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      Tucker Jackson’s blood boiled as he watched the seconds on the clock run out. The buzz of the clock felt like a nail straight to his heart as did the cheers from the other team’s fans. Three points. Just three measly points. How could they have gotten so close? They had tasted the victory and then lost it.

      An urge to hit something surged within him, and he curled his hand into a fist to keep it at bay. He thought he’d quelled the angry beast that lived inside of him with his boxing classes. Boxing classes that his friend and former teammate, Emmitt Brown, had recommended when his anger had surfaced because of the trade. And they’d been helping. Five days a week of pounding a bag was generally enough to appease the hunger. So, anger wasn’t usually his go-to emotion anymore, but this was ridiculous.

      This was their second loss in a row, and both were by fewer than ten points. Sure, this was the toughest part of the team’s schedule. The teams they were playing now had good records, but the Tornadoes did too. At least they had. If they continued playing like this, they would lose their spot in the playoffs. With this loss, they were now sitting in the wild card position. Which meant that instead of a week off to recover, they had to play in the wild card game and win to move to the quarterfinals. One more loss, and they would be out. Their season would be over. They had to win the next game.

      And the next game was on Christmas Day just ten days away. Not the best day to play a football game. Morale was always worse when they had to play on a holiday because everyone wanted to be at home with their families, especially the ones with kids. Tucker didn’t have any kids, and he wasn’t that close to his family anymore, but he didn’t enjoy playing on Christmas Day either. Christmas Day was for watching silly holiday movies and eating too much.

      He took off his helmet, clenching it in his left hand, as he joined the line of his teammates. It was tradition after every game to slap hands with the opposing team members. It was supposed to encourage camaraderie and discourage fighting, but Tucker wasn’t sure how effective it was. Maybe it had been back in high school, when their jobs and paychecks hadn’t been on the line, but this was pro-football. How much money the team paid you depended on individual playing time during the games and team performance throughout the season, so every play mattered. Every game mattered. And slapping hands with the men who had just lowered your paycheck often felt unnatural and forced.

      Tucker kept his eyes down as he made his way through the line. “Good game. Good game.” The rote words rolled off his tongue without a conscious thought as his mind wandered back to the trade that had landed him here. Last year at this time, he had been on the Rebels. Sure, he hadn’t gotten to play as much, but the Rebels had won the Championship game. He even had the ring to prove it, although it meant less than it might have because he’d known even then he was getting traded to the Texas Tornadoes.

      Trades happened in football. All the time. But why did it have to happen to him? He’d always been one of the best — in high school and in college, but he hadn’t even gotten the chance to show the Rebels what he could do. And yes, the Tornadoes were letting him run more, but what good was that if they didn’t win? Perhaps, if the Rebels saw how good he was, they might trade for him back, but even that was a shot in the dark. Had a team ever done that? He didn’t know.

      With the obligatory congratulatory line finished, Tucker headed toward the locker room. Blaine Hollis, quarterback, captain, and longest team member stood at the door smiling and patting the guys’ shoulders as they entered. Blaine was the definition of good sportsmanship. In fact, Tucker was fairly certain his face would be next to the word in the dictionary. Win or lose, the man always had a smile and an encouraging word. Most days Tucker found it refreshing — it reminded him of his former teammate, Emmitt, who everyone had called “Rev” — but not today. Not after losing a game they should have won.

      “Good game.” Blaine nodded and clapped Tucker on the shoulder. “We’ll get them next time.” Hollis was a good guy, but he was always spouting platitudes like these. Platitudes that felt empty when the loss column rose in number instead of the win column. Tucker was tired of his optimism. Optimism and platitudes didn’t win championships.

      “Will we?” Tucker asked. The condescension in his voice surprised him. He wasn’t normally so pessimistic, but he hadn’t adjusted to Southlake the way he thought he would have by now. People had flocked to him in the past, but he was beginning to wonder if that had been more because of his family’s money than who he really was.

