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    This book is dedicated to everyone who has ever been counted out, misunderstood, or judged by a moment instead of their heart.

To those who grew up learning survival before peace, strength before comfort, and loyalty before trust—this story is for you.

To the men who lost time but never lost their minds, who found clarity in confinement and purpose in pain, your stories matter.

And to my family, who stood by me when the vision was only an idea and the road was uncertain—thank you for believing when belief was all I had.

This book is for anyone still standing, still dreaming, and still fighting to become more than their past.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "They locked my body in a cell.

My mind had to decide if it was coming with me."

— Smoothe
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PROLOGUE — “The Moment Everything Ends” 

The sirens were already painting the night red and blue when Terrence 

“Smoothe” Carter realized he was going to lose everything. 

He couldn’t move. Couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t even hear the officers 

shouting anymore. 

Just that ringing — that same sharp ringing that started the moment the 

shots went off in Larimer. The moment his world cracked like a 

backboard under a dunk. 

He was on his knees now. Cold gravel digging through his jeans. 

Hands on the back of his head. Floodlights blinding him. Campus 

security screaming at students to step back as they filmed him with 

their phones. 

The Peterson Events Center — his second home, his sanctuary — 

towered behind him. 

But now the court wasn’t waiting for him. The cameras weren’t 

waiting for him. The scouts, the fans, the dreams, the future... 

All of it was slipping fast. 

“Terrence Carter!” A voice shouted over the chaos. “Stand up slowly! 

Hands visible!” 

Smoothe lifted his head just enough to see the police cruiser door 

open, a new set of boots stepping out. Detective Monroe. Steady. 

Sharp-eyed. Expression unreadable. 

She walked toward him with a look he’d seen only once before — the 

kind coaches give a player right after they blow the championship in
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the last second. 

Not anger. Not disappointment. Just... inevitability. 

As if this was always the ending waiting on him. 

She reached him, crouched down, and spoke low so only he could 

hear. 

“You could’ve been great, kid.” 

Smoothe swallowed hard, his throat tight. 

“I didn’t kill nobody,” he whispered. 

Monroe studied him, her face inches from his. Her eyes weren’t cruel 

— but they weren’t soft either. They were the eyes of someone who’d 

seen the truth a thousand times, and lies a thousand more. 

“That may be true,” she said, “...but you were there.” 

Her hand touched his shoulder gently — then gripped it firmly. 

“And around here?” She leaned in. “That’s the same damn thing.” 

Smoothe closed his eyes as the cuffs locked around his wrists. 

CLINK. 

The sound echoed through him like a gunshot. 

-
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HOURS EARLIER, HE’D stood in front of a packed arena, sweat on his brow 

and cheers hitting him like a tidal wave. Students chanting his name. 

Cameras flashing. His coach slapping his shoulder, telling him he was 

next up.
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Hours earlier, he’d been a star. A hero. A promise. 

Now he was just another boy from Lincoln–Lemington with police 

lights reflecting off his tears. 

As the officers pulled him to his feet and walked him past the crowd, 

Smoothe saw the faces around him: 

Shock. Confusion. Fear. Judgment. 

And Malik... Malik’s face flashed in his mind — the fear in his eyes, 

the guilt twisting his expression, the shaking hands clenching the 

steering wheel. 

“You my brother or not?” 

Those words clung to Smoothe’s ribs like burrs. 

He didn’t know then that this wasn’t just the end of a chapter — it was 

the end of a life. 

Because the boy who walked into that car in Larimer... died in 

Larimer. 

And the man who would step out of prison years later— 

Wouldn’t be him at all.
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CHAPTER 1 

Chapter 1 – Lincoln Ave Legend 
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The first time Terrence dropped thirty on somebody, the court was a 

cracked-up slab down Paulson ave, double-rim hoop leaning like it 

was tired of believing in people. 

He was fourteen. Five minutes into the game, every grown man on the 

sideline had stopped talking. 

