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Chapter 1


Iona

We’ll miss you, Coach Thomas!

My eyes fill with tears when I see the hand-lettered banner. The girls duct-taped it along the top of the chain-link fence in the park where they play. Under the banner, they’ve set up a rickety card table with a cake decorated to look like a football field.

They mob me in a giant group hug, a noisy bundle of teen energy and good wishes.

“Why do you have to go?” Kira says.

Tish, who knows everything, crosses her arms. “Duh. You’d go, too, if you had a chance to coach in the Professional Football League.”

“If you had the chance to coach Ty Williams!” Amy crows.

“He’s sooooooo hot,” Kira declares.

There’s a chorus of agreement—“blazing,” “keep it,”—and, of course, “I’d swipe right.”

“No one is swiping right or left, right?” I demand sternly, and they all swear they’ll stay off Tinder till they’re old enough. I figure my job with them is one third teaching them to play football, two thirds keeping them out of trouble.

I love these girls so much. Even though I’m just their once-a-week volunteer coach, I live and die their heartbreaks with them—Kira fracturing her foot and being unable to play flag football for eight weeks, Amy getting dumped by her boyfriend of two months, Tish longing for her dad to come home from the Middle East, where he had been deployed. Of course I’m going to miss the pro women I coach, too, but these girls—well, they remind me so much of me at their age.

“How you gonna coach him?” Tish asks. “I’d be all ‘Panties on fire! Panties on fire!’ ”

Sigh. These girls are way too mature.

“I have armored big-girl panties that are football-player-proof,” I tell the girls.

I hope that’s true.

Because Tish has a point: Ty Williams is panty-meltingly hot. Still, I’ve worked with a lot of big, strong, good-looking men in my day, and I’m confident I can do the same with Ty Williams and the other guys in the Seattle Grizzlies linebacker corps. Even men like Williams, who come across as sex on a plate in photos and on TV, are just ordinary guys when you coach them up close. Plus, Ty Williams is in the news more often for his latest conquest than for his most recent quarterback sack, and that makes him, officially, not my type.

Also, I know full well that in my new coaching job, all eyes are on me. I basically can’t afford to sneeze out of line unless I want the whole world to know about it. And the last thing I want is to draw negative attention. I want to keep this job. Because Coach Thrayne, the Grizzlies’ head coach, and Coach Cross, their defensive coordinator, are two of the best in the business, and I want to learn everything I can from them.

“Can you get us tickets to a game?” That’s Amy.

“So here’s a secret about the PFL,” I say. “Everyone thinks the players get millions of tickets to give away, but sometimes the guys can’t even get tickets for their own families. And coaches, pretty much never. But if you guys are ever in Seattle, I will do everything in my power to get you into a practice or to a game, okay? And if I can’t, I’m pretty sure I can at least get autographs.”

“Do you get to go in the locker room?” Tish asks.

I shrug. “If I need to talk to my guys and they’re in there, yeah.”

A murmur of awe ripples through the circle around me.

“Can you take a photo of Ty Williams naked and text it to us?”

Tish, of course. There’s a buzz of adolescent excitement and a few raunchy comments.

“I’m going to let you guys guess on the answer to that one,” I inform them drily.

“My dad says Ty Williams is the best in the game.” Tish’s dad is finally home from his three nearly consecutive years of deployment, and there’s a lot of “my dad says” coming out of her these days.

I grin. “He’s great. But you guys know, right, that there’s always something new to learn? Look at you, Tish. You thought you knew everything. And what did I teach you?”

“Hold onto the ball,” she recites. “Squeeze it, love it, cherish it, protect it.”

I laugh. “That’s right.”

Tish is the captain of the girls’ flag team, a brilliant football player and natural athlete. She’s good enough that she’s bent on trying out for the high school tackle football team next year. “But Ty won’t need to learn to hang onto the ball.”

“Nope,” I agree. “So what I gotta do is figure out what he does need to learn. How to make him better. You figure out how to make a football player better, and you’ve got their undivided attention.”

“I wouldn’t mind having Ty Williams’s undivided attention,” Amy murmurs, and then we’re down that rabbit hole, but I don’t mind. I take a piece of cake and listen to them rank where Ty Williams falls compared to Aaron Jordan or Blake Griffin in the ten-hottest-male-athletes-ever stack-up.

And I feel strangely contented. I’m so sad to leave them, but aside from that maybe the happiest I’ve ever been, looking forward with so much excitement to what’s coming next, because my new job is everything I’ve ever wanted, everything I’ve worked for.

I can’t wait, and there’s no way I’d let a little thing like Ty Williams’s good looks throw me off my game.



Chapter 2


Ty

“O, man. You don’t need a new car.”

“But look how badass that is.” O—Michael Ohalu—pokes a glossy brochure with one finger, his eyebrows pleading with me. He wants a Camaro so he can get this guy he knows to trick it out with a mean set of custom rims.

I know what’s going on. Practice sucked, Coach Brogan took him apart, broke him down, and now O thinks the buzz he’ll get off spending money and driving a brand-new weapon of destruction is going to make him feel like a man again.

I have walked in these shoes. Every guy I know, especially early in his career like O is, falls for the lure of something—illegal substances, expensive houses, shiny vehicles—as a mood booster. As a man who often succumbs to the siren call of pretty faces and therapeutic sex, I know what this situation calls for.

“You don’t need a tricked-out Camaro. You need a milkshake.” I’m texting the guys as I speak. Two minutes later Zach Jones, our QB, and Calder Blake, our star cornerback, amble down the hall.

“Did someone say McDonald’s?” Zach inquires.

We pile into Zach’s R8. It’s like a clown car, with Zach, O, me, and Calder squeezing in. If you’ve never seen two-fifty, three-hundred-pound six-foot-plus guys maneuver themselves into a sports car, it’s pretty fucking funny. Unless you’re one of the guys, in which case you sympathize with sardines. Luckily we get along okay. The Grizzlies are a tight-knit team, the four of us maybe tightest knit of all. Some guys would say “like brothers,” but not me. “Like a brother” isn’t a compliment in my book.

Ten minutes later O’s hoovering the thick drink through a straw and putting away fries. The rest of us are working our way through burgers, and there’s no talking, only chewing.

“Better?” I ask O. O told me once, early on, that whenever things went to shit at home, his mom would take him to McDonald’s and buy him fries and a shake. It does the trick every time.

“Better,” he confirms, and I grin. He sucks till the milkshake sputters, then announces, “I’m gonna work harder from now on.”

All the warm fuzzies blow away like dandelion fluff, because that’s what our fucking linebacker coach, Dave Brogan, had been saying to O an hour earlier, that he needed to work harder, and it’s total fucking bullshit.

“O,” I say. “Look at me.”

He does, unwillingly.

“You’re doing great. Dave Brogan is full of shit. You’re kicking ass out there. You’ll kill yourself if you try to work any harder.” I’ve never seen anyone buckle down like O, not only on the field and in the weight room but also the way he takes care of his elderly parents. And the only thing wrong with the way O’s playing right now is that Brogan keeps tearing him down instead of building him up. “Stop listening to that asshole.”

He brightens. “Yeah?”

“O. Have I ever lied to you? Ever? Was I right about the milkshake?”

He nods.

“Don’t listen to Brogan. You just keep playing your game your way. Shut his voice right out of your head, and I guarantee you things’ll turn around.”

I’m rewarded with a watery version of O’s gold-flecked smile.

Zach catches my eye, gives me a tight nod out of O’s line of vision. Zach’s a great quarterback, not just the way he plays the game but the way he leads. If there’s one guy on the team I look to as an example, it’s him.

“Yo, O? You done with those fries?”

“Get your own damn fries,” O tells me.

I grin. He’s got his balls reracked. The rest of the ride home, the guys kid around with one another, same as we always do. Coach Brogan and his assholery are forgotten.

Only I can’t let it go.

—

Back at McElroy Athletic Center, I go looking for Coach, ready to tell him exactly how bad Dave Brogan is for the linebacker corps, and especially for O.

He’s in his office, sitting with our defensive coordinator, Abel Cross, and a black woman with a head full of those springy natural curls that are hot right now. As she turns her head to take me in, I see a flash of a dangly gold earring and a splash of deep red lipstick. She looks vaguely familiar—media? Personnel? I know I’ve seen her around somewhere.

“Didn’t mean to interrupt,” I say.

“I actually just sent someone to find you,” Coach says. “Abe, can you take Ms. Thomas for a cup of coffee and give us a few?”

She stands up to follow Coach Cross out, and I get a good look at her for the first time. Her suit tucks in tight at the waist and flares out over her hips. And the spiral curls are crazy sexy on her. They’re playful—I want to tug one and let it bounce back into its tight-knit mass. Or just keep staring at her, because she’s one of those model-beautiful women with high cheekbones, a slight pout to her lower lip, and long-lashed dark eyes, and I can’t take my eyes off her. Her warm brown skin is a couple of shades lighter than mine and perfectly smooth, and I want to reach out and cup her cheek and run my thumb over it to see if it’s as supple as it looks.

I just described seeing her like it happened in slow motion, but what actually happens when she stands up is more like this:

Wow.

Hot.

Want.

Followed immediately by:

Nope.

Because if she’s anyone who has anything remotely to do with the team, she’s off-limits. Especially media or personnel.

Which is a huge bummer because my mind has gone on a porno trip involving my hands and her curves, and I have to rein it back in.

Coach Cross says, “We’ll be back,” and the two of them step out of the office. I hesitate for a moment, then sit in the seat vacated by Ms. Hotness. It’s warm, and for some reason, that gets me going. Guess it’s been too long…

“So what’d you want to see me about?” Coach asks.

No point in beating around the bush. “Coach Brogan.”

Coach gives me a long, level look. “I wondered if it was that. I’ve got some news I think you’ll be happy to hear. We let Brogan go.”

Well, whaddya know about that? I school my face and don’t let my joy show. It took me awhile to figure this out, but in the pros, it doesn’t pay to have an opinion unless you’re asked.

“I know how difficult Mack’s death was for you, Ty.”

Yeah. Well. Not gonna get into that.

“We know no one can replace Mack or mean what he meant to you,” Coach says. “We hired Brogan because he supposedly shared Mack’s philosophy and we thought the transition would go easier, but we were wrong.”

I don’t say anything.

“Look. Ty. I’m going to level with you. Brogan’s been saying for weeks that he can’t work with you. He wanted us to release you. Said it was you or him.”

Shit. I should have seen something like this coming. We’re 1–6 and when you’re losing that badly, people get twitchy and start to point fingers.

“And there are some people—people whose opinions count—who bought his version of things.”

“That’s—” There’s an iron grip around my lungs.

Coach shakes his head, cutting me off. “Obviously, I’m not one of them. And obviously, my side won out. Brogan’s gone. But Ty—what the fuck was going on with you guys?”

I gulp air around the tightness. “He was breaking them. You know? Like trying to crush their wills, like he thought they were horses or something. And I can take it, but it was ripping O to shreds. You can’t play good defense—hell, you can’t play any kind of football—like that.”

“So you’ve been fighting Brogan because you’re standing up for your teammates.”

