be no cover, only a web of branches between them, some power lines, and the back of a shopping mall.

Troy got lost in Seconds Away, thinking the main character, Mickey Bolitar, was pretty cool. When someone kicked his foot, Troy jumped. The book tumbled to the grass.

“What!” He looked up into a face so familiar, and yet so different it sent a shiver right through him.





CHAPTER SEVEN

TROY’S FATHER SMILED AND showed a new gold tooth. His spiked hair was reddish-orange instead of brown, and he had a beard. With a gold loop hung from one ear he looked like a cheesy pirate. “How’s my boy?”

“Dad? What are you doing here?”

“Where else should I be?” His father scooped up the football from the grass and tossed it into the air before catching it.

Troy shrugged, his mind going from point to point on the globe. “Cuba. New Zealand. India? I don’t know. Don’t they want to kill you?”

“They want to kill Drew Edinger, not Sam Christian. That’s me now. Funny you mention New Zealand.” His father caught the football again and chuckled. “That’s where my passport is from. How are you?”

Everything that had happened and everything that was happening boiled up inside Troy in an instant. He held his breath and felt his face turn color, then let it out with a hiss that ended in a bark of disbelieving laughter.

“How am I?” Troy sang the words with “I” ending on a low note and shook his head.

His father stared. “People say a boy starts to get sassy when his father’s away.”

Troy stared right back. “You mean for the first twelve years, or just these past months when the FBI and the Mafia have been after you?”

“Remember scuba diving in the Georgia Aquarium? How many kids get to do that? The whale shark? That manta ray? Riding around in a Porsche Carrera? You weren’t complaining then.”

Troy’s mouth hung open.

“See?” His father stood a bit taller.

“No, I don’t see,” Troy said. “I can’t even go to St. Stephen’s, and the public school I have to go to has a dog poop football team. That’s if they have football at all.”

“Problems are just obstacles.” His father smiled. “You can go over them, under them, around them, or through them.”

Troy didn’t return the smile and his father’s face got more serious. “Look, Troy, I know I’ve had my issues, but I know how to stay out in front of things. Trouble is something I’m good with, so . . . what do you think? Can I help?”

“Sure. Got a spare five million dollars?” Troy watched his father wince as the arrow hit home, but it didn’t make him feel any better. In fact he felt worse, and his voice grew tired. “Why are you here?”

“I know things have gotten tangled up, but I care, Troy. I care about you.”

Despite everything, Troy felt his heart swell with hope and . . . he guessed it was love, and that made him mad. “And you have a plan, don’t you?”

His father laughed. “What are you talking about?”

The words gushed out of Troy’s mouth. “If you know what’s going on with me and the Jets, you can bet on the games, win some money.”

His father huffed. He dipped his face down and touched his own chest. “Me? I . . . How did you know?”

“It’s like football.” Troy didn’t try to keep the disgust out of his voice. “Sometimes the pieces just come together and I know exactly what’s going on. At least you didn’t try to deny it.”

“Well.” His father found his smile again. “I can’t see how a little inside information would hurt anyone.”

Troy suddenly wanted his father to leave. “Do you know what Mom would do if she knew you were here?”

“Call the police?” His father put the football under one arm and held out the other hand for Troy to shake. “Got it. I’m going anyway. No need to worry about me. Good luck, son. You don’t have to love me back, but I love you.”

Part of Troy wanted to shake his father’s hand, but he couldn’t. Not after what the man had done and what he wanted to do now. When his father took his hand back, Troy wanted to cry out, but his father had already turned and was halfway across the lawn before Troy’s thoughts were anything but a jumble.

When the man reached the corner of the house, he turned to look at Troy and flashed his grin.

“Catch!” He fired the football at Troy.

Troy’s hands snatched the whistling ball from the air. He caught it, but it stung.

“You know what?” His father’s voice carried across the lawn as confident as ever. “One day you’re going to need me, Troy. And one day I’m going to be there for you when no one else will.”

The words stunned Troy. They were so similar to what Seth Halloway had once said to him. Troy gripped the ball, bit into his lower lip, and blinked.

In that same instant, his father was gone.





CHAPTER EIGHT

WHEN THANE AND TY pulled up in the big black Escalade, Troy was over the little scene with his father, having stuffed it into the same back closet where he kept the fleeting memory of the Georgia Aquarium. What made him more uncomfortable now was the shabby house he and his mom were living in. So he jumped into the SUV and slammed the door shut behind him.

“Okay, let’s get out of here.” Troy clapped his hands. “I’m ready.”