“Run it back!” somebody yelled from the fence when he pulled up 

from damn near the hash and splashed it. 

Terrence didn’t say nothing. He never did. Just backpedaled, palms 

low, breathing through his nose while the cold October air cut his 

lungs. The ball came off the rim, he snatched it, spun between two 

dudes in spray-painted tees and beat-up Timbs, and glided to the other 

end like the floor tilted for him. 

“Yo, this lil’ nigga different,” a dude in a Carhartt jacket said, cigarette 

hanging from his lip. “What they call you again?” 

Terrence bounced the ball back to the top of the key. “Smoothe,” he 

said. 

Somebody laughed. “Naw, that fit.” 

From the steps, Malik watched with his hood up, arms tucked into his 

black bubble coat. He’d been there since before the game started, half 

posted up, half lurking—eyes moving more than his body ever did. 

“Boy think he Kobe,” Malik muttered, but there was a crooked smile 

on his face.
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A skinny kid with braids standing next to him grinned. “He bustin’ 

they ass, Ghost.” 

“Don’t call me that out loud, lil’ man,” Malik said, flicking his eyes 

toward the far corner of the court. 

Two dudes leaning on a parked Impala were watching just as hard as 

Malik was. Lemington Line Boyz—LLB—written all over them 

without a single hoodie logo. One had dreads tied back with a 

bandana, the other had a faded neck tattoo disappearing into his collar. 

Everybody in Lincoln–Lemington knew who they were even if they 

didn’t know names. 

The one with the dreads—Boomer—was nodding to the rhythm of the 

game, chains clinking on his chest. The other, Rico “Reek” Barnes, 

had his hands in his coat, eyes flat, face unreadable. 

“They gon’ scoop him,” the braided kid said. “Watch.” 

Malik’s jaw tightened. “He ain’t for this.” 

The kid snorted. “He from here, ain’t he?” 

On the court, Smoothe dodged a reach-in, took one hard dribble, and 

rose up. When the ball kissed the net, somebody on the sideline damn 

near threw their folding chair. 

Game point. 

Smoothe shook hands with the dudes he just torched, all older than 

him, some with beards, one with a teardrop tat under his eye. No fear 

in him. He’d grown up surrounded by these faces, these nights. 

Streetlights humming. Sirens echoing off bricks. The smell of weed 

and fried chicken floating from an open window. It was all just 

background noise to him.
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He grabbed his hoodie off the baseline and slipped it on. The front said 

“Lincoln Rec All-Stars,” number 3 sharpied into the corner. 

“Yo, Smoothe!” Malik called. “Come here real quick.” 

Smoothe turned, one hand palming the ball, sweating through his 

T-shirt. The orange glow from the busted streetlight caught the edges 

of his face—still soft around the cheeks, but his eyes already too old. 

“What’s up?” he said, walking over. 

Malik nodded toward the Impala. “You know who that is?” 

Smoothe flicked his eyes over casually, not wanting to stare. “Boomer. 

And Reek, right?” 

“Aight, you not stupid,” Malik said. “You see how they watchin’ 

you?” 

Smoothe looked again. Boomer gave him a little chin-up nod. Reek 

didn’t move, but his gaze never left them. 

“That’s ‘cause I’m cookin’,” Smoothe said, half joking, half not. 

Malik shook his head. “Nah. That’s ‘cause in about two years, maybe 

less, you gon’ be worth somethin’ off this court too. Don’t let them 

decide what.” 

Smoothe rolled the ball from hand to hand. “They ain’t tryna recruit 

me or nothin’. They just watching.” 

“Everybody watching you,” Malik said quietly. “You just don’t see 

who yet.” 

He said it like a warning, but it came out tasting a little like envy. He 

loved Smoothe. They’d shared the same broken controllers and 

dollar-menu fries since kindergarten. But every time a scout slid into
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the bleachers at a Pitt game, every time a coach handed Smoothe a 

brochure, something sour crept into Malik’s chest. 