That makes it sound nobler than it was. I’ve been getting so goddamned pissed on their behalf that I can’t keep it under wraps most of the time. So in answer to Coach’s question, I sort of…shrug.

Coach nods thoughtfully. “Yeah. I told them you had your reasons.” He leans forward, face growing even more serious. “Jesus, Ty, you should’ve said something.”

But we both know the squeakiest wheel gets the boot—just look at where Dave Brogan is now.

He sighs, acknowledging what neither of us have said. “Here’s the thing. I need you to show me—and them—that I’m right. That you can get along with the next coach and demonstrate the level of professionalism we know you’ve got in you.”

I hear the implied threat. Everyone in the PFL is dispensable. For every guy playing pro football, there are hundreds waiting to take his job if he can’t pull his weight, not just as an athlete but as a man.

Mack would be pissed at me right now. He always said, Attitude is everything. I take a deep breath, look Coach right in the eye. “Okay. Yeah. I won’t let you down, Coach.”

He nods. “Thanks, Ty.”

I think the conversation’s over, and I’m about to get up, when he says, “We hired a replacement.”

“Wow. That was fast.”

“I got lucky. We made the decision on Brogan a little over a week ago, and my first choice flew in to interview sixteen hours later. We’re doing a press conference Wednesday morning…” Coach picks his phone up from his desk and taps out a text. “We wanted to give you a heads-up so you could have some time to get used to the idea.”

“Used to—what idea?”

“She’s the very best. I wouldn’t have brought her in if I didn’t believe that. And if I didn’t believe she’d be good for your career, in particular. I worked with her in San Fran, and if it had been my choice, I would have hired her then.”

She. Her. He did just say that, didn’t he? I didn’t hallucinate.

Holy fucking shit.

“Her?” I repeat stupidly.

I feel like I’ve had my bell rung by a hard hit. The world gets silent and buzzy, then suddenly too big and bright as it reorients around me.

“You ready for us, Coach?”

It’s Coach Cross at the door, someone in tow behind him, and all at once, I realize where I last spotted the beautiful woman sitting in Coach’s office—on TV, coaching on the sidelines of a San Francisco game.



Chapter 3


Iona

I’ve seen the look on Ty Williams’s face about a hundred thousand times before.

If I had to put words to it, they’d be: WTF? It’s the same look I’ll see on the face of every guy at the press conference Wednesday. The same look that every player in San Francisco wore pretty much the whole time I was a coaching intern there. WTF? A woman?

I’m actually relieved that Williams is on script. Because it lets me be annoyed with him. Which in turn allows me to ignore my first reaction to him, the one I had when he stepped into Coach Thrayne’s office fifteen minutes ago.

Holy shit.

Obviously, I knew Williams was hot, long before my girls drew attention to the fact. He’s a linebacker—big enough to hold his own against running backs, agile enough to sack a quarterback, and fast enough to drop back into the secondary to cover receivers. All that adds up to one heck of an amazing body. Big but lean, strong, able to be rough if the situation calls for it, good hands—

But usually, like I told the girls, when I get up close, down to brass tacks, whatever, usually, my coaching brain takes over and shuts down all the other chatter.

That’s not what’s happening here. Inside I’m studying the angles and planes of his face, the smooth dark skin molded over bones and the hewn muscles of his forearms and bare calves, the sculpted mouth and unsettling golden brown eyes. And feeling an unwelcome prickle of awareness all over my body.

So much for armored football-player-proof panties.

Luckily, however, he is giving me the WTF look. And even if he weren’t, there is no danger that my unwanted admiration for the up-close Ty Williams will be the remotest threat to our working relationship, because there is no danger that my admiration is reciprocated.

Men like Williams admire my athleticism. They respect my play. They appreciate what I contribute as a teammate or coach. But they don’t lust after me.

Just doesn’t happen.

So.

As inconvenient as my full-body recognition of Williams as male and straight and eminently doable is, it will not be a problem.

To give Williams credit, the WTF? expression has left his face. Now it’s just blank. 

“Ty, I want you to meet your new coach. She head-coached the Women’s Pro Football Association Baltimore Night Vision to their first division title. She’s also been a running back, linebacker, and linebacker coach for the Houston men’s indoor league team—”

Grudging admiration flickers in his expression.

“And you probably know her best as a coaching intern for San Francisco a couple of years ago.”

“I remember you,” he says. “The guys liked you.”

I stick out my hand and he sticks out his, and we shake.

Yeah. Good hands. By which I mean, of course, that I can see how those hands can intercept even the most well-thrown pass.

I groan inwardly. So inconvenient.

Because everyone knows there’s a world of difference between visually admiring a good-looking guy and that crazy buzz you get off someone whose pheromones jump-start your hormones. And just the brush of his skin over mine, let alone the crush of his fingers, starts the chemistry humming.

I shake it off and sit down in the seat next to his. Coach Cross comes back with a folding chair and sits behind Ty.

“You told O yet?” Williams asks.

The two coaches exchange wary looks. Williams, no dummy, says, “What?”

Coach Cross opens his mouth to explain, but I preempt him. “I’m going to switch some things up.”

Williams shoots me a look that should kill. Instead, it does something not quite kosher to my girl parts.

“I’m starting Diaz instead of Ohalu at middle linebacker.”

“No fucking way,” Williams says. Coach Thrayne makes a hissing sound, but Williams ignores him. “You can’t do that. His contract—”

Thrayne cuts him off. “No requirement in the contract that he start.”

“I knew that agent was shit,” Williams says to the room at large. Then he fixes his attention on me. “O’s gotta play. O’s the best. O and I—we’re like PB&J.”

I shake my head. I’ve been watching film, and film doesn’t lie. “Ohalu doesn’t look like a leader out there. And you guys don’t have a pass rush.”

A muscle tightens in Williams’s chiseled jaw. “It’s because Dave Brogan made him jumpy.”

“Film says it started before Brogan.”

“What? Show me that fucking film.”

He’s glaring at me defiantly. A look that scares the shit out of quarterbacks and running backs.

A look that’s probably told quite a few women they’re in over their heads.

But not me. I’m not afraid of Ty Williams or his ginormous shoulders or his big, bad glare.

“This isn’t a debate, Williams,” I say quietly.

He opens his mouth and I watch him get up a head of steam, ready to rumble. Two hundred fifty pounds of coiled muscle and those strange light eyes burning into mine, and I should be at least a little intimidated, but what I really want to do is get in his way to feel what it would be like to collide head-on.

“You think you can—”

“Ty.”

Coach’s voice, cutting across Williams’s, is quiet, but his posture is a warning. Williams shuts his mouth and drops his gaze from mine, and I’m sorry. I liked him better staring me down. Now he’s not meeting either of our eyes as he mutters, “I don’t like it. And the guys aren’t going to like it, either.”

He raises his gaze again and meets mine, and that flash of defiance is still there. His eyes are dark and fierce.

My stomach gives a little dip. And I know it’s not because I wish he’d look away.

It’s because I can’t stop looking back.



Chapter 4


Ty

Tuesday morning, early, I head to McElroy Athletic Center, also known as Grizzlies Training Central. Tuesday’s my day off, so there’s no official reason I have to be here. I tell myself I’m just going to work out for a few hours, but by the time I’m headed in the front door, I already know I’m lying to myself. I’m here to talk to Coach Thomas. I’m here to pick a fight with her.

There’s a walled-off area where the defensive coaches have their desks. It’s not even an office. Coach Thrayne has his own office, but Coach Cross works in the shared space. Across the hall, there’s a corresponding scrum where the offensive coaches gather. We call them the D pit and the O pit.

Coach Thomas is unpacking the contents of a small cardboard box onto the surface of Dave Brogan’s old desk. There’s not much, or not much I can see. A few photographs, a travel coffee mug, a couple of Hall of Fame bobbleheads. There’s nothing at all to signal that it’s a woman’s desk.

Just like, technically, there is nothing about the way Coach Thomas is dressed to signal that she’s a woman. Today she’s wearing a Houston indoor league T-shirt and athletic pants. But she can’t hide her assets. Not by a long shot. Sure, if you didn’t know she was under there, your eyes might skate past her because of the sporty clothes. But I do not seem to be able to let my eyes skate over Coach Thomas. They get stuck. They get stuck on the curves she can’t hide under that shapeless T-shirt and pants, on the cheekbones that won’t quit, on that hair that wants my hands on it, and on a very strong desire to bend her over that desk and fill my palms with her tits while I—

It doesn’t mean anything; it’s just an outlet for the anger and frustration I can’t express any other way.

I shake off the thought train and lift my gaze. She’s watching me watch her.

Caught.

“Can I help you?”

“Don’t fuck with the corps.”

I blurt that out, mainly because I’m hoping to distract her before she thinks too much about what I was staring at.

She doesn’t seem fazed, one way or the other. Not by the staring, not by the sudden verbal assault. She just cocks her head to one side and searches my face like she’s trying to get a read. Her eyes are not just a uniform dark brown. They have streaks of gold and maybe even green in them.

“How do you think Coach would feel if he knew you were in here arguing with me?”

I can’t tell if she’s curious or threatening me, so I blurt the truth. “He’d be pissed.”

She nods. “Don’t fuck with the corps? Or don’t fuck with O?”

The question totally catches me off guard. And it bugs me that she’s asking that, like she’s trying to get inside my head.

“You can’t just come in here and carve out the heart and soul of the linebacker corps and expect everyone to nod and smile.”

“Technically, I can do whatever the fuck I want.” She shrugs. “As long as Thrayne and the front office like it, and as long as we win games.”

She tilts her chin up defiantly. The gesture bares her neck and throat, and I want to sink my teeth into her skin.

It’s fight or flight, that’s all. It’s just adrenaline and frustration. If I can’t argue my cause, I’ll shake her into submission.

“This is going to win games? Marching in here and sacking O—”

“I’m not sacking O. He’s got a job.”

We both know she’s full of shit, that if she takes away his start, O’s as good as done with the Grizzlies.

“So it is about O,” she says.

“I don’t give a shit what you do with Diaz and Haight. But O and I are good together.”

“Not good enough.”

I glare. She glares back, and the challenge in her gaze hits below the belt.

She’d be so fucking hot in bed.

She’d give as good as she got.

Shut the fuck up and concentrate, Ty.

“Look,” she says. “I applaud your loyalty. I don’t understand it, because I know Coach put you on notice, and the last thing you need to be doing right now is fighting someone else’s battles, but I respect a guy who’s a team player, and you obviously are. But I’m here—we’re all here—to win. The defense has been sleeping on its feet all season. You can’t stop the run. Your pass rush looks like elementary school field day. And your chances of beating Carolina on Sunday with Ohalu at middle linebacker are about as good as your chances of keeping your job if I tell Coach you’re getting in my face again. So back off, get the hell out of here, and I’ll forget to tell Coach we ever had this conversation.”

She’s right about the way we’ve been playing. But she’s wrong about the thing that matters.

“We’ll beat Carolina on Sunday,” I say. “With O at middle linebacker.”

