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CHAPTER 1
THE INFECTIOUS BEAT of the music had some girls on the floor in groups dropping it like it was hot while a

few couples were standing so close together in dark corners that it looked like it was one person instead of two.

Me, I just sat back and took it all in, trying real hard not to let a yawn escape, wondering why I had let my
boy Monty Morgan talk me into coming to this last party of the summer.

“Man, the ladies are looking good tonight,” Monty said from his seat beside me. “I can’t believe school is
almost about to start again. I was just getting used to the summer outfits.”

He raised an eyebrow and nodded toward three girls who looked to be sixteen like me in the face but had
to be closer to twenty-one in the body. Between them they didn’t have enough clothes to cover one of them. I
shook my head while Monty bit his index finger and stomped his foot, probably trying to keep from saying some-
thing crazy, which he had been known to do.

“You ready to go?” I asked, not bothering to wait for a response as I unfolded myself from a too-little lawn
chair. I had grown a few inches over the summer, and I was still getting used to my six-two height—and apparently
the extra length on my arms, too, I realized as a half-full red cup almost went tumbling when I accidentally hit it.

Monty’s eyes widened in surprise at my question. “Man, are you serious? The party hasn’t even really got-
ten started yet.” He glanced at his watch. “It’s not even nine o’clock. You don’t have to be home until eleven.”

Although that was true, really all I wanted to do was go home, maybe play a little XBox or watch some
ESPN SportsCenter, and chill. One of our church members, Deacon Forrest, had let me work for his lawn care
business over the summer, and since it was my last day, he wasn’t playing. After I had done a few yards, including
clipping the hedges and edging the grass, he had then insisted I organize everything in his truck. It was a dirty job,
but someone had to do it, and I couldn’t complain because in addition to having a few thousand dollars to put
away, | also was sporting muscles in places I never had been before.

“Noah Zachary Benjamin, are you even listening to me?” Monty said, interrupting my thoughts.

We had been boys since my second time in sixth grade, and I had learned the only time Monty used my
whole name was when I did something that got on his nerves, even though he knew I hated that it sounded like I
had three first names.

“Sorry, man,” I said. “What were you saying?”

“I'm trying to figure out why you’re trying to head home. You know after tonight Nana and Pops are going
to have you on lock with your head stuck in those books. Live it up while you can, man.”

I sighed, knowing he was right—at least about the hitting the books part. Ever since my five-year-old sister,
Natalie, and I had come to live with our grandparents four years ago, my life had changed a lot. Before then, I only
went to school maybe two or three days a week, which was the reason I had to repeat sixth grade—not because I
wasn’t smart, but because I missed too many days. Once my momma had Natalie though, sometimes I didn’t even
make it that often because I was watching my sister who had been diagnosed with asthma when she was a baby. I
figured that’s the way most kids lived—you know helping their parents care for their brothers and sisters and only
going to school when they wanted—but I realized that wasn’t true after Momma split with her new man.



Nana and Pops didn’t play when it came to education. I had to be at school every day, and my homework
had to be done, and I better not even think of coming home with a bad grade. My behind still hurt thinking about
the whipping Pops had given me when I had C’s and D’s on the first report card I got after we moved in with
them when I was about twelve.

I thought Pops was never going to stop beating me, but he had when Nana had pulled him to the side. I
overheard her telling him to give me some time to get myself together. He had muttered something I couldn’t
hear, and he had laid off.

I had walked around mad for a few days after that, wondering what the big deal was. Although my grades
did improve, I still didn’t get why school was so important—until my seventh-grade career day.

Darrell Spencer, one of the top players in the NBA and a native of Birmingham, Alabama, just like me, had
visited my school for career day. He had talked about how important it was to have goals and dreams and to know
that no matter who we were or where we came from, we could achieve them.

He had me and every other boy in my class thinking we wanted to become NBA stars too—until he ex-
plained basketball was a means to an end and that it wouldn’t last always. He said his biggest accomplishment was
being the first person in his family to graduate from college, which I thought was cool. By the time he was done

talkini, that was my dream too, and I had been workini hard to make it happen ever since. More than anything I
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