Smoothe shrugged. “You coming to the game tomorrow?” 

“If Coach let me in with these,” Malik said, holding up his scuffed 

black Forces. 

Smoothe smirked. “He ain’t checking shoes, bro. Just don’t smell like 

weed.” 

Malik grinned, then his phone buzzed in his coat. He pulled it out, 

glanced at the screen, and the grin flattened. 

“Ayo, I gotta slide,” he said. “You good walkin’ back?” 

Smoothe looked toward Paulson Ave, down the dark stretch where the 

road curved, disappearing into shadows and half-dead streetlights. 

“I’m straight,” he said. 

“You know they say that right before some bullshit,” Malik muttered. 

But he clapped Smoothe’s shoulder and started toward the Impala 

instead of the street. 

Reek’s eyes ticked to him. There was a short conversation by the 

car—Malik’s head down, Reek’s staying still, Boomer watching the 

whole court like he had a gun on it. Smoothe couldn’t hear the words, 

but he recognized the posture: somebody higher up giving orders. 

He turned away, bouncing the ball as he walked out of the gate. 

-

[image: ]


LINCOLN–LEMINGTON AT night felt like its own planet.

7

Houses stacked on narrow streets, porches sagging, siding peeling. Old 

heads in hoodies on milk crates, smoke curling up as they talked low. 

Kids too young to be outside this late still riding bikes in loose circles, 

their laughter sharp and fast. Floaters of trash caught in the curbside 

water, reflecting the yellow shine of crooked streetlights. 

Smoothe walked past a corner store with bars on the windows. The 

“OPEN” sign flickered like it was lying. He bounced the ball the 

whole way, the hollow thump echoing off brick. 

“Boy, you better not bounce that damn ball past eleven!” an older 

woman snapped from a porch, leaning over the rail in a satin bonnet. 

“My bad, Miss Wanda,” Smoothe called back, smile sliding easy. 

“You lucky you good at it,” she said, but there was affection 

underneath. 

He turned onto his block Montezuma st. The Carter house was a small 

two-story right on the corner of Montezuma and Point view with 

chipping blue paint and a porch light that only worked if you smacked 

it twice. Tonight it was on, casting a tired cone of light onto the steps. 

Inside, the TV was going—he could hear the muffled cadence of the 

local news. He took a breath before he opened the door. 

“Terrence?” his mother’s voice came sharp from the living room as 

soon as the hinges creaked. “That you?” 

“Nah, it’s Jason,” he called back automatically, kicking his shoes off 

by the rug. 

“Boy, don’t play with me,” Sheila Carter said, appearing in the 

doorway in scrubs and a headscarf, tired etched into the lines around 

her eyes. “You know how this neighborhood is.”
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“I’m here, Ma,” he said, stepping forward to hug her. She smelled like 

disinfectant and cocoa butter lotion. 

She squeezed him hard, then pulled back to look at his face. “You 

eat?” 

“Not yet. We had a run at the court.” 

“You and Malik?” 

“Yeah.” 

Her mouth tightened for a second. “You know I don’t like you hanging 

out late with that boy.” 

“Ma, come on. That’s my brother.” 

“Your brother always got one foot in somethin’ I don’t want no part 

of,” she said. “And you? You got a way out. There ain’t a lot of those 

around here, Terrence. Don’t act like that scholarship ain’t a miracle.” 

He dropped his eyes. “I know.” 

“Good. Now wash your hands. There’s chicken in the oven. Deja 

already picked all the skin off two pieces like she a rabbit.” 

“Tell him to stop lying on me,” Deja’s voice drifted down the hall. 

Smoothe walked into the kitchen. Deja was at the small table, books 

spread in front of her, highlighter in hand. Her hair was in two big 

puffs, earphones in, lips moving like she was silently reading along. 

“What you studying, professor?” he asked, scrubbing his hands in the 

sink. 