Something gathers behind her eyes, and for a second, just the half beat of my heart, I’m absolutely fucking terrified. She’s right: Coach would be pissed as hell about this. And he’d be well within his rights to send me packing.

But she doesn’t yell or threaten. Instead, she gives me a long, even look, and I get caught in the marvel of her eyelashes.

Then she nods. “I want Wayne on his back. All day long.”

For a second, I’m disoriented, and I actually think she might be talking about sex. But no, she’s talking about the Carolina Rush quarterback.

“I want to stop the run. I want a pass rush I can be proud of. I want to stop their streak, and I want to start ours.”

“We can do it.”

Her gaze doesn’t flicker. “You have this week to prove it.”



Chapter 5


Iona

“I know how to get you a pass rush,” I tell Coach Thrayne.

The coaches are eating pizza in the D pit. It will take all of my willpower and discipline to keep from gaining a hundred pounds at this job.

“Yeah?”

Coach Thrayne’s a good-looking guy. Mid-thirties, only just starting to show the wear and tear of the coaching life. Not my type—I’ve never gone after the blond Nordic ones—but I imagine he does okay for himself.

He’s also a good man. He was the defensive coordinator for San Fran when I was there, which is how I got on his radar screen for this job. He always had my back there. His sister, Ember, and I got to be friends a little, so I even got the behind-the-scenes on him. She said he was an overprotective jackass, but she said it like she loved him like crazy.

When I flew in to talk to him about the job, after he told me that if I could get him a pass rush, it would be mine, I asked him a lot of questions. One was, “What’s wrong with Ty Williams?”

“Wrong?” he asked.

So I queued up two clips on my iPad. I’d come prepared. One was a clip of Ty last season; the other was from the first game of this season. Sure, you could tell it was the same man wearing number 54. Same eerie eyes, same huge shoulders, same ready stance. You couldn’t see the difference till the snap got off, and then you could see it instantly. In the hesitation. In the way he moved, as if underwater. Not the same man at all.

“Not sure how much backstory you know, but you’re our third linebacker coach in a year. The first, James MacKenzie, died of a heart attack three days before training camp was supposed to start. He and Ty were real close.”

Coach and I looked across his desk at each other. I looked down at the tablet in my hand, at the man frozen just short of the gap in the opposing line. He was already a fraction of a second too late; the gap was visibly closing.

“We don’t just need a linebacker coach,” Coach told me. “We need a coach who can take a good hard look at Ty Williams, figure out what’s going on with him, and get through to him. I’m thinking you might be our ma— woman.” 

Now Thrayne sets down his pizza slice and says, “Does getting me a pass rush have to do with dropping O?”

The coaches are onboard with not starting Ohalu at middle linebacker, but they’re not sure about it, not by a long shot.

“Indirectly,” I say. And then I tell him about my conversation with Williams.

Not everything, of course. I don’t tell him about that split second when I looked up from unpacking my stuff and could have sworn Ty Williams was staring at me with raw, unfiltered lust. Because it probably didn’t actually happen.

It rattled me. That look. It went into my eyes and straight through my brain like an arrow, to the deep, dark snake brain parts of me that are connected directly to the crucial bits. And the crucial bits lit up like Christmas. He wants you. Red alert!

In that instant, I got such a fast, hot rush off what I thought I saw, I got lightheaded. For a second, all that mattered was my body. And his.

Two seconds later, his expression went blank, which was when I knew I’d imagined it. The only raw, unfiltered emotion I could see in his pretty eyes was anger.

And I felt bereft. Like he’d taken away something that was supposed to be mine.

Don’t be ridiculous, I told myself. Men like Ty Williams can have their pick of any woman in the universe of women. Rich models with expensively styled hair and legs up to their necks and enough sexual experience to write a competing volume to the Kama Sutra.

Anyway, I don’t tell Coach Thrayne any of that, for obvious reasons. But I tell him the rest. That Ty had come to talk to me and to make a case for Ohalu again. That I started out arguing for my own point and ended up willing to give Ty’s position a chance, for just one more week.

And I conclude like this:

“He’s so mad at me at this point that he’ll knock Wayne as flat as my aunt June.”

“That’s what it takes, huh? Get him that mad?”

I nod. But the truth is, I don’t think that’s what it takes. I think Ty Williams needs someone to play for. To win for. That person used to be Mack. And then it was no one.

I didn’t do it on purpose, but in threatening Ohalu’s job, I gave Ty a new person to play for. To win for.

I don’t tell Coach Thrayne that, though. Not because I don’t think he’d understand. I think he would. He seems like that kind of guy.

No. I don’t tell Coach Thrayne because it gives me a sweet, all-wrong thrill that I know something about Ty Williams that no one else knows.

Not even Ty.



Chapter 6


Ty

Wednesday morning I’m sitting in my seat next to Brandon Haight in the big team meeting room when O comes in.

He looks like we’re behind 28–0 and he’s just taken a bad on-field beat-down.

He drops into the chair next to mine with an oof sound.

“One week to turn it around, huh?” he says.

I’m not any happier about it than he is, but it’s not going to help to have both of us cringing like beaten dogs. “It’s not on you,” I say. “It’s on all of us.” I include Haight in this observation, although we all know he’s not awake yet, slumped down beside me after another night of imitating a horny zoo animal. He parties way too much. “And the line. And on Dave fucking Brogan. And we’re fucking turning it around, so don’t think about it anymore.”

“How do you know?”

Because there’s no way I am going to let her be right. No way I’m going to let the Grizzlies release O.

When Thrayne and Cross came onboard and made the switch from 3–4 defense to 4–3, my first thought was that we’d lose one of the guys for sure. Average career in the PFL is three years, and change is the only constant. It’s only a matter of time until the guys you eat every meal with (and piss blood next to) disappear, and once someone leaves the team, it’s rare you ever see them again. It’s just the way it is.

But we didn’t lose anyone. They moved Dante Douglas from the linebacker corps to the line, but it wasn’t like we’d never see him again. He just had a new set of much bigger friends, and more pressure to eat fat and protein. O and I breathed a huge sigh of relief and settled back into work.

But Monday, when the coaches made it sound like O was history—I just couldn’t face it. This team is my family, and O is—well, he’s way more of a brother than my real brother turned out to be.

“You know how they say you’re either on a roll or you’re due?”

O nods.

“We’re due, and we’re taking what’s ours.”

His posture straightens a little, and I mentally pat myself on the back.

Just then, the doors at the back of the room open and the coaches come down the stairs and sit down behind the tables in front. The press is already here, in the front few rows, with their cameras, mics, recorders, tablets, and even a few pens and notebooks.

Coach Thomas is at Coach Thrayne’s right hand. She’s wearing an orangey-red dress and stiletto heels. Her mouth is slick with gloss and her earrings are dangly silver disks. As if to say straight out, Fuck you all, I’m female, whether you like it or not.

As soon as I lay eyes on her, I get this fierce, almost painful adrenaline rush.

It’s just the aftereffect of going toe-to-toe with her over O’s job. That’s what I tell myself. Not about going toe-to-toe with her in a completely different way. Actually, there’s no toe-to-toe in the video siege firing through my brain. Every other conceivable position, though.

This is exactly why women don’t belong in the PFL. Because all this shit in my head doesn’t belong in the PFL.

It takes only a few minutes to make the announcement, and then the members of the press corps are shouting their stupid questions at her and Thrayne.

“How has she been received by the players?”

“She’s been incredibly well received. They’re eager to start working with her and to start incorporating the strengths she brings with her into their play.”

The temptation to exchange glances with O almost kills me. But after what Coach told me about how I’m in the hot seat, if they catch me on film doing that, I’m toast for sure. Still, I think I can feel O not looking at me just as hard as I’m not looking at him.

“Coach Thomas, how does it feel to be the first African-American woman and only the second woman overall to be a coach in the PFL?”

“Feels great,” she says. “I’m happy to shatter that particular glass ceiling with my hard head.”

Her voice is husky. Monday I was shocked by her. Tuesday I was angry at her. Today—let’s just say it was easier when I could be shocked or angry. Today I find myself admiring her, and I’m not sure how that’s going to work out for me.

“Mr. Hughes.”

That’s someone addressing our GM, Ted Hughes. I don’t like Hughes. He’s the one remnant of old school in the Grizzlies organization. He got called out in the media last year for racist comments. He denied they were, but—whatever.

Hughes looks wary.

“Coach Thomas wasn’t your choice.”

“Is that a question?”

That’s Hughes. Belligerent. There’s just no point getting that way with the press. It’s gonna come back to bite you in the butt.

“You’ve been quoted in the past as saying that you think the idea of women in the PFL is problematic. Do you still feel that way?”

“I have the utmost respect for Coach Thrayne and Coach Cross, and they both think Coach Thomas is the right choice for this position.”

Interesting. And ouch.

From the look on Coach Thomas’s face, the GM’s lack of enthusiasm is news.

And maybe it’s just because Hughes is an asshole, but I feel a little bit sorry for her.

When the press conference is over, we stay put for a team meeting. Thrayne, Cross, and Rex Hunt, the Grizzlies’ offensive coordinator, all speak, as does the special teams coach, Devon Corrier. I’ve got a warm place in my heart for special teams, even though it’s kind of a scrubby job. When Mack and I were first in Seattle, we were both special teams, until he moved to linebacker coach and took me with him.

He might be the only person who’s ever done something like that for me, brought me along like that. The way a real big brother—not one like Derek—might. All those times Mack recruited me to where he was, and if he hadn’t, where would I be? I don’t like to think about it.

When I disregarded Coach Thrayne’s warning and fought for O’s job, that’s what I was trying to do. Just what Mack would have done and Derek never did. Be a good big brother.



Chapter 7


Iona

“So what was that about? Hughes in the press conference?” Julia asks as we push open the doors into the bubble that covers the practice field. A huge whoosh of air escapes, equalizing the pressure, and we’re assaulted by the rubber-plastic smell of artificial turf and the weird fluorescence of the field lighting. I’ve seen it before, but Julia looks around, a little dazed by the sight of a full-size football field, goalposts and all, trapped inside a balloon.

Julia Kramer, a petite, fair-skinned redhead, is my little shadow for the next few weeks—or maybe longer. She’s a sports journalist, not too much older than I am, who’s written a ton about pro football and the Grizzlies in particular. She wants to write some articles about a day in the life of a female coach in the PFL, maybe a book if it’s interesting enough.

“I don’t know,” I admit. “I guess he’s not my biggest fan.”

Julia purses her lips. “Which doesn’t necessarily reflect badly on you. That guy’s a dick. Pardon my French and lack of objectivity.”

“Pardoned on both counts,” I say. I really like Julia. If you have to spend weeks with the media up your butt, let it be someone like her. She’s smart and funny and not afraid to say exactly what she’s thinking.

My phone buzzes, and I pull it out. It’s Tish, my stubborn familiar on the girls’ football team.

my dad wants me 2 quit football any way u cld tlk 2 him?

I go from zero to sixty, rage-wise, in under two seconds.

This isn’t you, Iona, I remind myself. You’re not the thirteen-year-old in this scenario. It’s not your dad saying you can’t.