“Sure.” Thane put the truck into gear and Troy’s stomach crawled until they reached the better part of the neighborhood where the homes were more in line with where Ty and Thane lived.

“We’ll be moving into one of these as soon as we get all this junk worked out.” Troy pointed at a large brick mansion on the corner.

Ty and Thane looked at each other and shrugged. Troy huffed to himself. They might not care, but he did. At least when they came to dinner that night, the sun wouldn’t be shining on the peeling paint.

Once they were away from Cedar Street, Troy found he was glad for Ty and Thane’s company. It was exciting to have a cousin who was an NFL star, and someone like Ty who shared so many of the same dreams. Soon they were talking about pro football and how long it would be before the NFL took over the world.

When the conversation turned to how Thane would be leaving in a couple of weeks for training camp and Ty would be staying with their housekeeper, Troy got an idea.

“If your brother lets you play in Summit, maybe you could stay with us. We could get in lots of practice throwing together.”

Troy looked for a positive reaction from Thane. His older cousin said nothing, but Troy took that as a good sign.

When they got to the facility, Thane took Ty to the field before he went inside to work out with the team.

“Meet you out back.” Troy tossed his football to Ty, then went in to find the owner.

The Jets had a new facility that looked like something from the future, all white and glass and chrome with a big, barnlike structure in the middle of everything that housed the indoor field. On the second floor, he found Mr. Cole in a huge office overlooking the four grass practice fields out back. The Jets’ owner sat behind his desk talking on the phone. Troy glanced out to see Ty in his Jets T-shirt, then back to Mr. Cole, who was all business. He wore a crisp dark suit and a blue shirt with a deep blue tie. There were flecks of gray in his dark hair Troy hadn’t noticed before, and his black eyes soaked in Troy. He held up a finger and then pointed to a leather couch.

Troy sat down and tried not to listen in on the phone conversation. Outside he saw a boy in a purple jersey approach Ty. Judging by his size, he looked a year or two older. As Ty and the other kid began to throw a football back and forth, Troy wished he were down there with them.

“Troy White.” The owner’s voice startled him. Mr. Cole came around his desk and shook Troy’s hand before he sat down in a leather chair opposite the couch. He crossed his legs and let one foot dangle in the open space between them. “Nice to see you.”

“It’s good to be here.” Troy tried to sound confident.

There was something so powerful about the NFL owner, something almost magical, that Troy found it difficult to speak. Also he couldn’t free his mind from the idea that all he had to do was ask and if the owner wanted to, he could make all Troy’s problems disappear. The owner could advance Troy money on the second year of the contract and—snap—just like that, he’d be at St. Stephen’s. The temptation was extraordinary, but something about the intensity of the owner’s eyes, and his mother’s voice in the back of his head, kept him from asking.

“You all settled in?” the owner asked.

“Yes.” Troy tried not to frown at the image he had of the shabby house.

“Good, and set with a school?”

Troy sucked in his breath. There it was, the opening he needed. It was right there, and Troy knew that when opportunity knocked, it usually happened only once.





CHAPTER NINE

“HONESTLY, MR. COLE? I’M not set.” He studied the owner’s face to gauge his reaction. The owner gave away nothing, but inclined his head for Troy to go on.

An antique clock ticked beneath a glass dome on the desk.

Troy took a breath and went for it. “You heard about all that stuff with my father and the FBI, right?”

“I read about it.”

“So, all the money you paid me is . . . well, it’s not gone, but the FBI seized it, and it could be years before I can get it. But it’s still mine—that’s what the lawyers say—so the IRS wants the taxes.” Troy spoke carefully, wanting to get it right.

“That’s the way it works, yes.” The owner narrowed his eyes. “So, you’re in a pinch . . . financially.”

“And I was hoping to go to St. Stephen’s to play football,” Troy said. “It’s a private school and it’s pretty steep. They’re a powerhouse.”

“And that can’t happen now.” The owner frowned. “But if I advance you even more than the five million I already gave you, your problems will be solved . . .”

Troy stuck his hands under his legs and crossed his fingers.

He gave a nod.





CHAPTER TEN

THE OWNER SMILED, BUT then the smile melted like a snowflake on a stove. “I’m sorry. I don’t expect you to understand, but this is business, Troy. I like you. I like your mom. That’s not what this is about. I’ve paid you a lot of money and I need to see a return on that before I start giving out more money.”

The owner stared until Troy shifted in his seat and uncrossed his fingers.

“Sometimes a dark place brings us to a light brighter than we ever imagined.” Mr. Cole shifted his gaze outside the window. The emerald grass down on the fields seemed to glow.