“Chemistry,” she said, pulling one earbud out. “Unlike you, I can’t just 

‘cross over’ and pass without trying.”
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He flicked water at her. She dodged, barely, but grinned. “I saw your 

highlights, by the way. Marcus posted them on his story.” 

“Oh yeah?” he said, trying to hide the pride in his voice. 

“Yeah. You kinda nice or whatever.” 

“Kinda?” He plated a thigh and some mac and cheese. “You keep 

talking crazy, I’mma tell Coach you busy on Saturdays so you can’t 

come to the games no more.” 

She rolled her eyes, but he could see the small flicker of fear behind 

the joke. Ever since scouting letters started showing up, ever since his 

name started scrolling across local sports tickers, Deja had clung to his 

games like they were proof he was leaving someday. 

Smoothe sat across from her. “You good on that test?” 

“Yeah,” she said. “I’m tryna graduate outta this house before you get 

drafted.” 

“Oh, that’s how it is?” he asked with a mouthful of chicken. 

She smiled. “Somebody gotta get Mom outta UPMC, and apparently it 

ain’t you yet.” 

He laughed, but it settled heavy in his chest. The house felt smaller 

these days. Not just because his body had stretched and his shoes had 

outgrown the front mat twice in two years. Small in the way dreams 

made walls shrink. 

Upstairs, a floorboard creaked. Uncle Ray was moving around in the 

back room, probably digging through some old boxes again. 

“Ray-Ray still here?” Smoothe asked.
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“Came by an hour ago,” Sheila said, coming in with a glass of water. 

“Said he had somethin’ for you.” 

“For me?” Smoothe frowned. 

“And if it’s another one of them busted DVD players he found on 

somebody curb, I’ma throw it right back at his head,” she added. “I’m 

tired of trash in my attic.” 

A minute later, Ray appeared at the kitchen doorway, wearing a 

Steelers hoodie and sweatpants, gray in his beard and a cigarette 

tucked behind his ear. 

“There go Lincoln Ave legend,” he said. “You out there embarrassing 

grown men again, nephew?” 

“Just hooping,” Smoothe said. 

“Nah, he nice for real,” Deja said. “Like... next-level nice.” 

Ray’s eyes crinkled. “I know that already. I seen it when he was ten, 

runnin’ pick-up with kids who ain’t hit puberty yet. But that ain’t why 

I came by.” 

He dropped into the chair next to Smoothe and slid a folded envelope 

across the table. It was worn like it had been carried around all day. 

“What’s this?” Smoothe asked. 

“Letter came to my spot by mistake. Got your name on it.” 

Smoothe wiped his fingers quick and opened it, Deja leaning in 

shamelessly. 

Pitt Athletics letterhead. A familiar logo, but the words were different 

this time.

11

“Dear Mr. Carter,” he read silently. “We’re pleased to invite you to...” 

His vision blurred for a second, heart thumping. 

“Well?” Sheila asked, anxiety and hope fighting in her voice. 

“Coach wants me to work out with the starters,” he said slowly. 

“They... they talking about bumpin’ my minutes. Maybe starting next 

month.” 

Deja squealed, jumping up from the table and hugging him from 

behind. “Let’s gooo!” 

Sheila put a hand over her mouth. Her eyes glistened. “Oh, thank you, 

Jesus,” she whispered. 

Ray nodded once, serious suddenly. “See? This what I been tellin’ 

you. You ain’t built for these streets, T. Streets don’t got no patience. 

No scholarships. No second chances.” 

He said it like someone who’d tried to outplay the odds and lost. 

“I know, Unc,” Smoothe said. 

Ray leaned closer, lowering his voice. “Then hear me now. Watch who 

you stand next to. Watch what car you sittin’ in. Watch what block you 

on after dark. It ain’t always about what you do—it’s about what they 

say you did.” 

Smoothe met his eyes. “I ain’t in all that, though.” 