“You okay?” Julia asks.

“Yeah,” I say. “Just a thing. Back home.” I text back, quick, Of course I can talk to him. Give me a day or two.

tx!!!!!­!!!!!­!!!!

I love that the girl can’t use punctuation between sentences but will take the time to load up on exclamation points.

“You sure you’re okay?” Julia presses.

“Yeah. One of the girls I used to coach, her dad won’t let her try out for the boys’ tackle team. Which wouldn’t even be an issue if there were a women’s team, you know?”

“I do know,” Julia says darkly.

“Yeah, you must take some shit yourself as a female sportswriter.”

“Not so much,” she says. “I think it’s oodles better the last few years. And overall? Here? I’m really damn impressed by how accepting everyone’s being.”

“Or at least professional,” I agree.

Pro sports are this country’s hardest core meritocracy, with the possible exception of the armed forces. If you make it this far, you must be good enough—it’s true of players, coaches, staff—male or female.

And luckily, Hughes aside, the worst sexists are aging off, and the players are young, so most of them are used to the idea of women in positions of power. And a huge number of them grew up in single-parent households run by mothers, so the notion of a woman who calls the shots doesn’t faze them.

Still, like I told the girls, before I earn their true respect, they have to see that I can make them better.

That’s what counts in pro sports. That’s what’s going to make all these guys—players and coaches—sit up and take notice.

Including Ty Williams.

Julia and I trot over to the sidelines to join the rest of the staff. I snagged a minute after the press conference to change my clothes, and I’m dressed like everyone else, in a T-shirt and shorts. The air in here is dripping with testosterone. That’s what happens when you put fifty-three alpha males, bulging with well-earned muscle mass, and their alpha male coaches, together under one quasi-roof.

Even so, my eyes are drawn to the most beautiful specimen.

Professional interest, my better intentions insist. I’m just watching him get in position behind the line and trying to make sure I like what I see.

I do. 

It’s walkthrough time. After the press conference, there was a brief team meeting and then a much longer defensive meeting where the coordinator talked about what kinds of offense the Rush will bring on Sunday and how we’re going to counter it. Now it’s time for the players to prove they were listening.

They walk through—jog through, really—all the first- and second-down plays for Sunday, and I watch until I see something I’m not happy with. Then I dart in and adjust, correct, advise. Eyes up, wrong foot, squarer stance, get those hands under the lineman’s armpits. Faster at the snap, shorter lead step, back straighter, shoulders down, chin up, wrong key, wrong gap, good, good, good, that’s it, that’s what I want to see you do Sunday.

I’m right in there with the other position coaches, and I see the looks I get. A flicker of surprise, then admiration. From the players. From the other coaches.

Except for Ty. Ty doesn’t acknowledge me at all. I mean, he takes the coaching; don’t get me wrong. I wouldn’t let him get away with shaking me off. He does everything I ask. But he doesn’t look at me, grunt assent, or send a smile my way when he grudgingly concedes that my way works better than the way he was doing it. I might as well be the voice in his head for all the attention he gives me.

That’s okay. I don’t need his permission, his recognition, or his approval.

I just need him to put Mark Wayne on his back, over and over and over again.

And if that’s what the voice in his head tells him to do, then I’m doing my job.



Chapter 8


Ty

Fuck.

This is what I was afraid of.

I know that in the heat of live practice, I won’t be so aware of her, but right now, during walkthrough, it’s like she’s under my skin. Whether she’s shouting corrections or whispering them, her voice scrapes along my nerves. It raises hairs and puts other parts of me on high alert, parts that are supposed to shut up and let football get played.

And when she touches?

Because coaches touch. They push, they prod, they smack, they punch. They tweak and adjust.

A hand patting the inside of my knee to spread my legs a little wider.

A shove on my arm to direct me into the play.

Her body behind mine as she shows me where she wants my elbows in the block. I can’t actually feel her body—just her hands, which shouldn’t be different from any male coach’s—but I feel her anyway. Heat. Energy. Like she takes up a lot more fucking space than she should.

All I can do is pretend I don’t notice and don’t care. I’m a machine, not a man.

This is why women shouldn’t fucking coach in the PFL.

I wonder what would happen if I went to Coach Thrayne and told the truth.

I can’t work with her because she turns me on.

There are a million possibilities for how that could go down, but the most likely is that he’d say, I can pick up the phone right now and find three other guys who’d kill to be in your shoes, Ty Williams. So get the fuck over it.

If I knew how, I would, believe me, Coach.

Yeah. That conversation? So not gonna happen.

I’m relieved when we finally break for the second defensive meeting.

The relief lasts only until halfway through the meeting. That’s when Coach Cross shows us a particular clip of game film from Carolina’s second-to-last game.

Coach Thomas gets up from her seat and walks around the table to squat next to me. “I want you to watch the B gap,” she says. “Watch what ninety-two does. He does that every time, and you can take advantage of his momentum.”

I try. I try to watch the fucking B gap. I try to watch fucking ninety-two. But what really happens is that I feel the heat of her arm against mine, the slip of her skin as she shifts just slightly. Even staring at the screen like my eyes are glued there, out of the corner of my eye, I see those taunting spiral curls and flashes of brown where her skin is bare—her cheek, her neck, her throat, her arms. And I can smell her. Cinnamon and coconut, cutting through the lingering smells of rubber and sweat from practice.

“You see?” she says.

“Yeah.”

She goes back to her seat and I finally draw a full breath. And I still smell her.

After I’ve survived the meeting, we have live practice. The field’s split in half so everyone can get more time in with the plays. It’s a relief to break a sweat.

But I’m slow. If I could see the film of me right now, I know I’d look like I looked in the film from last week’s game—like I’m moving through molasses. It’s the way I’ve looked in almost all the film since Mack died. But knowing and fixing are two different things.

I cast a glance toward the coaches. She’s standing on the sideline with the other position coaches, but I pick her out right away. It’s like she’s lit up with something. She’s got her arms crossed over her chest, the way she does a lot. And she’s looking right back at me, eyebrows raised. Challenge.

That look kick-starts an engine in me, a low, hard thrumming. It’s everywhere—every muscle flush with blood and vibrating at a hum. And suddenly it doesn’t matter whether what I want to do most is show her who’s in charge or tear the guy opposite me limb from limb. What matters is that surge of power.

Theoretically, we’re not hitting. We’ll “thud” tomorrow, but right now we’re not even supposed to do that.

Only there’s a lot of pent-up frustration in all of us by Wednesday afternoon, and it’s possible I’ve got more than my fair share. Whatever’s burning under my skin doesn’t want to be denied.

Even though I couldn’t keep my attention where it was supposed to be when we were watching the film, I suddenly see what she was trying to tell me in the office, about the limitations of the Rush’s offense. The snap comes and my feet move and my hands come up and I’m opening that B gap window as wide as the world, and before I can put on the brakes, I put our scout squad QB on his back. Not hard, but—there he is.

“Fuck you, Williams,” he says, and shoves me off him.

As I get to my feet, I look over. I can’t help myself. I want to see her reaction.

The blood’s still rushing through my veins, swelling me everywhere. My face is hot with it, and that’s not the only thing. I’m bursting with the satisfaction of a good play and a good hit, and the only thing that would make this better—

There she is. Still looking straight back at me, gaze still as locked and level as before, but it’s different now. Not challenge. Something else I know but have half forgotten, something that’s surging back and forth between us like we share in it.

Triumph.



Chapter 9


Iona

When I get back to my apartment that night, the first thing I do is change into yoga pants and my comfiest T-shirt.

Then I broil a chicken breast, mix up some curried chicken salad, and toss it over greens. Because the thing is, mid-season in the PFL, the coaching thing isn’t even like a marathon anymore. It’s more like one of those crazy runs, hundred, hundred fifty miles. If you don’t pace yourself, you’ll—well, you’ll literally kill yourself. If I start in with the frozen dinners—or yield to my strongest temptation, which is eating cookie dough ice cream for dinner at least three nights a week—I’ll be a wreck long before playoff season.

While I eat, I indulge myself in my two favorite magazines: Sports Illustrated and…

Yeah, People. So sue me.

But even with all that gossip and glossy perfection staring out at me, I can’t get the look on Ty Williams’s face out of my head.

Like something was rising up in him, something I’d called out. Something he couldn’t quite control.

Something good. Something fierce.

And after the hit, too. The pleasure, the triumph, and something else.

You and me. Right now.

But no, right? I have to have misread that one. The football-player-proof panties short-circuited and sent faulty messaging to the brain.

I turn back to Justin Bieber and Hillary Clinton. Life in the pages of People magazine, while a drama a minute, seems so much simpler than real life.

When I’m done, I clean up and brace myself for the phone call I have to make, to Tish’s dad.

Tish had texted me her dad’s cell number, and I dial it. He answers: “Keyes.”

I’ve met her dad once. He’s got the same long lashes and slightly hangdog expression as his daughter. Because he’s been deployed almost the whole time I’ve been working with Tish, I’ve mainly interacted with her mom, a slight, quiet woman who doesn’t seem like she could possibly have given birth to her bruiser daughter. Pretty sure Tish got her stature and strength from her dad.

Also her stubbornness.

My stomach seizes, anticipating trouble.

I greet him and remind him of who I am, but he cuts me off midway through my introduction. “Tish says you want her to try out for the boys’ high school team next year. She says you’ve been running contact drills with the girls and private coaching her for tackle.”

I decide to play this one straight for now. No point in turning it into a battle before we’ve even gotten started. “Yes, sir,” I say. “Tish is an incredibly talented running back, and I think she has what it takes to get a spot on the high school team.”

“Girls don’t play tackle football.”

He says it so flatly, for a moment the fight goes straight out of me, and I’m suddenly thirteen years old and face-to-face with my own dad.

I remind myself, again, that it’s not my dad and not my fight. I shake off my leftover feelings of helplessness and frustration. “Why not?”

“She’s gonna get hurt.”

That was more my mom’s rallying cry than my dad’s back in the day, but I met that argument more times than I can count.

“Not if she plays smart. The coach at Winfrey is good. Very few player injuries there. They do a lot of fundraisers and the money goes into equipment.”

But he makes a sound at the other end of the phone, impatient, scoffing, and a cynical part of me knows this fight isn’t about safety.

Sure enough, he says, “It’ll ruin her social life. I want her to fit in with the other girls. A girl who plays football—where does she belong?”

He doesn’t say, No boy will ever want to date her, but I hear it. The echo of my father’s warnings. I say, “With due respect, Mr. Keyes, if you’re lucky enough to love something and be as talented at it as Tish is, you don’t just walk away from it because it’s going to make your social life more difficult for a little while.”

Or for the rest of your life. But I refrain from saying that. I don’t think it’s going to help my argument with Mr. Keyes.

“There I disagree with you.” His tone is polite, if clipped. “The friends you make in high school last a lifetime. Football is a flash in the pan.”

But it wouldn’t have to be. Not for Tish. It wasn’t for me. I played football straight through high school, with the boys. And I wasn’t just the place kicker, either, which is where a lot of girls get relegated. I played backup QB, running back, safety, and even linebacker. Then I played in college. Of course things got even more competitive then, and I didn’t get a lot of reps, which was when I started playing pro women’s.