And then it was over. The opportunity, Troy knew, had passed him by.

Mr. Cole perked up suddenly, as if coming out of a trance. “Great. Well, you make yourself at home here. You can come and go whenever you want. The team will be gone in a couple of weeks—we go to upstate New York for training camp, Cortland College—but I’ll still be around here with the rest of the front office. Nice fields, right?”

“Beautiful.” Troy wondered if he had only imagined asking the owner for help, or if he hadn’t been clear.

“Good, well . . .” The owner stood up and Troy knew the meeting was over, just like that. “Here, I thought you might like these.”

He handed Troy an envelope.

“Backstage passes and front-row seats.” The owner grinned at him and nodded at the picture on the wall behind his desk. “Helena. She’s playing at Yankee Stadium in two weeks.”

Troy’s mouth dropped. Helena was the owner’s wife and an international superstar. Her concert was being billed as the hottest ticket since Katy Perry had done her worldwide tour.

Troy didn’t know what to say, and real appreciation overwhelmed him. “Wow, are you sure?”

“Just promise you won’t sell them. I hate when people do that.” The owner kept smiling, but something dark passed across his face. “They’re for you to enjoy.”

“No, of course I won’t. Thank you again.”

“Well, I’ve got connections on the inside. There are four, so you can bring a couple of friends.” The owner winked, shook hands, and showed Troy to the door.

Troy walked down the stairs and outside into the bright sunlight. The door swung open behind him and he turned to see a large black man with graying hair. The man had the build of an NFL linebacker and he wore Jets shorts and a T-shirt. On either side of him were two other men Troy was pretty sure were scouts for the team. They looked at him curiously. Then their eyes brightened with recognition and they smiled and said hello before continuing out onto the field.

Troy headed across the grass to the far field where he saw Ty and the boy in the purple jersey throwing the football back and forth. Troy glanced over his shoulder and saw the two scouts pull out their stopwatches while the big guy got down in a stance in front of some cones. Troy kept going and stuck the tickets Mr. Cole gave him into the band of his shorts.

“Hey,” he said to Ty. “How’s it going?”

“Troy, this is Chuku. Chuku Moore.”

Troy tilted his head. “What?”

Chuku offered his hand. “Means ‘child of God,’ but you don’t have to pray to me or anything.”

Troy extended his hand to the boy with skin the color of coffee mixed with cream. Chuku had close-cut hair, a brilliant smile, and a mischievous but friendly gleam in his dark eyes. Troy noticed now that the jersey—a Ravens Ray Lewis jersey—had a signature running down the straight edge of the white number five.

“Ravens fan?” Troy said.

“Used to be.” Chuku nodded toward the man who was now sprinting through the cones in a blur. “Till they let my dad go.”

“That’s your dad?” Troy watched the man take off out of his stance and move quickly around and through the cones.

“He tore up his knee two seasons ago. Took him this long to rehab. He played twelve years for the Ravens.”

“And he’s trying out here?” Troy knew twelve years was about the maximum anyone played in the NFL, especially a linebacker with a hurt knee.

“He long-snaps, too.” Chuku stuck out his chin.

Troy wasn’t that impressed. Every NFL team had a long snapper who usually played another position only in an emergency. It meant Chuku’s dad was just about finished, but his special skill as a long snapper on the punt team might give his career a few last dying gasps.

As if Chuku sensed Troy’s lack of respect, he said, “He ran a 4.4 before he got hurt. Fast, huh?”

“Pretty fast.” Troy put some enthusiasm into his voice to be nice. “You play, too?”

Chuku snorted and chuckled. “Like Victor Cruz, only faster.”

A doubtful grin stretched Troy’s cheeks. “Well, with your dad and you, we may have the three fastest people in New Jersey on this field right now.”

Chuku’s eyes traveled up and down Troy’s frame. Half his mouth curled into a smile and he raised an eyebrow. “You?”

Hot annoyance flushed Troy’s face. “Not me. Ty.”

Chuku turned. “Chicken legs?”

Ty laughed and blushed and pulled his shorts up to his mid thighs to examine what did look like chicken legs. It bothered Troy even more that Ty was going along with the insult, unfazed. At the Super Bowl, when Ty’s team won the 7-on-7 championship trophy, Ty had outrun the very fastest kids from all four corners of the country, and Chuku’s lack of respect just didn’t float with Troy.

“He’s faster than you, I can tell you that.” Troy stuck out his chin.

Chuku burst out into wild
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