Ray chuckled without humor. “I ain’t ask if you in it. I’m sayin’ it’s in 

you. Lincoln–Lemington don’t wash off. They see you with Malik, 

with Reek’s people, with anybody, it don’t matter if you holdin’ the 

gun or the Gatorade. The system don’t do detail work.”
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The kitchen got quiet for a second. On the TV in the living room, a 

reporter was talking about a shooting in Homewood. Yellow tape on 

the screen. Blurry shadows moving behind it. 

“Speaking of,” Ray said, jerking his chin toward the TV. “You see 

this? Homewood Havoc done lit they block up again. Tone tryna 

expand, word is. Pushin’ past Hamilton, closer to here.” 

Deja shook her head. “They all stupid.” 

“You got Lemington Line Boyz over here.” Ray tapped the table. 

“Larimer Soldiers over there. East Hills boys sittin’ on guns like a 

damn armory. City only so big, kids only so broke. Somethin’s gotta 

give.” 

Sheila cut in, sharper than before. “We not talkin’ 'bout gangs at my 

dinner table.” 

“That’s what we should be talking ’bout,” Ray shot back. “’Cause they 

right outside your damn window, Sheil.” 

“Not my son,” she said firmly. 

Ray looked back at Smoothe. “That what you think too?” 

Smoothe glanced at the envelope in his hand, at the Pitt logo, at the 

promise written between lines. 

“I’m gon’ be good,” he said. “I’m staying focused.” 

Ray studied him for a long second, then sighed. “Aight. Just remember 

what I said.” 

-
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LATER THAT NIGHT, HIS room dim except for the glow of his phone screen, 

Smoothe scrolled through Instagram.
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Marcus had tagged him in a clip: Smoothe crossing a defender into the 

next zip code, rising up, net snapping. Fire emojis everywhere. 

Comments like: 

“Lincoln next up fr.” “NBA bound.” “Don’t forget the hood when you 

make it.” 

He locked the screen and stared at the ceiling. The house quieted 

around him—Deja’s music off, his mom finally asleep, Ray gone back 

to wherever Ray went when he disappeared for days. 

From his window, he could see the crown of the streetlight at the end 

of the block, moths orbiting it like they couldn’t help themselves. 

His phone buzzed. 

Malik You up? 

Smoothe sighed, thumb hovering, then replied. 

Yeah. What’s good? 

Dots appeared. Disappeared. Then: 

Slide tomorrow after practice. Got somethin easy I need from you. Just 

a quick ride. 

Smoothe frowned. 

To where? 

Nothing crazy. Just Larimer. In n out. You ain’t even gotta get out the 

car. 

He could hear Ray’s voice in his head: Watch what car you sittin’ in. 

Watch what block you on after dark.
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Smoothe started typing: I got film to watch, coach trippin already— 

He erased it. 

Typed: I can’t be in no crazy shit, bro. You know that. 

Three dots. Then: 

You my brother or not? 

The words sat there, simple and heavy, like they’d been waiting years 

for their moment. 

Smoothe thought about every time Malik had his back when dudes 

twice their age tried to punk them. The nights Malik walked him home 

from the rec when fights broke out by the playground. The time Malik 

took a punch meant for him because some dude was mad he got 

outscored. 

He thought about Reek watching the game from that Impala. About 

Boomer’s nod. 

About Pitt. 

About Lincoln–Lemington. 

He closed his eyes and exhaled slow. 

Aight, he typed. One time. Not making this a habit. 

Malik replied with a prayer hands emoji and a black heart. 

Then: We good. Trust me. 

Smoothe put his phone face down on his chest and stared into the dark. 

Outside, somewhere toward Homewood, faint pops shivered in the 

distance. Fireworks or gunshots—the East Side soundtrack. Hard to

15

tell from here. 

Either way, he told himself, it had nothing to do with him. 

Not yet.