Like me, Tish isn’t contented to play flag football—the safe version of the game. She wants what most male football players want—the satisfaction of a good hit, the physicality of the real game.

And if her dad took the time to ask her about it, and really listen, he’d probably get it, because he’s probably felt the same way about something in his life.

But this man is not listening, not to his daughter, and not to me. “I didn’t work this hard and spend half her childhood overseas for this. I did it so she can be safe and happy. And there’s no way football’s gonna do that for her.”

I know he’s sure he has her best interest at heart, but all I can think is, Poor Tish. When I said goodbye to her last week, she was over the moon about having her dad back from his deployment, but I’m betting she’s not so happy to have him home now. “Sir,” I begin, but he jumps in. 

“There’s nothing to discuss here. She’s my daughter. You stay out of this.”

The fact is, at this distance and with my coaching workload, I won’t be able to interfere in Tish’s life. Or do much to help her out with her dad. At best, I could maybe tell her, Been there, done that. Hang in there, honey, and stand up for yourself. And the guy’s right. He’s her dad; I’m just her coach—ex-coach, actually. Not even her high school or college coach, just a volunteer who played a couple times a week with a motley crew of girls—some with talent, some I admitted to the team because I know they’d be getting in trouble somewhere without it.

But I said I identify with Tish, right? With her stubborn streak, her trouble accepting authority. So I can’t let Mr. Keyes have the last word. Just can’t do it.

“That’s right, sir. You’re the parent. So if you take football away from her, you’re the one who’ll have to live with breaking her heart.”

There’s only silence at the other end, and when I look at my phone, it says the call’s been disconnected.

I send Tish a text that says only, I’m sorry, and she sends me back one that says, tx for trying.



Chapter 10


Iona

“Exploit that gap, Williams,” I say. For the third time. “It’s there. You’re not seeing it.”

It’s Sunday. The crowd roars around us, the air is thick with anticipation, my own blood throbs in my veins. I’m back in a PFL stadium, and it’s game day.

We’re down. The score is 24–21, them. It’s the fourth quarter. The offense once again failed to convert. It’s too long for a field goal, so the punting unit’s out and the defense is poised to take over. And Ty and I are here, having the same conversation again.

Ty’s teeth are gritted. “I see it,” he says. “I can’t get there.”

“You can.”

I’ve always been stubborn. And I’ve rarely met anyone who can stare me down. But I have to use all my willpower not to drop my gaze when Ty homes in this time.

“Is it Ohalu? I could put Diaz in.”

I say it not because I’m really intending to do it but because I know it’s the one thing that’s guaranteed to get his head in the game. I know it’s not fair. I know it’s not right. But I also know he needs this win as much as I do. As much as this team does.

I think he knows the game I’m playing. That heat in his eyes amps up, the fire I was looking for. “O isn’t the problem.”

“Show me. Show me we don’t have a problem. You’re still hesitating in the read. Don’t hesitate. Go win this game.”

There are other players in the linebacker corps, but Ty has been my problem all day long. From the moment he appeared at breakfast in his silvery-gray suit and that outrageous gold-collared shirt, he’s been making my job twice as difficult as it needs to be. No man should look that good in a suit, and no self-respecting coach should give a shit. I thought maybe that would be the worst it got, but it still had plenty of room to slide downhill. I still hadn’t seen him close up in full uniform.

Full pads, for one. He was formidable enough in practice.

The numbers. My eyes are just about level with the top of those numbers, which means that unless I work hard to raise my face, I’m staring straight into the same wall of Ty Williams that the quarterback will see bearing down on him.

But I’m going to let my guard down here and tell you God’s honest truth. It’s those football pants.

Underneath, Ty is one hundred percent solid muscle. He’s got the kind of ass you can only earn with hours of wrestling the kinds of obstacles no one encounters in real life. He has thighs like—

I’d have to put my hands on them to be able to give you a better description. I will just say that they make my mouth water.

I should be immune to football players by now. I’ve seen hundreds of them—both sexes—in every mode of dress (and undress), and for the most part I can safely say that I don’t bat an eyelash. They’re sweaty athletes doing their jobs.

I wish I could put Ty Williams back in that box and slam the lid so hard he’d never pop back up again.

But I can’t, so I tell him, “Win. This.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he says.

It’s the first time he’s called me that, and I’m not sure whether he’s showing respect or mocking me, but it doesn’t really matter, because it’s just been added to the list of things that are wrecking my concentration.

When the defense trots out, the roar surrounds us. Grizzly Field is the loudest in the PFL. When the mob gets riled, crowd noise at Grizzly Field registers on the Richter scale. No joke. It’s a weapon all its own; the crowd has been responsible for some crazy number of opponents’ false starts.

Carolina is using the exact offensive package I pointed out to Ty, and he and his teammates are lined up perfectly against it.

My heart starts to pound. They’re going to do this. I can feel it in my bones, like a change in the weather.

I talk to him in my head like I’m the coordinator and he has a headset on. Neither is true, and he can’t hear me, but I can’t help myself.

Get your feet under you. Knees bent. Sit back. Wide base. Toes in.

Get those fucking hands off your knees. It’s a bad habit of his that slows him down.

As if he hears me, he drops his arms to his sides.

I used to do the same thing to Tish, talk to her in my head during games, even though it was futile. I’ve always done it with players I’m particularly connected to.

See it? See it?

The snap comes and he moves so fast I don’t have time to form an opinion, let alone yell at him in my mind. He’s on Wayne, tumbling him.

The ball squirts out and my heart is pounding so hard, my whole body thinks I’m the one out there playing, trying, like Ty’s trying, to get after that ball.

O materializes from the back corner of my consciousness, grabs the ball as it takes a bounce off the turf, and runs it into the end zone for the winning touchdown.

O and Ty chest-bump each other on the field, then run back to the sidelines and are swamped by celebrating teammates. When things finally calm down, I have my moment.

They are so fired up, you can see the adrenaline steaming off their skin. Getting close to them feels gorgeously dangerous, like being near a wild animal. I put two hands up and they high-five me hard enough to hurt. Feels great. I miss the butt-smacking I did as an indoor player, but something warns me that laying hands on Ty Williams’s butt in celebration will not improve my career.

“That was beautiful,” I tell them.

To O, I say, “That’s what I need to see from you.”

He gives me a shy kind of sideways smile, totally incongruous on his bad old mug. I’m getting a feel for what Ty sees in him.

“Wait,” I tell Ty as O peels off toward the locker room. I’m going to tell him he did a great job, that I’m proud of him, but before I can get a word in, he’s talking.

“I fucking told you.”

“I thought I fucking told you.”

“I told you O and I were a kick-ass combo.”

“And I told you to win this game.”

We stare at each other for a minute. His bare skin gleams with sweat. Football players, like a lot of athletes, shave all their exposed skin so athletic tape won’t catch in their hair, and his looks perfectly smooth, polished, and oiled.

And then at the same time, we both laugh, and something cuts loose in my chest, because he’s beautiful when he laughs, dazzling. And he’s laughing with me, which feels so goddamn good, and all I can think is:

Oh, fuck.



Chapter 11


Ty

Every pro football player watches a ton of film. It’s just part of the game. Monday, you watch film of the game and tear apart your own successes and failures. Tuesday, you watch it again and try to figure out how you’re going to repeat that stroke of brilliance every time and never do that stupid-ass bullshit again as long as you live. Wednesday, we move on to watching film of our upcoming opponent and film that shows us how other teams have dealt with them.

Football players are so obsessed with film that they even film meetings in which they’re watching film. Dave Brogan used to sometimes turn off the recorder in the meeting room so he could ream us out in more colorful language, but most of the time, film is just recording 24/7, whenever anything football related is happening.

Some guys get sick of all the film and can’t imagine watching another minute in their off-hours.

And then there are guys like me. I watch film like teenage boys sneak porn.

That’s what I’m doing—watching film, not sneaking porn—when Iona walks in on Monday morning. I’m watching clips of myself rushing and trying to figure out why it worked on Sunday and not the previous five Sundays.

“Trying to figure out what you did?” she asks.

I nod. After all, it was what I had been doing until she breached the doorway. Since then I’ve been trying to pretend I’m not watching the restrained bounce of her breasts under her T-shirt. Or thinking about what her plump lower lip would feel like between my teeth.

She pulls up a chair and sits down beside me. I wish she hadn’t. She feels good there, in a distracting way. I’m having trouble focusing now on the screen, because once again all my senses are soaking up Coach Thomas.

“You played like you wanted to win,” she says.

“I always play like I want to win.”

She shakes her head, curls jiggling.

God, she can get me pissed off faster than anyone I’ve ever met. It’s like she has the direct button to rage.

“What the fuck?” I say. “You think I go out there wanting to lose?”

“No. But there’s a big difference between that and playing like you want to win. You know what I think?”

“No. But I assume you’re going to tell me.”

“I think you play for everyone except yourself. When it was Mack, you played for Mack. And the way I got you to win that game was to play for O. But if you want to play like a winner every time? You can’t be doing it for anyone else. You have to play for you.”

She shuts up and lets me soak that in.

I try to pretend she’s not there and run through a few clips. Malcolm Smith, Anthony Hitchens—sometimes you need to watch the greats to figure out what’s lacking in your own game.

She sits beside me, quiet. Watching with me. Pointing out something occasionally—stance, where they’re looking, blocking and tackling technique—but mostly just watching. After a while, I don’t feel so angry anymore. I feel kind of peaceful, which is how I almost always feel watching film. But watching with her is different than watching by myself or with anyone else. It’s a nice feeling, almost like we’re sitting in someone’s living room watching a movie together. If we had popcorn and a blanket to pull over our feet, this would feel a lot like a date.

I can’t remember the last time I went on a date. Went home with a jersey chaser, or let myself get picked up in a bar, fuck yeah. But went on a date?

College?

It was mostly parties and hookups there.

High school, I think.

“What’s it like?” I ask her suddenly. “Being the only woman?”

She shrugs. “A little weird sometimes but mostly normal. I’ve been the only woman a lot. You get used to it. I like guy energy. Always have. I spent a lot of time with my younger brother growing up, and always had tons of guy friends, because those were who wanted to do the stuff I wanted to do. Climb trees, play wiffle ball, run races. And play football, of course.”

“You play ever since you were little?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Me too,” I say.

“Do you remember the first time?”

“Nope.”

“Me neither.” She smiles. “But I feel like the heavens must have parted and a beam of light shone down or something. You know?”

“Yeah.”

“You know we grew up not far from each other.”

“Yeah?”

“Newark, right?”

He nods.

“Maplewood.”

Newark and Maplewood are a half hour from each other in New Jersey and approximately ten million miles apart, if you know what I mean. But I don’t say that, because you don’t meet that many people from Jersey in Seattle, and even if Coach Thomas probably grew up with a dad who commuted into Manhattan and a mom who worked one job at most and a house they owned and a car that ran more often than not, I’m not feeling like pushing her away right now.

