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Chapter 1
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Will Stover finished off the bottled water and glanced at his phone.

“Hoops at your house . . . 3:30 . . . have you raised the goals?”

It was a text message from his best friend, Cam Show. Basketball practice had begun the previous Thursday and Cam and most of the other Baltic Bearcats were eager to get in a little extra work. The Stovers’ back yard was the best place for that to happen. Will’s dad, Steve, had built a full-sized court just about the time Will was learning to walk.

“OK,” Will replied. “See ya then.”

He tied the laces on his shoes and went outside to the detached garage. It served as sort of a home base for all the activities that took place at the Stovers’ athletic mecca. He tossed the empty bottle in the recycle bin and walked to the first goal. For fun, the boys sometimes kept the goals at a lower height. Now that it was time to get serious, Will cranked the handle four times, knowing from experience that would take the goal to the correct 10-foot level.

Basketball had always been Will’s weakest sport. He had already quarterbacked the varsity football team for two seasons, though this would be his first year playing high school basketball. He and Cam had led the junior high basketball team to an unbeaten season the year before, the first in the school’s history.

Will had a secret, though, and it was one he didn’t even want to admit to himself. He was having trouble getting excited about another year of basketball.

The football season had ended too soon, the Bearcats having lost a single conference game to one of their biggest rivals, Greenfield. That loss had cost the team a chance to advance to the state playoffs and Will was having a tough time moving ahead.

Walking to the other end of the court, Will picked up a stray basketball – the court was usually full of them – and drilled a 22-foot jump shot. He’d always been able to shoot the ball. The ball zipped through the net and headed straight back to him. He swatted it away as if it was an annoyance and continued his walk.

First and foremost, Will was a baseball player. Already regarded as one of the best high school shortstops in the state, he had started planning a college baseball career when he was seven years old. Football was a standby. It was great fun during the season but Will always thought that once his final high school game passed, he’d concentrate solely on baseball.

He cranked the handle. Once, twice, three times and then a fourth until the goal reached its perfect height.

He’d play baseball at Valley Tech, the same place his dad had been a standout quarterback and shortstop a little more than two decades earlier. That had always been the plan.

Now, football was beginning to complicate things.

Steve Stover had waited almost a week to tell his son the news. A head coach from a Division I college had written a letter to Will, expressing interest in him playing football. The location caught Will by surprise. The letter was from Hank Rathers, the head coach at Augusta College. Augusta was two states – and about 800 miles – away from Baltic.

Coach Rathers explained in the letter that he’d watched game film of Will and was impressed with what the sophomore had already accomplished. When Steve delivered the letter to his son, it came with a warning.

“You’d be better off to keep this to yourself,” he’d said. “Between you and me, there are probably going to be more of these arriving in the next couple of years. A lot more.”

Will grinned in disbelief.

“I know it’s a big deal and I understand some of the feelings you’re having,” Steve continued. “Trust me, Will. It’s a good idea, at least for a while, to keep this quiet around your friends. These letters can put a strain on relationships and can cause hard feelings. Before you say anything about it, we should talk first.

“Deal?”

“Yes sir,” Will said.

Sometimes it was frustrating to have a father who had already enjoyed all the successes of high school – and college – fame. The comparisons were tough to avoid. At other times, though, Will realized what a big help it was to live with someone who could point out the potential pitfalls.

Will retrieved another bottle from the refrigerator in the garage and turned on some music. In an instant, the sounds could be heard through the speakers that surrounded the court. Will headed back outside, rolling a rack of basketballs beside him. He took all but five balls from the rack and spread five each at various points around the three-point line at the near goal.

He placed the bottle on the edge of the court. Starting in the left corner, Will took the first ball off the rack, lined it up with his right elbow and eye and let it loose. He knew it was in the second he released it. The second, third and fourth followed suit. The fifth rattled twice on the rim before kissing the backboard and dropping through.

Will moved to the next stop and sank five more. From the top of the key, he drained the first three before he heard a door slam behind him. He watched as the ball fell short, missing everything.

“Nice focus,” Ty laughed.

Will’s little brother was two years younger but quickly becoming his equal on the athletic fields.

“The guys will be here in a few minutes,” Will said. “You in?”

“Sure,” Ty said. “Unless you’re going to have enough without me.”

“You can play in my spot if you want,” Will muttered under his breath as he picked up another basketball.

“Huh?” Ty asked, walking toward him.

“Never mind,” Will said. He released the ball and, even before it found the bottom of the net, reached down to pick up another. He nailed six more shots before missing.

Will heard car doors slam in succession and then a low rumble as his teammates – present and future – made their way up the driveway to the back yard.

“Notre Dame and Syracuse!”

Brandon Slade, a fairly new friend of Will’s who had moved earlier in the year to Baltic and starred on the football team, was the first to arrive and Will heard his voice before he actually saw him.

“Notre Dame and Syracuse!”

“What are you talking about?” Will asked Brandon. “They play today or something?”

Brandon was now joined by Cam, Bryce Locklin and four others.

“He’s being recruited by Notre Dame!” Cam shouted.

“And Syracuse!” Brandon added.

“Seriously?” Will managed.

It was really no surprise after the season Brandon had put together for the Bearcats. He was a tall, fast, athletic receiver but he, like Will, was only a sophomore. It all seemed so sudden.

Evidently, Brandon hadn’t received the same talk from his father that Steve had given Will.

“Congrats, man! That’s great news!” Will said. “So, have you made up your mind?”

“Between those two schools?” Brandon said. “Will, I’m a sophomore. I’m not going to make a decision right now. There should be lots of others.”

“Not about that,” Will said. “About basketball.”

“Oh, that,” Brandon said. “Yeah, that’s not going to happen. There was a chance there for a little while. Then, these letters came. Needless to say, I’m not taking a chance of injury by playing basketball.

“I’m just here to watch.”

“And tell me about Notre Dame?” Will asked with a grin.

“And Syracuse,” Brandon added, chuckling.
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Shelby Sparks was waiting just inside the door when Will hopped out of the passenger’s side of Brandon’s black jeep and made his way into the school building.

“Good morning!” She greeted him with a quick hug and the two walked toward Will’s locker. Shelby had ended a brief stay at Greenfield High School and had re-enrolled at Baltic just a week before. She and Will had resumed their relationship, even announcing to others that they were officially dating.

“Hey, before I forget, I wanted to ask you something,” Shelby said, cocking her head as she glanced at Will. “You remember the ring, right?”

“How could I forget?” Will said and quickly rolled his eyes.

“I know. Sorry about that,” Shelby said.

She was referring to Will’s state championship ring he had earned the year before in football. He’d asked her to wear it and she’d accepted it but had quickly and quietly returned it to him. To Will, it still felt like it had happened yesterday instead of nearly eight months ago.

“What about it?” Will asked.

“I notice that you never wear it,” she said. “The other guys wear theirs almost every day but I never see you wearing yours. Aren’t you proud of it?”

“Sure I am,” Will said. “Remember, I asked you to wear it. The night you gave it back was probably the worst time of my life.”

“Anyway . . .”

“Is the offer still good?” Shelby asked, turning to
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