      His father was a prominent attorney in San Antonio, and he had donated a lot of money to buildings and charities to get his name on things — a dormitory hall, a high school stadium, a hospital wing. The fame benefited Tucker, and he had never lacked for anything in his life — except maybe a father who was physically there. However, he was not experiencing the same thing here. Not that the people weren’t nice, it was just that they were also like him. He didn’t stand out. Not like he used to. “If we lose the next game, we’re out for the rest of the season. If you had just let me run that last play…”

      Blaine shook his head and fixed his steely eyes on Tucker. His voice dropped to his serious captain’s tone — the one that declared he was in charge, and he would not allow backtalk. “I made a call. They were all over your running game today. Maybe it would have played out differently if you had run but maybe not. We can’t win every game, Tucker, and if you only focus on the ones we lose, you will never find the joy of playing the game.”

      The joy of playing the game? This wasn’t some neighborhood tackle game. This was his livelihood Blaine was being so blasé about. “Is that what you guys told yourselves when you lost last year?”

      Tucker stared defiantly at Blaine. He knew Blaine wasn’t to blame for the Tornadoes’ losses last year; he was a good quarterback. In the top five of the league to be exact. The problem was that there were thirty-two teams and only two made it all the way to the championship game, so sometimes being good wasn’t good enough. Still, he couldn’t seem to tame the anger coursing through his veins.

      “Shower and get out of here,” Blaine said with a nod toward the locker room behind him. “You need some time off.” Though his words were forceful, and his level gaze backed them up, he didn’t raise his voice or yell. Tucker might have felt better if he had. The quiet, even tone reminded him of his mother’s scolding when he’d been in trouble growing up; and just like then, it quelled Tucker’s anger and made him realize his mistake.

      “Blaine, I’m sorry, man. I’m just frustrated.” Tucker knew he had stepped over the line, and if he didn’t get back in Blaine’s good graces, he’d be riding the bench and probably facing another trade. In fact, if he didn’t watch it, he’d wind up with a label on his back that would make every team in the league shy away from him. And then where would he be?

      “We all are, but I wasn’t kidding. Go clear your head and decide if this is still where you want to be, what you want to be doing. IF it is, I’ll see you at practice at noon tomorrow.”

      Tucker knew better than to argue. Like a scolded puppy, he hung his head and shuffled past Blaine, barely managing a  “Yes, sir.” He berated himself as he walked to his locker. His temper was getting the better of him. Again. And he needed to get it under control. This was a struggle he thought he had won but apparently he hadn’t.

      Around him, the banter from his teammates created a soft buzz. A few words bypassed the static and reached his ears — favorite plays of the game, mistakes they’d made. How did they all appear in better spirits than Tucker? Why did he let his frustration get the better of him? Why did he always focus on the worst-case scenario?
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      Shelby Doll sighed as she watched Quinn attempt to dribble a basketball and give up when the ball refused to bounce. She had already put air in the ball twice this week, but it seemed to deflate as soon as she filled it. Just another thing she needed to replace if she only had the money.

      “Uh oh, I know that sigh,” her friend Kenzi said beside her. “What’s wrong?”

      “What’s always wrong?” Shelby didn’t know why Kenzi even asked. It was always the same answer. “Money. The rent is due on this place by the end of the month, and we don’t have it. Attendance has dropped since that trampoline park opened up down the street.”

      She didn’t want to wish ill on any business, but that place was the bane of her existence. They’d come in a few months ago with flashy signs, a new sparkling building, and more money to spend on advertising and specials than she’d make in a year. The town of Southlake was rather affluent, and most families had been using the community center because it was the only option. When the trampoline park opened, those that had the money to spend had pulled their kids, leaving the few other kids who were already scraping by as the only customers.

      “That place is just a fad,” Kenzi said with a wave of her hand. The sparkly pink of her nails caught the light and sent tiny rainbows of colors dancing across the nearby wall. Kenzi always had her nails painted, and it changed with her mood or her outfit. Shelby, on the other hand, rarely painted her nails, and when she did, it was never a frivolous red or a fluffy pink color. A clear polish was much more functional.

      “It won’t last,” Kenzi continued, “and when kids tire of it, they’ll come back here because you are amazing.” She flashed her famous cheerleader smile — the one that had made her one of the most popular girls in college — as she squeezed Shelby’s shoulder.