What I’m feeling like doing is staying right here, with the slight warmth of her body soaking into my skin even at a distance, watching film for as long as she’ll sit next to me.

“I know,” she says. “It’s like saying Rainier Beach is near Queen Anne.”

I smile, despite myself. “A little.”

“We weren’t rich,” she says, a little defensively.

“You weren’t poor,” I say.

She shakes her head. “No. My dad’s a lawyer. First in his family to go to college. I’m the first on my mom’s side. Were you guys poor?”

We were and then we weren’t and then we were and then we weren’t. I wish I’d just kept my mouth shut. The answer is a hell of a lot more complicated than dropping a point on some graph above or below the poverty line.

I shrug. “We did okay.” And that’s the truth, if you look at me and Derek—

Shit, I don’t want to think about Derek.

She takes the hint and cues up more film, and I get my wish. We sit there for a long time, watching, and she doesn’t move to get up until Coach Thrayne comes to find her for a meeting.



Chapter 12


Iona

“We need a QB! Coach Osgood!”

“Nah,” says Chris Osgood. “Not me. I saw what happened to Wayne on Sunday.”

Friday’s a shorter practice day than Wednesday or Thursday. And by the middle of Friday afternoon, everyone’s ready to cut loose. Depending on the coaches, and how chill people are, a lot of fun stuff can happen on Fridays.

Like what’s happening right now.

We’re doing 7 on 7 drills on one of the outside fields, the sun is actually shining, and everyone’s in a terrific mood.

We practice 7 on 7 all the time—without the offensive or defensive lines. But the organized drill we started an hour ago has slowly evolved—or devolved, really—into goofiness as players have gone home and coaches have stepped in to fill spots.

I’m not the only young coach. There are a bunch of other coaches my age—all men, obviously—some of whom are former players, or college players, or high school players, or just guys who love football.

All the quarterbacks have taken off, hence the call for Chris Osgood, the defensive line coach, to fill in.

I don’t blame him for his refusal. He’s not one of the younger guys, and if my vision doesn’t deceive me, he’s not in top physical condition right now. And everyone knows that even in naked 7 on 7, which we’re playing, hitting happens. I imagine it’s more or less how elementary school boys play touch football.

“Coach Thomas!”

It’s O, of course.

“No way!” I yell, but more because I like the thrill of the fight than because I really don’t want to. Aside from the fact that I love quarterbacking, my linebackers have busted their asses without complaint or attitude for a week and a half, and I owe them a reward.

Plus, I know it’s overdue hazing, and I’d rather take it on the field than have it come out in the locker room.

“Come on, Coach!”

I desperately want to look over at Ty, but I’m fighting the urge with every ounce of my being. I don’t want to give him the satisfaction.

I lose the battle. He’s standing with his arms crossed, smirking. He catches me looking and raises one eyebrow, as if to say, You get to tell us what to do all the time.

I ignore the pointless girly flutter in my stomach, and with a big sigh for show, I accept the ball.

It goes pretty smoothly the first few plays. I complete a couple of passing plays, hand off a couple of runs and—throw an interception to O.

“Aw, it’s okay, Coach,” O says. “You’re a girl.”

I give him the finger, and everyone laughs.

Calder Blake, a corner who hangs a lot with Ty and his crew, says, “Let’s try the read, Coach Thomas.”

So we run the read option. I can hand it off to a running back or hang onto it, depending on what I see. I keep it.

Before I can clear the line of scrimmage, I’m on the ground, tangled up with a ton of linebacker.

It smells like earth and grass, which isn’t a thing you smell a lot when you play football mainly on turf, but it brings back every high school and college football memory I’ve ever had. Except those memories didn’t also smell so overwhelmingly of soap and tea tree and deodorant and clean sweat.

“Bet you didn’t think you’d be the one on your back all day long, didja?”

Not sure whether it’s the heat and weight of Ty or the whisper of his breath past my ear, but my body reacts immediately, my heart pounding and blood flushing everywhere. I feel suddenly panicky, and I start to struggle out from under him before—

Before I register that his muscular thigh is wedged between mine and my thighs seem to have involuntarily clenched around it. He lets out a huff of breath and his muscles flex and mine clench and another breath, and fuck—we’re in some kind of inappropriate dirty feedback loop. Plus, is that—?

No. No way.

But a split second’s exploratory wiggle reveals the truth.

Yep.

Whatever Ty Williams is wearing under his practice shorts, it’s not a cup. And it’s not restrictive enough to keep his secrets.

Being wrapped around me is turning him on.

Oh, man.

I scramble out from under his gloriously well-muscled form and get to my feet, red-faced, hoping that the eternity I just spent on the ground didn’t feel nearly as long to our audience as it did to me.

It can’t have been too obvious that I was doing Kegels under Ty Williams, because aside from high-fives and butt-slapping in Ty’s direction and ribbing and consolation pats in mine, no one seems to have noticed anything out of the ordinary.

I look over at him, intending to concede the play and high-five him like everyone else, but he won’t meet my eyes.

And a thrill of triumph shoots through me—so hot and fast I think I’m going to pass out.

He wants me.

Then he looks up at me, shrugs, and grins, and a backlash of shame floods me. Come on, Iona, I chide.

No way Ty Williams’s hard cock was just pressed against my thigh. No way I made him pant like a dog.

No way he wants me.

I don’t have that effect on men.

Especially not men like him.



Chapter 13


Ty

“I bought a condo.”

The look Zach and Calder give me, you’d think I’d just confessed something a lot more interesting. We’re hanging out, drinking, at the Bear’s Den, our favorite watering hole when we’re in the mood to be seen. Most of what goes on in here is a hell of a lot more interesting than my new place.

“You spent money?” Zach demands.

“I spend money,” I growl back. “What about the Hellcat?”

But of course Zach has it nailed. I bought a condo in Renton, not some killer Puget Sound view on the Seattle waterfront. And the car is the hottest sports car you can own for cheap. I’m careful with money, which is a bit of a rarity in the PFL. Guys earn their first big checks and go totally nuts, not realizing—or not wanting to admit to themselves—how short their careers are likely to be.

Not me. I want to leave this world with enough money never to have to worry about money again. I did enough of that for the first twenty-one years of my life.

I tell them about the condo, which isn’t too far from McElroy, our training center. I can move in Tuesday, which sucks only because I’m getting kicked out of my current place on Saturday. No matter. If I can’t crash easily with one of the other guys, I’ll get a hotel room.

“Let me grab another pitcher,” says Zach, “and we’ll toast.”

He comes back with the beer and says, “Don’t look now. Unless you want to. The Halle Berry look-alike at the bar wants to know if you’re busy later tonight.”

“What’d you tell her?”

“I told her she’d have to ask you.”

I’m not doing anything tonight except helping Zach and Calder finish this pitcher and probably a few more. So after we toast and drink to the new condo, I raise my eyes in the direction of the bar. She gives me a little wave. She’s pretty—creamy, pale brown coloring, straight hair to her shoulders, slender frame, long, slim legs under a short flippy skirt—and she’s wearing my number in rhinestones on a tight baby-doll T, so I have to guess I’m her type.

I love this part. The part that starts with a wave or a smile or a wink and ends when I say, “Hey, can I give you a ride home?” I guess you’d call it the hunt, or the chase, even if, truth be told, there’s not much up in the air about situations like this. We both know where it’s headed. Still, I’ve always liked the rituals. So I head toward the bar.

She grins up at me and I smile back. But I’m not feeling it yet. The rush that goes with the game.

“Hey, beautiful. What’re you drinking?”

“Grizzly Cosmos,” she says.

“One Grizzly Cosmo and a shot of Don Eduardo Silver, please.”

Sheila is tending bar. She’s one of the Bear’s Den regulars, fortyish but stacked to the teeth and still hot as fuck. Where she might normally flirt like mad with me, she’s used to the drill, and seeing what’s going on between me and the fan, she only says, “Hey, hon,” and gets businesslike, dropping the drinks in front of us in seconds flat without any banter. Which is perfect.

“Ty,” I say. “But you probably knew that. I like your shirt.” I gesture in the general direction of my fan’s chest. We both look down and back up again at the same time. She giggles.

I raise both eyebrows.

“Thanks,” she says, almost shyly. Cute. She tilts her head back to make a big deal of how much taller I am. “I’m Carly. I’m a big fan.”

“Yeah?”

“I saw your sack Sunday.”

Her face falls as soon as she says it. I probably wouldn’t have even noticed the double meaning if she hadn’t reacted, but I have to laugh now. I could be really crass and come back at her with some awful line, but that’s more O’s style. Instead, I say, “Yeah, that was a good moment.”

“What’s it like? Being out there? In front of all those people?”

“Amazing,” I say. And I think about the parts I love—how it feels to come out of the tunnel on game day for warmups, before the stadium has filled, when you feel the hugeness of the space and the openness of the sky and the thrill that never goes away.

I wonder if it’s the same for Coach Thomas, if coaches get that same feeling. And then I remember that she was a player, too, and I bet it was the same for her, even if it wasn’t the Sunday night game or a hundred thousand fans under one roof. I bet she does get that same rush when she goes out on the field for PFL games. I bet she knows.

It’s everything.

“Do you get nervous?”

“Nervous, pumped, yeah, of course. Especially for big games. Sunday, Monday nights. Or rivalry games. Or ones toward the end of the season that matter for getting into the playoffs. And, of course, postseason. Hey—so, what do you do, when you’re not watching Grizzlies games?”

“I’m an eighth-grade English teacher,” she says.

“Yeah? No kidding. That was my favorite subject.”

“I tutor, too,” she says, tipping her head to one side.

We’re definitely flirting, and my pulse picks up. This could work. I decide not to tell her that English was the one subject I consistently got A’s in, in both high school and college. When I applied myself anyway. “You do, huh?” I ask, picking up her tone. “In just English? Or in other subjects?”

“I’ve got a few other areas of expertise,” she teases.

Hmm.

The guy next to her stands up and she says, “Grab a seat?”

I walk around to her other side, and that’s when I see Coach Thomas with the journalist—Julia, I think?—sitting at a table near the back. They’re talking and laughing, and, man, she has a great smile, a broad flash of gleaming white. And she’s wearing lipstick, a deep plum-red that’s glossy even from across the room. Slick.

My mouth goes suddenly dry and something seizes in my chest, like someone slammed the brakes too fast, and I think:

Uh-oh.



Iona

“So…” says Julia, as we’re starting our second round. “What’s it like to be flat on the ground underneath Ty Williams?”

We’re at the Bear’s Den, which sounds like it should have animal heads on the wall but is actually a sports bar where Grizzly players drink from time to time. It was Julia’s choice, since she asked me to grab a drink. I would have stayed as far away as humanly possible from any place I thought Ty Williams might be.

“On or off the record?” I ask.

“On the record.”

“He is an impressive football player,” I say. “I barely saw him coming, and I know what to look for. It was a little like being run over by a freight train.”

I’m not just talking about the force with which he hit me. I sigh.

She scribbles something in her little notebook, then closes it with unnecessary emphasis and leans close and murmurs, “And off the record?”

I shake my head. “Nah. That’s the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth.”

