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The sign welcoming visitors to Oakhaven had been leaning to the left for ten years.

Roman Sterling noted this with a detached sort of clinical observation as his Aston Martin purred over the cracked asphalt of the county line. The sign was rusted at the edges, the white paint peeling like a sunburn to reveal the grey steel beneath. Welcome to Oakhaven: Where Roots Run Deep.

Roman tightened his grip on the leather steering wheel. He didn’t care about roots. He cared about escape velocity. He had spent the last seven years proving that gravity didn’t apply to him, launching himself from this suffocating valley in Pennsylvania to the neon lights of the NFL, collecting a Heisman, a Super Bowl ring, and a net worth that could buy this entire town and turn it into a parking lot.

But gravity, it turned out, was patient.

His phone buzzed on the passenger seat. He glanced at the screen. Agent. He ignored it. Then PR Manager. Ignored that, too.

The sky above was a bruised purple, heavy with pending rain. It was the kind of weather that settled in your bones, the damp cold that ruined knees and shoulders. Roman flexed his right hand, the movement automatic. His throwing arm was insured for forty million dollars, but right now, it felt leaden.

He passed the old mill, now shuttered. He passed the diner where he’d eaten a thousand pancakes after Friday night games. He passed the high school stadium, its floodlights dark, the metal bleachers rising like a skeleton against the gloom.

He didn't look at the stadium. He trained his eyes strictly on the road until he reached the turnoff for Cedar Ridge Care Facility.

He wasn’t back for nostalgia. He wasn’t back for a victory lap. He was back because Frank Sterling, the man who had worked double shifts at the cannery to buy Roman his first set of pads, was currently losing a war against his own brain.

Roman parked the sleek, black car between a beat-up Ford F-150 and a rusted minivan. The contrast was obscene. He felt a prickle of shame, then the familiar wash of defensive arrogance. He had earned the car. He had earned the suit. He had earned the right to look out of place.

He killed the engine. The silence that rushed in was deafening.

"Okay," he muttered to himself. It was the same tone he used in the huddle when they were down by six with two minutes on the clock. "Execute."



The smell hit him first.

It was a specific cocktail of industrial lemon cleaner, boiled vegetables, and decay. It was the smell of waiting.

The receptionist, a woman with frizzy hair and glasses on a chain, looked up as the automatic doors slid open. Her eyes widened. She dropped her pen.

"Oh," she breathed. "Oh my god. You’re him."

Roman put on the mask. It was a reflex now. The polite, distant smile. The nod. "Roman Sterling. I’m here to see Frank."

"We... we weren't expecting you until tomorrow," she stammered, fumbling with a clipboard. "I mean, the nurses said—I mean, my husband has you on his fantasy team. He says you’re the best arm since Marino."

"Tell him I said thanks," Roman said, his voice smooth, low, and completely empty. "Room 304?"

"Yes. Yes, down the hall, last door on the left."

He walked away before she could ask for a selfie. He moved through the hallway with the predatory grace of an athlete, his footsteps silent on the linoleum. He kept his gaze forward, avoiding the open doors where elderly figures sat slumped in wheelchairs, staring at flickering televisions.

Room 304 was dim. The blinds were drawn.

Roman stopped in the doorway. The man in the bed looked like Frank Sterling, but smaller. Like someone had let the air out of him. Frank had always been a mountain—broad shoulders, calloused hands, a voice that could rattle windows. Now, he was a collection of sharp angles under a thin white sheet.

Roman stepped inside. "Dad?"

The figure in the bed stirred. Frank’s eyes opened. They were the same muddy brown as Roman’s, but cloudy, like a pond stirred up by a stick. He blinked, focusing slowly on the man standing at the foot of his bed in the three-thousand-dollar suit.

"Doctor?" Frank rasped.

Roman flinched. "No, Dad. It’s me. It’s Rome."

Frank frowned, the lines in his forehead deepening. He chewed on the inside of his cheek, a habit Roman had inherited. "Rome?"

"Yeah. I’m back."

Frank tried to sit up, his trembling arms pushing against the mattress. Roman moved instantly, crossing the room in two strides to help him, adjusting the pillows. The physical contact was jarring; his father felt frail, his bones bird-like under the flannel pajamas.

"You got big," Frank whispered, staring at Roman’s shoulders.

"I’ve been big for a long time, Dad."

Frank nodded slowly, his gaze drifting around the room. He looked confused, searching the corners, the empty chair, the doorway. "Where is she?"

Roman stiffened. He knew who she was. There was only one she in Frank’s fragmented timeline. "She’s not here."

"Clara," Frank said, the name landing with a soft thud in the quiet room. "Did you bring Clara?"