      Shelby didn’t know about that. When she had taken over managing the center a year ago, she had felt amazing, but now she felt… behind the times. “What if they don’t? Those kids out there need us.” Her eyes found Darby, the young girl with glasses bigger than her face whose father had just been killed in the line of duty. Her mother needed this place for Darby, but she was strapped financially now that she was a single mother. And then there was Quinn. Tall and skinny, kids often picked on him at school because he spent more time reading than playing sports or the newest video game. But here he was just one of the gang. His mother was battling cancer, so there was no extra money there. And there was Benji. She still wasn’t sure exactly how he had become paralyzed as he never talked about it, but his father had left when he was young and his mother worked long hours.

      There were other kids, but these three always stood out to her because they seemed to need the center the most. She scanned the gymnasium again. Once, they had watched nearly every school age kid in town for at least a few hours after school. Basketballs would echo across the floor as teams played. Others had staked out one corner of the gym for reading and playing cards. Still another part had been the creative hangout for students who enjoyed theater and role play. But then the trampoline park had opened and offered its flashy new entertainment for kids, and most of them had left.

      Now, there were only a handful. A few basketballs still thudded against the floor, but even they sounded sad as if the kids couldn’t muster the emotion of delight that had previously lived there. Now, most of the kids read or worked on homework, and the muted atmosphere broke Shelby’s heart. Quinn placed the ball back into the rack and didn’t even try another. He shuffled to the bleachers and sat down next to Darby.

      “What if they don’t?” she asked again. “What if, come the new year, we can’t pay the rent, and we have to close the doors forever?” They had always run on a tight budget, but the drop in enrollment had quickly drained what little reserve they had kept. If anything unexpected happened that would need repairs, there wouldn’t be any money to do so. Plus, Christmas was right around the corner, but there would be little cheer at the center this year. There was no money for decorations, no money for a party, and no money for gifts. Shelby pushed her wire-framed glasses up her freckled nose and sighed.

      Kenzi flashed a sympathetic smile as she wrapped an arm around Shelby’s shoulders. “We’ll just have to pray that doesn’t happen.”

      Prayer. Shelby knew how important that was; but while she would never stop praying, she couldn’t stop the tiny voice that often whispered in her ear that she wasn’t seeing her prayers answered yet. Was God even listening to her? Did He even care? Couldn’t He send the money if He really wanted to? Drop a winning lottery ticket on the front doorstep? Or have a wealthy family leave a donation?

      “I think we may need more than just prayers for help,” Shelby said with a final glance at the gym. “We might need to pray for a miracle.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      He shouldn’t be here. He knew it, but he seemed incapable of keeping his feet from crossing the threshold into the dimly lit bar. No one even looked up as Tucker pulled the door open, even with the gust of cold air that ushered him in.

      Snow would hit their town soon. He could smell it when the wind blew — that cold, crisp scent that made plants curl up their roots and sink lower in the soil. The sharp bite in the air that seemed to gnaw through even the thickest jackets and sweaters to chill the bones. Snow didn’t come often to Texas — especially not central Texas where the town of Southlake nestled between Keller and Grapevine — but the weather had been different this year. Colder, wetter, more extreme, and he felt that it would happen.

      The acrid scent of cigarette smoke floated in the cloudy air as Tucker crossed the dingy floor to an empty barstool. An old country song crackled softly through overhead speakers that had seen better days. In fact, most of the interior of this place appeared to have seen better days. He wondered if the employees even noticed it anymore, but he doubted it. The one man he saw behind the bar wore an expression of boredom and acceptance as if this was good enough.

      Tucker pulled out the barstool, unsurprised to see a rip in the upholstery. It fit his mood and mirrored the dilapidated feeling the rest of the place exuded, but for a reason he couldn’t really explain, the cushion also held comfort. He abhorred finding comfort here, but he seemed incapable of changing it.