She gives me a look. “I’m not buying it.”

“I’ve been burned before by on-the-record, off-the-record bullshit,” I tell Julia.

She nods. “I know. But I mean off the record. We’re not going to be able to get through the next few months together if we can’t actually have a conversation off the record. And there might be times I’ll ask you, afterward, if we can add something back to the record, but I swear I’ll respect you if you say you don’t want to.”

“You know what’s hard about this?” I ask Julia. “I’m not me.”

“On the record?” she asks, tentatively lifting her notebook open again.

I laugh. “Yes. On the record. One of the things that’s hard about being one of the first female coaches in the PFL is that whatever you do, you’re not just acting as an individual. You’re acting as a representative. So whereas if a guy coach uses bad judgment or talks out of line or gets quoted saying something racist or sexist or whatever, that’s him. He’s an asshole. If I screw up? Womankind screws up. You know what I’m saying? It’s a lot of responsibility. And God, I’m not complaining. I’m just saying that I’m never really off the record.”

She finishes scribbling that down and tilts her head to one side, considering me carefully. “Never really thought about that aspect of it. And what about race? Does that enter into it, too?”

“Yeah, totally. There’s still a huge race gap in the PFL when it comes to coaches and quarterbacks. We need to do a lot better about hiring and promoting black coaches. And yeah, you’re totally right—in both cases, I succeed and fail not just as an individual but also as a member of the groups I represent.”

Julia writes a few more lines, then closes the notebook and puts her pen down. “Okay, so what you’re saying is that even if getting tackled by Ty Williams was the hottest thing that’s happened to you since you had sex with your best friend’s older brother, there’s not a chance in hell you’ll ever tell me that.”

I laugh. I really like Julia. “That’s exactly what I’m saying.”

“Damn,” she says. “You’re really going to make me imagine the rest.”

“Yep,” I say.

“Oh, and speak of the devil,” she says.

Sure enough, when I raise my head, my gaze finds Ty Williams at the bar, leaning flirtatiously in toward his female companion.

Long before I knew I was going to work for the Grizzlies, I followed Ty’s career. Maybe it was his forty-yard dash times out of college, maybe it was how good he looked at those post-game press conferences; I’m not really sure what exactly drew me to him. But one of the things you find out pretty quickly if you pay attention to Ty is that there’s always a woman. Always a different woman.

The women are diverse in race and ethnicity, yet they have certain things in common. They are usually famous—models, actresses—once, an ex-president’s daughter. They’re often rich. But the number one thing they have in common is that they’re stunning. In a feminine, expensive-looking kind of way. No Amazons, not even really any five-foot-ten super models. Lots of hard-to-achieve hairstyles, jewelry, dresses and flowered tops, delicate features, refined manners—

This one’s no exception.

There’s no call for the way my heart suddenly feels heavy. I mean, what? Did I think that the fact that our bodies made horizontal contact was going to cause him to realize the error of his ways, give up womanizing, abandon delicately beautiful in favor of strong, bossy, and ripped?

And even if our thirty seconds of mud wrestling had permanently changed his taste in women, did I think I’d ever get a taste of the fruits? I’m his coach, for fuck’s sake.

I am so irritated with myself I could spit.

Julia mistakes my grimace, understandably, for disgust with Ty or maybe with the mating habits of male celebrities. “They’re like magnets,” she says. “They pretty much have to fight off their female admirers.”

“Poor babies,” I say, and Julia laughs.

We take a few more sips of our drinks, but the fun has gone out of it for me, and Julia knows. We settle up and say good night, and as we walk back to our cars together in a fine Seattle drizzle, I’m thinking about how much I want to be different from the woman who’d gone to the bar wearing his number on her chest. But the truth is, if I could do something that would make him cross a room to buy me a drink—I’m pretty sure I would.



Chapter 14


Ty

I watch Coach Thomas and her shadow leave the bar. She’s wearing a pair of skinny jeans and high black boots, but she doesn’t look like a stick insect in them. She’s got a delicious round ass and gorgeous juicy thighs, and—

I flash back to practice. It’s those fucking thighs, I think.

Taking Coach Thomas down was nothing more than instinct. She was running with the ball and it was my job to stop her. That’s what I told myself anyway.

But as soon as I had her wrapped up, I knew I was full of shit. I tackled her because I wanted to feel our bodies collide. I wanted to know how much of her was muscle and how much soft curves. And I found out.

God.

The perfect balance of strength and sweet give, and I was hard as a rock just like that. We hit the ground together, and she would have had to be carved from stone not to feel what I was packing.

How fucking awkward is that?

Hello, Coach!

There are good reasons professional contact sports are single-sex, I’m telling you.

I couldn’t look her in the eye afterward. I don’t know how I’m going to face her tomorrow and Sunday.

“Ty?”

I wonder how long I’ve been lost in my thoughts.

Carly doesn’t seem pissed. It would be awfully convenient if I could take her home, burn off some frustration, and chalk up the hard-on-for-coach incident to bad timing and too much recent celibacy.

“Sorry! I was just thinking about a play. So—you like teaching?”

“Love it,” she says.

“What’s your favorite part?”

“When I reach a kid, you know? When I get through to someone who’s struggling or get a kid engaged who’s maybe tuned out. It’s a great feeling.”

Right? I like her already. She’s cute, funny, seems like a nice human being, but—

I know I’m not going to get my head back in this game. I don’t know how I know, but I know it.

Carly says, “You want to get out of here—?” and makes a wrap-it-up gesture.

“Aw, hell,” I say. “I wish I could, but—” And I’m not bullshitting her. I’m genuinely disappointed in myself, like a motor that won’t start when the cord is pulled. There’s no reason I shouldn’t be saying yes to her right now. God knows Coach Thomas herself would probably want me to go home with this one and get my head on straight.

Right. I can only imagine how horrified Coach would be if she knew what was going on inside my head, instead of defensive schemes.

“I told the guys I’d hang with them tonight. Another time, maybe.”

Because Carly probably really is as nice as she seems, she looks disappointed but shakes the hand I offer her and says, “Another time would be great.” She writes her phone number on a grocery store receipt from her purse pocket and hands it to me.

You would not believe how many phone numbers I get handed. I should have a specialized filing system. Tag them based on where I was when I got them and, I don’t know, what color hair the woman has or her cup size or even how attracted I was.

I don’t call very many of those phone numbers, though. If I don’t go home with someone, there’ll be someone else next week, and I’ll have forgotten last week’s phone number.

It never struck me as particularly sad before tonight, that drawer full of slips of paper in every size, shape, and color.

I head back to Zach and Calder and they give me these looks, like, What the fuck?

“Ty Williams struck out?” Calder demands.

I shake my head. “Nah—I just didn’t—”

I get stuck just like that. Because I don’t know how to explain it to them. How I was standing there a foot from beauty and opportunity, and I was as ice cold as if she were a painting in a museum.

That, and:

Being wrapped around Iona Thomas for three seconds on the grass felt better than the best pickup sex I’ve ever had.



Chapter 15


Iona

I’m the coach, I’m the leader, which means it’s my job to make sure everything’s aboveboard, kosher, whatever. That everyone’s head is entirely in the game.

So on Saturday night, after the last meeting and just before curfew, I ask Ty if we can go over a certain scheme. It’s not an excuse; it’s the one we’re the shakiest on, and we do really need to go over it as many times as possible. He and I head into one of the hotel conference rooms. I don’t let him sit down, because it seems like this is going to be awkward enough and he might need to just get away fast after I say my piece.

“Friday, at practice,” I say. Not a question, just, like, the title of the speech I’m about to give him, which I rehearsed at length last night while I lay in bed and chastised myself for being sexually attracted to a player.

“I want to clear the air.”

His gaze darts around nervously, and he runs a thumb up and down his athletic pants over his thigh, something I’ve seen him do before when he’s uncomfortable.

I’m pissed at myself that I’ve made him uncomfortable, but I tell myself that that’s exactly why I’m here, to clear the air and make sure no one’s uncomfortable about anything, and there are no misunderstandings.

“Football is messy. Very physical, lots of emotions. So I just want you to know, I don’t put any meaning on anything that happens in the course of any practice. People lose their cool, stuff happens in the heat of the moment—”

Essentially, I’m apologizing for all that involuntary thigh clenching, and he’s supposed to let me off the hook by saying something like, “Yeah, yeah, no biggie,” and then skulk out of the room.

Instead, he gives me a long, level look. A look that says, Don’t bullshit a bullshitter.

And then he says, “Are we having a conversation about my dick?”

“No!”

“Because I kinda feel like we’re having a conversation about my dick.”

I very much wish he would stop saying that word, because even though I’ve never particularly thought of it as sexy, it’s still a word that only gets used in a few contexts, and my body knows it.

“I’m your coach,” I say sternly, trying to get this conversation back on track.

“I’m sorry,” he says. “I’m sorry about my dick disrespecting you, Coach.”

“No!”

Jesus, Ty Williams is a pain in my ass. And I’m actually having a lot of trouble not bursting out laughing, too, even though he’s obviously pissed and deliberately misunderstanding what I’m trying to say.

“No,” I say. “I’m the one who’s apologizing.”

“For what? Wasn’t your dick.”

“Stop saying dick.”

At that, he actually looks chastened. “Sorry, yeah, not appropriate, right? You aren’t going to get me in trouble for sexual harassment, are you?”

I shake my head, still feeling the urge to laugh bubbling up in me. “I’m not upset about your dick. I just wanted to basically say that there might be some unusual moments with me being a female coach, you know? Naked locker room moments, or whatever, and you should just know that none of it’s a big deal. I’ve been doing this a long time, I’ve seen a hundred naked football players, I’ve been tackled by a hundred different guys, and it’s no big deal.”

It comes out sounding very levelheaded and frank, and on that front, I’m pleased with myself.

What I just said was God’s truth until two weeks ago. I’d been on the ground underneath tens, maybe hundreds, of male bodies, and I’d never once thought anything other than, “Well, damn, that sucks.”

Unfortunately, it’s not really the truth now, and what’s worse, I can’t decode the expression on Ty Williams’s face.

“Yeah,” he says. “No big deal.”

That was the response I’d been looking for.

“So we’re good, then.”

“We’re fine.”

“And you’re set for tomorrow.”

“I’m ready to pound San Francisco into ground beef,” he says.

“That’s what I like to hear,” I say, although I prefer less colorful metaphors.

Then he’s gone, and I sink into one of the soft-seat conference room chairs and knock my head against the table in case that will help shake loose some sense.

Because, oh my God, I was totally talking about his dick, and now I can’t stop thinking about it.



Ty

We get locked in our rooms on game nights. There are bed checks and security guards and getting in or out of our rooms is supposed to be impossible. Obviously, nothing is impossible, and where there’s a will there’s a way. I hear stories all the time of guys who pay off guards and sneak women into their rooms, but I’ve never felt like the risk was worth it. I don’t really get off on that kind of tightrope behavior.

Once you’re locked in, there isn’t too much to do in a hotel room, if you’re wide awake and wired to the gills like I am.