Roman walked to the window and adjusted the blinds, letting a sliver of grey light in just so he didn't have to look at his father. "No."

"She usually comes on Tuesdays," Frank mumbled. "She reads the sports section. She says you’re doing well. Says you’re on the TV."

Roman froze. His hand gripped the plastic wand of the blinds. "Clara comes here?"

"She’s a good girl, Rome," Frank said, his voice gaining a sudden, lucid strength. "You fix that. Whatever you did. You fix it. You don't let a girl like that walk."

The rage flared so hot and fast it almost made Roman dizzy. It started in his chest and shot up his throat. Whatever I did?

He turned back to the bed. "She walked, Dad. Not me. She’s the one who left. Remember?"

But the window of lucidity had slammed shut. Frank was picking at a loose thread on his blanket, his eyes glazed over again. "The carburetor on the Chevy is shot," he muttered. "Gonna cost two hundred to fix."

Roman let out a breath he didn’t know he was holding. He pulled the visitor chair closer to the bed and sat down. He rested his elbows on his knees and clasped his hands. The Super Bowl ring on his right hand clinked against his watch.

"Sleep, Dad," he said softly. "I’ll handle the carburetor."



By the time Roman left the facility, it was raining. A cold, miserable drizzle that made the town look like a watercolor painting left out in the yard.

He needed a drink. But if he went to O’Malley’s, he’d be mobbed. He needed food. But if he went to the diner, he’d have to sign autographs until his hand cramped.

He drove to the only place he knew would be empty at 4:00 PM on a Tuesday: the high school field house.

He had a key. Or rather, he knew where Coach Miller hid the spare key—under the loose brick behind the HVAC unit. It was a secret Roman had guarded since he was fifteen, usually utilizing it to sneak in extra practice reps or, on one memorable occasion, to make out with Clara Mitchell on the wrestling mats.

He pushed that memory down violently.

He parked around the back, retrieved the key, and let himself into the dim, musty hallway. It smelled exactly the same: rubber, sweat, and floor wax. The Trophy Case was illuminated by a single buzzing fluorescent bulb.

Roman stopped.

There he was. Behind the glass, frozen in a framed photograph from his senior year. He was eighteen, holding the State Championship trophy, grinning like he owned the world. Clara was next to him in the photo. She was wearing his jersey, her cheek pressed against his shoulder, her eyes bright with a adoration that looked sickeningly genuine.

He stared at the photo. He hated that boy. That boy was stupid. That boy thought love was enough to sustain a future. That boy didn't know that the girl clinging to his arm was already planning how to cut him loose.

"I wondered if you’d show up here."

Roman didn't jump. He turned slowly to see Coach Miller standing at the end of the hallway. The man looked older—less hair, more gut—but he still wore the same navy windbreaker with WILDCATS stitched over the heart.

"Coach," Roman said.

"Rome." Miller walked over, his steps echoing. He didn't offer a handshake; he pulled Roman into a rough hug, slapping his back hard enough to sting. "Good to see you, son. Sorry about Frank."

"He’s... he’s hanging in there," Roman said, stepping back.

Miller leaned against the trophy case. "Town’s buzzing. Saw that spaceship you’re driving parked out front. You trying to intimidate the locals?"

"Just the only car I have, Coach."

"Uh-huh." Miller studied him. "You look tired. You look like you’ve been sacked ten times in a row."

"Long drive."

"And a long seven years," Miller added quietly.

Roman jaw tightened. "I did what I had to do."

"You did," Miller agreed. "And you did damn well. We’re proud of you, Rome. Even if you never call."

"I’ve been busy."

"Busy being a legend. I get it." Miller sighed, rubbing the back of his neck. "Look, I’m not gonna ask you for money. I know the booster club is already drafting a letter, but that’s not me."

"I’ll write a check, Coach. The field looks like shit. Needs new turf."

"We’ll take it. But I need a bigger favor."

Roman raised an eyebrow. "Bigger than turf?"

"I need a coach."

Roman let out a short, harsh laugh. "No. Absolutely not. I’m here for two weeks, maybe three. Until... until Dad passes. Then I’m gone."

"The Peewee coach quit yesterday," Miller said, ignoring the rejection. "Took a job in Ohio. The season starts in three weeks. These kids have nobody, Rome. They’re standing out there on the practice field right now with a couple of dads who don't know a cover defense from a casserole."

"Not my problem."

"It’s an hour a day. Tuesdays and Thursdays."

"I’m a commentator now, Coach. Or I will be. I don't do peewee."