      All he had ever wanted was a relationship with his father. But because of his job, his father only seemed interested in two things — working and drinking. He wasn’t an alcoholic by any means; but after working long hours, he would disappear to his study and nurse a beer. At least that was what he would do on the evenings he came home. Some nights, he hadn’t even come home before Tucker and his sister had been asleep. So, Tucker had associated drinking with being close to his father. He only ever drank one; but while the frosty glass sat in front of him, he could pretend it was something they had in common — something they could bond over.

      Things hadn’t always been this way. Tucker could remember a time when his father came home before dinner in the evenings, when he would scoop up Tucker and his younger sister and carry them around the living room under his arms like an airplane, when he would circle his arms around his wife’s waist and kiss her neck as she tried to cook dinner, and she would playfully shoo him off. There was a time when laughter filled the house and a cheery glow surrounded the rooms, but all of that changed when his mother died.

      Tucker had been in junior high then, worrying stupidly about acne and girls while a deadly tumor sprouted inside his mother’s head. A tumor that grew tentacles and stealthily curled itself around different areas of her brain. A tumor none of them knew about until she died in her sleep one night. Tucker hadn’t been the one to find her, for which he had been grateful, but his father had. And it had changed him. Within a week, he’d stopped coming home for dinners, and he’d hired a cook to take care of the meals for Tucker and his sister, Whitley. Occasionally, he would arrive home before they retired to bed, but more often than not, Tucker had been the one to make sure they both had done their homework and gone to bed at a decent hour. In one week, he had basically lost both his parents and been forced to grow up faster than any teenage boy ought to. When other boys his age were worrying about homework and girls and the latest gaming system, he had been forced to worry about dishes and laundry and the well-being of his sister.

      His father had poured money on them after that, as if money could make up for the loss of their mother. Or maybe, he had done it in an effort to assuage his guilt for being gone so often. Either way, Tucker had hated that money. That money had replaced the one thing he really needed at the time — a parent. His anger had started about that time. Anger at the loss of his mother, anger at his father, and anger at the money his father had doled out instead of time.

      Yes, the money had been the main target of his anger. Until it started opening doors for him. He had talent, but he was pretty sure it was his father’s sizable donation that had earned him a role on the varsity football team as a freshman. Perhaps, he had attained the title of captain of the team in his junior year (a title normally reserved for seniors and, most often, quarterbacks and not running backs) on his own, but it could have also been the new sports equipment his father had provided even though he never attended a game. Then, there was the full ride scholarship to a prestigious university that might have been based upon his talent or the amount of money his father had thrown to the program.

      Either way, Tucker had enjoyed the benefits and the title of star running back for four years until he’d been picked up in the draft. His father’s money had certainly paved the way for a cushy ride that may or may not have existed without it, and so Tucker had swallowed his angry feelings not realizing he was fostering their growth with his denial. It was only once he was on the Rebels’ roster that things had begun to change.

      Being chosen in the draft had been a dream — one that he’d been pretty sure would happen — but a dream nonetheless. However, when he’d arrived in the Rebels’ locker room the first day, he’d realized it wasn’t the dream he had thought it would be. His father’s money meant nothing here. Almost all of the players had come from money just like he had. Some even more, and some were legacy football players. Their fathers and grandfathers had played the game, so regardless of talent, they had found their way in.

      That had been the hardest pill to swallow. He hadn’t been signed as the main running back or even the backup running back. Instead, as a backup to the backup running back, he rarely got the chance to play in games, but he’d been sure once they saw his talent that would change. Except the Rebels had traded him before he could prove himself, and now he was playing for a team who just couldn’t seem to get their act together. And it was frustrating.

      “Hey, you’re Tucker Jackson, aren’t you?”

      Tucker glanced up at the man who belonged to the voice. He sat a barstool over and looked out of place in his expensive suit. Clearly a man who normally appeared well put together, he had obviously been served one too many as his voice held the slur of inebriation and red splotches dotted his face.

      “No, man. You’ve got the wrong guy.” Normally he enjoyed being recognized, even signing autographs for fans though some players hated it. But today he just wanted to nurse his wounded ego and dwell in the past.

      “Yeah, you are.” The man stood, swayed on his feet momentarily, and then grabbed the bar to steady himself. His dress shirt hung out of his pants on one side and held the stain of whatever he’d eaten most recently. Still, he looked like a man who had money or wanted people to think he did. “You cost me a grand today.”