16



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 2 
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I CHAPTER 2 — “Two Worlds, One Shadow” 

The sun came up different over the University of Pittsburgh than it did 

over Lincoln–Lemington. 

In the neighborhood, sunrise always looked tired — a gray-yellow 

smear squeezed between row houses like morning was something the 

city had to force itself to do. 

But over Pitt? 

It climbed bold and bright, painting the Cathedral of Learning gold, 

washing over brick buildings, rushing students, clean sidewalks, 

posters about internships, study groups, and charity events. Fresh 

energy. Fresh money. A different reality. 

Terrence “Smoothe” Carter jogged across the Petersen Events Center 

lot with his gym bag slung over his shoulder, hoodie up, headphones 

in. His breath clouded in the crisp morning air. Music thumping in his 

chest. Shoes squeaking as he cut across the pavement with the gate of 

someone who knew exactly where he was headed. 

Practice. 

Sanctuary. 

The only place he ever felt fully himself. 

Inside the Pet, the court smelled like polish and rubber — a clean, 

bright smell, nothing like the cracked concrete back home. The 

overhead lights hummed. Balls bounced. Sneakers scuffed. Coaches 

barked instructions like drill sergeants with whistles instead of rifles.
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Marcus “Ice” Johnson was already shooting on the far basket, smooth 

release, landing soft on his toes. 

“You late, boy,” Ice said without looking up. 

Smoothe dropped his bag courtside. “We got here at the same time.” 

“Nah,” Ice said, hitting another jumper. “I been here. You arrived. 

There’s a difference.” 

Smoothe smirked. “Keep talking like you dropped 30 last week.” 

“I did drop 30 last week.” 

“On Duquesne.” 

“A bucket is a bucket.” 

Smoothe walked over and started stretching beside him. “Coach tryna 

see me with the starters today.” 

Ice finally looked at him. “So it’s official? You moving up?” 

“Maybe. Letter came last night.” 

Ice grinned, revealing a chipped tooth he’d never gotten fixed. “You 

earned that shit. You know that, right?” 

Smoothe shrugged, rolling his shoulders. “We’ll see what Coach 

says.” 

-
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FIFTEEN MINUTES LATER, the whole team had gathered for warmups. 

Coach Bradley, clipboard in hand, came striding across the hardwood 

like he owned every inch of it. 

He blew the whistle.
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“Carter! Up with the starters.” 

Smoothe’s heart kicked hard. It wasn’t shock — it was confirmation. 

Still, the weight of it settled across his shoulders like a crown and a 

chain at the same time. 

He jogged over, dapped up the older guys, and took his spot at point 

guard. 

“All right!” Coach barked. “Blue squad, run horns twist! Carter, I want 

you reading the wing and making the call!” 

As soon as the play started, something clicked. Smoothe felt the ball in 

his hands like an extension of his own pulse. He wrapped around a 

screen, split the defenders, rose up—mid-range jumper—nothing but 

net. 

Ice hollered from the sideline. “Okay, Smoothe!” 

Coach Bradley didn’t smile, but his eyes crinkled. “Again. Faster this 

time.” 

They ran the set again, then again, then Coach switched it to a 

fast-break drill. Smoothe pushed the ball up the court with that 

smooth-but-deadly control that made defenders hesitate just long 

enough to get embarrassed. 

He threw a no-look pass to the big man, caught the return lob, laid it in 

off the glass. 

“Good!” Coach yelled. “Carter, that pace is NBA pace! Keep it up!” 

Smoothe didn’t react. Didn’t grin. Didn’t nod. Just ran back to the 

baseline, sweat dripping, lungs burning, sneakers whispering against 

the court.
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Focused. 

Locked in. 

But every now and then, between drills, as he caught his breath or tied 

a shoe, he’d catch a flash of something in his mind: 

Reek’s dead stare from the Impala. Malik’s text last night. The long 

stretch of Lincoln Ave at night. 

Small shadows in the corners of his brain. 

He pushed them out. 