Miller stepped closer. "You need something to do, Rome. I know you. You sit in that big empty house of your dad’s, watching him fade away, you’re gonna go crazy. You need grass under your feet. You need to throw a ball."

"I can throw a ball in my backyard."

"It’s community service," Miller pressed. "For the soul. Just go look at them. They’re practicing on the lower field. Just go look. If you can walk away after seeing them, fine."

Roman checked his watch. He had nothing to do but go back to the empty house where the silence was heavy enough to crush him.

"Fine," Roman snapped. "I’ll look. But I’m not coaching."



The lower field was a patch of uneven grass behind the elementary school, bordered by a chain-link fence and a row of ancient oak trees. The rain had paused, leaving the air heavy and thick.

Roman leaned against the fence, his sunglasses on despite the clouds. He kept the collar of his coat turned up.

It was a disaster.

There were about fifteen kids, ranging from ages six to eight. They looked like a swarm of bees with no queen. Helmets were too big, pads were on backwards, and one kid was sitting in the middle of the defensive line eating grass.

Two fathers were standing in the middle of the chaos, shouting contradictory instructions.

"Run! No, stop! Catch it!"

The ball—a junior size pigskin—wobbled through the air and landed with a thud three feet away from the intended receiver, who was busy waving at a squirrel.

Roman scoffed. "Pathetic."

He turned to leave. He had seen enough. This wasn't football; it was daycare with helmets.

"Alright, line it up! Let’s go, Toby! Show ‘em how to throw!"

The voice came from one of the moms on the sidelines. Roman stopped. The voice triggered something in his lizard brain—a memory of warm nights and whispering in the dark—but he pushed it away.

He looked back at the field.

A kid was walking toward the center of the scrum. He was small, maybe six years old, skinny but wiry. He walked differently than the other kids. He didn't stumble. He walked on the balls of his feet.

The kid reached down and picked up the ball. He wiped his hands on his jersey.

Roman’s breath hitched.

The jersey.

It wasn't one of the generic mesh pinnies the other kids were wearing. It was an oversized, vintage Oakhaven High School jersey. Purple and gold. The number 7 was peeling on the front.

It was his jersey.

Not a replica. The actual jersey. Roman knew it because of the jagged tear on the left shoulder seam, stitched up with black thread—a souvenir from the semi-final game his junior year when a linebacker had nearly ripped his arm off.

Roman gripped the chain-link fence, his knuckles turning white. Where the hell did he get that?

The kid—Toby—stepped up to the makeshift line of scrimmage. He held the ball. The stance was perfect. Feet shoulder-width apart, knees bent, weight on the back foot. He scanned the field with a seriousness that looked comical on a six-year-old face, but Roman wasn't laughing.

Then, the kid did it.

Toby brought the ball up. He tapped the leather against his chin. Tap. Tap.

Roman felt the ground tilt.

It was subtle. Most people wouldn't notice it. But Roman noticed it because he had spent four years in college and four years in the pros trying to stop doing it. It was his tell. Every defensive coordinator in the league watched for the Sterling Chin Tap.

Toby tapped his chin, stepped into the throw, and launched the ball.

It was a spiral. A tight, perfect, beautiful spiral. It cut through the heavy air and hit the receiver—the grass-eater—square in the chest, knocking the poor kid over.

"Nice arm!" one of the dads yelled.

Roman didn't hear him. The roaring in his ears was louder than the stadium on Super Bowl Sunday. He tore his eyes away from the boy and scanned the sidelines.

He needed to see the parent. He needed to know who was letting their kid cosplay as Roman Sterling.

His eyes swept past a group of moms in raincoats, past a dad on a cell phone, and landed on a woman standing near the water cooler.

She was wearing navy blue scrubs and a grey cardigan that looked two sizes too big. Her hair was pulled back in a messy knot, strands escaping to frame her face. She was holding a water bottle, her eyes fixed on the boy in the number 7 jersey with a look of terrifying, ferocious pride.

Clara.

The world narrowed down to a pinprick. The grey sky, the damp field, the noise of the kids—it all vanished. There was only her.

She looked older. Tired. There were shadows under her eyes that hadn't been there when they were eighteen. But the curve of her jaw was the same. The way she stood, with her arms crossed over her chest, was the same.

Roman felt the hate rise up like bile. It was a living thing, this resentment. It had kept him warm on lonely nights in hotel rooms. It had fueled his workouts. It was the engine that drove him.

She had told him she didn't love him. She had told him he was holding her back. She had looked him in the eye, seven years ago, and said, I met someone else, Rome. Someone who fits here. You don't fit here anymore.

And now, here she was. Still here. Still fitting.

As if sensing his gaze, Clara turned.