      Oh great. This he definitely didn’t need. He knew people bet on sporting events even though it was illegal, but he’d never met anyone who actually did. Tucker imagined this man would be buying his beer had they won the game, but since they hadn’t…. well, the man might be unsteady on his feet, but he looked solid and like an angry bull about to charge. Even as inebriated as he was, he might still be able to do some damage to Tucker. Damage that could keep him from playing in the next game.

      “Look, man, I’m sorry you lost money, but betting on football is illegal.” Tucker kept his voice neutral as he spoke and then returned his gaze to his drink. He hoped the man would take the hint and leave him alone. Unfortunately, either the man was stubborn, or his good sense was clouded by liquor. Perhaps it was a combination of both.

      An angry snort came out of the man’s mouth, and he shoved a pudgy finger in Tucker’s face. “It wouldn’t be an issue if you hadn’t lost the game. Who taught you how to carry the ball anyway, your sister?”

      Tucker tried to remain calm, but he’d never liked fingers shoved in his face; and he certainly didn’t allow anyone to talk badly about his sister. He’d had to defend her all through school when her reaction to their mother’s death had been to misbehave. Rumors had often circulated about her, and Tucker had squelched them one by one, usually through a nice payoff but occasionally with his fists when the perpetrator refused to let up. Fighting had been frowned upon in high school, but it was even more taboo in pro-football. A public fight could get you fined or suspended if anyone got hurt. Not to mention jail time if assault charges were filed.

      “My sister is actually a pretty impressive running back,” Tucker said in a last-ditch effort to diffuse the man. Maybe he would take the joke and let it go.

      “Then maybe they should hire her and let you go,” the man said as he pushed Tucker’s shoulder.

      That touch broke the tenuous thread Tucker held on his anger. He slapped the man’s hand away and jumped up from his barstool so quickly that it fell to the floor behind him. The loud bang of metal on the hard floor halted the conversation around them, and Tucker felt the eyes of the strangers on him. His hand shook as he forced it to his side. He couldn’t punch the man now. Not here and certainly not with all these people watching. “I said let it go, man.”

      Having already paid for his beer, Tucker turned to leave. Regret that he hadn’t been able to finish the drink in peace circled him like a cloud, but it paled in comparison to the regret he would face if he got suspended. His body still burned with anger, and he hoped the cool outside air would calm him down, but he never got the chance to see. Before he was halfway to the door, the force of something, or someone, knocked into him from behind and sent him careening into a table before forcing him to the floor. His breath rushed out in one gust as his ribs collided first with the sharp edge of the table and then with the hard floor. Then, he felt the pain as punches landed on his sides.

      He rolled over, unsurprised to see the drunk man bending over him, but determined not to let the man beat him to a pulp. When his fist came close again, Tucker grabbed it and pulled. The sudden shift sent the man collapsing to the floor beside him, and Tucker let his own fists fly. He only meant to incapacitate the man long enough to get out of the bar, but once the first punch landed, he couldn’t seem to stop the next one. Or the next.

      It was only the presence of an arm grabbing his, and the pressure of a knee in his back forcing him to the floor that cleared his hazy red fog. “That’s enough.”

      The voice was deep and unfamiliar, and Tucker twisted his head to see who it belonged to. The lone bartender stared back at him. He hadn’t appeared threatening, but Tucker could feel the man’s strength as he pinned Tucker’s arms behind his back.

      “It wasn’t my fault. I tried to leave,” Tucker said.

      “I know. I saw it happen. Still had to call the police though. Have to report all fights that happen and file a report for the damages.”

      Tucker scanned the area and saw a broken chair and an upended table. “I can cover the damages.”

      “Sorry, it’s the owner’s rule, but I’ll make sure they know you didn’t start it.”

      Tucker wasn’t sure that would matter to the team. It might keep him from getting officially charged, but he doubted the coach would just let this slide. Especially after his outburst at Blaine earlier.

      Defeated, Tucker relaxed and waited for the cops to arrive, but when the cold metal snapped around his wrist, he knew his worst fears had come true.
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