Not here. Not today. 

-
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AFTER PRACTICE, HE dragged himself into the locker room. Steam rolled 

out of the showers. Players joked, music played low from someone’s 

speaker, the smell of soap and cologne mixing with sweat and 

Gatorade. 

Ice flopped onto the bench beside him, towel over his head. 

“You killed today,” Ice said. “Coach was watching you like you his 

retirement plan.” 

Smoothe chuckled. “Man, chill.” 

“Nah, for real. If they put you in the starting lineup this month, you 

gon’ be all over ESPN. Scouts be sniffing around like dogs in heat.” 

Smoothe unlaced his sneakers. “We got a whole season left.” 

“And you gonna carry half of it.” 

“Ice...”
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“Bro, stop bein’ humble. It’s annoying.” 

Smoothe shook his head and laughed, but the truth was settling in his 

chest: he was close. Closer than anybody from Lincoln–Lemington 

had any right to be. 

A knock on the locker room door interrupted his thoughts. 

A team manager poked his head in. “Carter?” 

Smoothe looked up. 

“Coach wants you in his office.” 

Ice raised his brows. “Oh shit.” 

-
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COACH BRADLEY’S OFFICE overlooked the court. Glass walls. Trophy 

case. Photos of former Pitt players now overseas and in the league. 

Smoothe stepped in. 

“Sit,” Coach said. 

Smoothe sat. 

“You had a good practice,” Coach began. “Not just good — poised. 

Controlled. Confident.” 

“Thank you, Coach.” 

“You ready for responsibility? Because if I move you up, people start 

looking at you different. Teammates expect more. Opponents pressure 

you harder. Cameras follow you off-court.” 

Smoothe nodded. “I’m ready.”
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Coach studied him for a long moment. 

“You from Lincoln–Lemington, right?” 

The question hit different than expected. Smoothe stiffened slightly. 

“Yes, sir.” 

“Good. Tough neighborhood. Produces tough players. But...” Coach 

leaned back in his chair, fingers tapping the armrest. “It also produces 

distractions.” 

Smoothe stayed quiet. 

“You ever see the police blotter for that area?” Coach asked. 

“Shootings. Drug raids. Homewood spilling over. East Hills hitting 

corners. It’s constant.” 

Smoothe’s jaw tightened, but he kept his expression neutral. 

“You got a chance to leave all that behind,” Coach said. “And I need 

to know you’re not gonna let anything pull you back.” 

“I won’t,” Smoothe said softly. 

Coach Bradley nodded slowly. “Good. Then starting next week, you’ll 

be running with the first unit permanently.” 

Smoothe felt heat rush through him. Relief. Pride. Gratitude. Fear. All 

tangled together. 

Coach extended his hand. Smoothe shook it. 

“Don’t make me regret it,” Coach said. 

“I won’t,” Smoothe repeated. 

—
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After practice and class, Smoothe walked across campus with Ice, 

duffel bag slung over his shoulder. 

“This is crazy,” Ice said. “Starters, bro!” 

“Chill,” Smoothe said. But he couldn’t hide the small smile tugging at 

his mouth. 

A group of girls walked past, whispering when they recognized him 

from last week’s highlight reel. A couple guys shouted his name from 

the steps of the student center. Two boosters waved at him. 

Campus loved him. 

Lincoln–Lemington needed him. 

Two different worlds pulling on the same person. 

“You coming to the apartment?” Ice asked. 

“Nah, I gotta head home. Moms cooking tonight.” 

Ice nodded knowingly. “Alright. Hit me when you get back.” 

They parted ways. Smoothe crossed Fifth Ave, heading toward the bus 

stop. 

But before he reached it, his phone buzzed. 

Malik: Yo u still sliding tomorrow right? 

Smoothe stared at the message. 

Campus lights glowed around him. Students laughed nearby. Life felt 

wide, open, full of oxygen. 

His reply felt like closing a door.
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