Her head snapped toward the fence. Her eyes, wide and blue, locked onto his.

For a second, neither of them moved. The distance between them—fifty yards of wet grass—felt like a canyon. Roman saw the color drain from her face. He saw her hand fly up to her throat. She looked like she had seen a ghost.

Good.

Roman took off his sunglasses. He wanted her to see it. He wanted her to see the cold, hard anger in his eyes. He wanted her to know that the boy she broke didn't exist anymore.

He unlatched the gate. The metal clanged, a sharp, violent sound.

He stepped onto the field.

The dads fell silent as he approached. They recognized him. Of course they did. The whispers started immediately. "Is that...?" "Holy sh... that's Sterling."

Roman ignored them. He walked straight toward Clara. His expensive Italian loafers sank into the mud, ruining them. He didn't care.

She didn't run. To her credit, she stood her ground, though he saw her hands trembling where she clutched her cardigan.

He stopped three feet in front of her. Up close, he could smell her—vanilla and antiseptic. The scent twisted a knife in his gut.

"Roman," she breathed. Her voice was shaking.

"Clara," he said. His voice was granite.

"I... I heard you were back. Frank... how is Frank?"

"Dying," he said flatly. "But you know that. Since you visit him."

She flinched. "I check in on him. He’s lonely, Rome."

"Don't call me that."

She pressed her lips together. "Declan. I'm sorry. I'm sorry about your dad."

"Save it." He looked past her, toward the field where the kids were resetting for the next play. The boy—Toby—was laughing, high-fiving another kid. The number 7 on his back mocked Roman.

"The jersey," Roman said, nodding toward the kid.

Clara stiffened. She stepped slightly to the side, as if trying to block his view of the boy. "It’s just an old shirt. He found it at a thrift store."

"A thrift store," Roman repeated. "With the tear in the shoulder I got against Central?"

Clara swallowed hard. Her pulse was visible in her neck. "He likes football. You’re the hometown hero. All the kids look up to you."

"Is that right?" Roman took a step closer, invading her space. He towered over her. "And does he know that the hometown hero is the guy his mother threw away like garbage?"

"Declan, please," she hissed, glancing around at the other parents who were now openly staring. "Not here."

"Where is he?" Roman asked, looking around. "The guy? The upgrade? The one you stayed for?"

"He’s not here," she whispered.

"Figures." Roman sneered. "Probably working late? Or did he leave you, too?"

Clara’s eyes filled with sudden, sharp tears, but she blinked them back furiously. She lifted her chin. "Why are you here? You made it clear you were never coming back."

"I’m coaching," he lied.

The words came out before he thought them through. But as soon as he said them, he knew it was the perfect punishment.

Clara’s face went white. "What?"

"Miller asked me to take over the team. I said yes."

"No," she said, her voice rising in panic. "No. You can't. You’re... you’re Roman Sterling. You have better things to do."

"Nothing better than giving back to the community," he said, flashing a smile that didn't reach his eyes. It was a shark’s smile. "Besides, it looks like your kid has some talent. But his form is sloppy. He needs a real coach."

"We don't need you," Clara said, her voice trembling with a desperate intensity that confused him. "Toby doesn't need you."

"Toby," Roman tested the name. "Cute."

"Walk away, Roman. Please. Just... go be famous somewhere else."

"I don't think I will." Roman leaned down, bringing his face level with hers. "I think I’m going to stay. I think I’m going to teach your son how to be a winner. Because clearly, he’s not learning that at home."

It was a low blow. Cruel. But he wanted to hurt her. He wanted her to bleed the way he had bled for seven years.

Clara stared at him, devastation warring with defiance in her eyes. "You have no idea what you’re doing."

"I know exactly what I’m doing," Roman said. He straightened up and turned to the field. He cupped his hands around his mouth, his voice booming across the grass, silencing the parents and the children instantly.

"ALRIGHT, HUDDLE UP! BRING IT IN!"

The kids stopped. They looked at him. They looked at the giant man in the suit who commanded the space like a king.

Toby was the first to move. He jogged over, his eyes wide, the number 7 flapping against his skinny legs. He looked up at Roman with pure, unadulterated awe.

"Are you Roman Sterling?" the boy asked, his voice squeaky.

Roman looked down at the boy. Up close, the resemblance was... unsettling. Not in the face—he looked like Clara—but in the eyes. The intensity.

Roman looked back at Clara. She looked like she was about to be sick.

"Yeah, kid," Roman said, keeping his eyes on Clara’s terrified face. "I’m Roman Sterling. And I’m your new coach."

d2d_images/cover.jpg
£CES‘“'.
F Qs

Shari Malin 4






d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