Two traditional pastimes are watching porn and jerking off, but I give a passing shot to trying to do something a little more lofty with my time.

I turn on the TV and order up a movie. But I’m only twenty minutes into Mission Impossible 4 when I realize I’m not really watching.

I’m thinking about my conversation with Iona. Specifically, about when she turned the tables on me and started saying the word dick out loud.

That hard “k” sound is very explicit, you know? You can’t say the word dick halfway.

Iona Thomas doesn’t say it halfway. And there was something about that hard sound coming out of her mouth that was like a direct line to the body part in question.

Fucking hard again.

Even though what she was basically telling me was, Your dick is just one of many dicks I have encountered in this job, and I’m pretty much unconcerned by it.

I decide the conversation should have gone a whole different way. I should have said, Maybe we need to have a conversation about my dick. Because it doesn’t do that all the time. I mean, yeah, it works pretty well, as a rule, but that was, like, a millionth of my usual response time, and about ten million times the usual amount of blood flow. That was, like, painful. You’re the coach, you’re the boss, so tell me. What the fuck is that about?

Ideally, in this scenario, she doesn’t drop me from the roster and arrange for me to be sent to Jacksonville, although that’s probably what would happen in real life.

She says, Yeah, I noticed that. That was pretty intense. But I didn’t mind. I liked it.

It’s my fantasy, so if I want to make the strongest woman I’ve ever met look up at me through her eyelashes and wet her lips, I can.

Yeah?

Couldn’t you tell?

Whoa. Suddenly, in the porn movie in my head, Iona Thomas is on her knees. Hands at my waistband, tugging down. She’s having trouble getting my football pants and compression briefs over the mechanism, and she’s keeping up a running commentary, as in, Jesus, you’re big. I thought you were the other day but I couldn’t tell for sure. I haven’t been able to think about anything else since.

Meanwhile, in real life my athletic pants have hit the floor, my briefs have cleared the goods, and my fist is engaged.

Iona tongues over the head of my dick and my knees buckle.

I lick my palm to keep the realism going on.

Iona’s taking me deep and my fist has gotten sloppy and ragged when a knock comes at the hotel room door. Damn it. Bed check.

I make myself as decent as possible, show my face, reveal the contents of my room, and fall back onto the bed.

I pretend that knock at the door was her. I pretend she slides into the darkened room and, without a word, climbs into bed with me. Grips my thighs with hers and squeezes, like she did the other day on the practice fie—

Wait a fucking minute.

My self-abuse stops cold.

I was so busy feeling guilty about my hard-on dissing the coach that I skipped a whole bunch of important stuff.

The way she clenched her thighs around mine. Not just once but a couple times.

The way she rubbed herself against my hard-on.

The way she was breathing, her breaths coming hard right with mine.

Well now, I think, as my whole body tightens fierce, and I spill.

We might have been having a conversation about my dick earlier today, but my dick was not the only party having the conversation yesterday on the field.

I fall asleep, surprisingly contented, to that thought.



Chapter 16


Iona

We beat San Francisco, then take home our third consecutive win the following week. The day after that third win, on Monday afternoon, I’m supposed to be interviewed, along with Mike Ohalu, on KARO, Seattle’s sports talk radio station, about being the first female coach on the Grizzlies, and one of the first in the PFL. It’s scheduled to air as part of the post-game show next Sunday.

Only O is being given IV fluids because he’s been throwing up his guts for most of the morning. Probably just dehydrated from yesterday, but no one’s taking any chances.

“You’re up,” Coach Cross tells Ty. A look of undisguised horror crosses Ty’s face, and he shakes his head—none of the guys wants to get within a thousand yards of anything media—but Coach Cross says, “Not up for debate, man.”

“I can do it by myself,” I say. I won’t even have Julia with me, because she’s home with the stomach flu.

Cross gives me a look. “I’m sure you can. But if they want to talk to one of your players, we’ll give them someone to talk to.”

“Whatever.” Ty shrugs. “I’ve been here since six anyway.”

“Six? On a Monday?”

“Couldn’t sleep,” he says, with another shrug.

Ty’s car is a bright red, mean-looking low-slung sports beast that he informs me is a Dodge Charger SRT Hellcat. I slide into the passenger seat beside him. It’s pretty snug and comfy—or maybe that’s the effect of Ty’s looming physical size beside me. The car’s engine—“Seven-oh-seven horsepower V-eight,” says Ty, as if that would mean anything to me—makes a purring sound that I can feel as well as hear, and I try not to think too much about where, exactly, I can feel it. Same place I feel Ty’s voice when he urges the car up to ninety miles per hour on I-5 north by murmuring, That’s it, baby.

“Whoa,” I say. “Slow down.” And quit talking dirty; you’re messing with my head.

He laughs at me but complies.

By the time we get out of the car at the studio, it’s started raining and the wind is picking up. The weather’s been getting steadily rainier as November marches on. There’s supposedly a big windstorm on the way tonight. I wish I’d thrown a fleece over my T-shirt.

Ty, of course, bulls through the rain like he does everything else, like he can’t even feel it. Doesn’t even lower his head. I peek. There are raindrops stuck in his eyelashes and he doesn’t give a shit.

In the studio, we meet Gil Hudson, the post-game show host for the Grizzlies Radio Network. He’s not known for being the most forward-thinking guy on earth, and I’m nervous. But not worried, if you know what I mean. I’ve done interviews with plenty of jerks in my times, and there’s pretty much nothing he can say that will bother me.

Gil’s white, balding, sixtyish, and wearing a T-shirt that probably fit him better thirty pounds ago. He tells us everything we need to know about how the show and the studio work, and then he starts recording and jumps right in. After a quickie intro and bio, he says, “I’m gonna tell you right off the bat, I think it’s a bad idea, female coaches in the PFL.”

Well, there you go. At least we’re gonna be honest with each other.

Next to me, I feel Ty tense up. Okay, so that’s something I didn’t anticipate. I’ve heard all this stuff a million times, but he hasn’t. I’m not sure how he’ll react, and I need him not to be a hothead.

“Have to disagree with you there, Gil,” I say, calm as I can. There’s no version of the universe where it helps to get riled up when dealing with bigots.

“Terrible idea,” Gil says. “It’s not the right place for a woman. It’s an ugly world, pro football, not a place for a woman to have to deal with. Lotta abuse, lotta language, lotta butt-ugly men sitting around naked in locker rooms. And there’s gonna be the potential for sexual harassment in both directions—that’s my concern. We’ve got a game here that requires an incredible amount of concentration, and you put a woman smack in the middle of that, what happens to those players’ concentration? Someone’s going to get hurt.”

I take a deep breath. Nothing I haven’t heard before. “A million things can break a player’s concentration. You get bad news from home, it can break your concentration—if you don’t have good focus. You have good focus, and nothing’s going to screw with that.”

“That’s not what your former players say,” Gil says. “I’ve got Gaines Rainier on the line here. He played for San Francisco when you were there, and he said your presence was a distraction for the team.”

Beside me, Ty gets bigger, puffing up like a rooster. Stay calm, I urge him silently. Please.

“Gaines, thank you much for taking the time to talk with us today. So it was difficult playing with a female coaching intern on staff then.”

“I won’t lie to you,” Rainier says. “I didn’t think she had much to offer. And I thought her presence was a distraction, period. Lots of press focus on her, and yeah, the locker room stuff could get uncomfortable at times. In my opinion, she’s not a pro-level coach. And I think most women at this stage just aren’t. You can’t coach a sport you don’t play.”

“She plays,” says Ty.

I shoot him a look. Shut up.

He shoots me one back. Fuck you.

“Gaines,” I say. “Tell Gil how our time together in San Francisco ended.”

“I don’t see how that’s relevant,” Rainier says, but the edge in his voice tells me he does.

“He was fired,” I say.

“Because I questioned whether she belonged in San Francisco.”

“No. Because you weren’t getting it done.”

“So that was the team’s strategy? Fire the guys who don’t support female coaches?” Gil demands.

“That’s bullshit!” says Ty suddenly. “You’re twisting things around.”

Ah, this is what I was afraid of. Getting pissed at this kind of stuff only makes things worse. He’s only shoring up Gil’s argument, showing the world that I’m a distraction from what matters. If it’s making any point at all, it’s that he doesn’t believe I can hold my own in a pressure situation and need a guy to stand up for me. And that I can’t control my players. I glare, hard, at him, but he’s too riled up to see sense, and he glares right back. And opens his mouth again.

No! I mouth at him, but he’s past listening.

“We had ten sacks in the first seven games. Since Coach Thomas came onboard, we’ve had ten sacks and plenty of hurries in three games. That’s the facts. There’s no twisting those facts. And what Coach Thomas said is true. If you let someone’s gender be a distraction at the pro level, you’re not a pro. If you’re a pro, ain’t nothing gonna distract you from what matters, which is that we won those three games and we’re gonna keep on winning. And you know what? We’re done with this conversation. You want to know what Coach Thomas is like as a coach? You ask Coach Thrayne or Coach Cross or any of the linebackers, all of whom will tell you she kicks ass. Don’t ask some asshole who doesn’t even have a job in the PFL anymore. He’s the distraction.”

Oh, God.

I kick him, hard, and he narrows his eyes like arrows into mine.

“Gaines Rainier was fired because he wasn’t getting it done,” I repeat, trying as hard as I can to keep my voice steady. “There are plenty of male San Francisco coaches who’ll tell you the same story. But Ty’s absolutely right. We shouldn’t be talking about San Francisco anyway. We should be talking about the great play we’re seeing from the linebacker corps, Gil. Beautiful linebacker play. Right? I’m a lucky coach to have this kind of talent to work with. And what we need to do now is look forward to next week and get our heads in the game for that. That’s what we need to be thinking about and talking about.”

The tactic works. Gil asks me a few more insulting questions, stuff about where I change my clothes and if there are any women’s bathrooms in the training facility and what it’s like to hang out around naked men, but on balance, he mostly sticks to substantive stuff. We talk a little bit about the packages we faced the last two weeks and how the linebacker play has been different since then, and then Gil brings the interview to a conclusion.

I try to make a graceful exit, but thanks to Ty’s body language, which hasn’t calmed down any, we leave more or less in a huff.

In the car, Ty turns to me and says, “You okay?”

I’m not. Not really at all. I’m furious, and my anger needs a target, any target, and before I can think better of it, I’m telling him, “No, I’m not okay! What the fuck was that in there? I can stand up for myself!”

“Jesus,” he says, just as angry. “How about, ‘Thank you, Ty, that was really sweet of you,’ or, ‘Hey, I appreciate how you jumped in and defended me—’ ”

“I didn’t need defending. I didn’t need your help.”

“What the—?”

But then he suddenly gets kind of quiet. And still. Like the anger is burning cold now, not hot. He says, “This happens to you all the time.” Not a question.

“Yeah.”

“People say this shit to you all the time. And you’re always fighting.”

“Yeah.”

Suddenly I’m tired. Because, yeah, it’s one thing to have gotten good at standing up for yourself, but it’s still exhausting, sometimes, to have to do it full-time. And being the only woman surrounded by men who aren’t always sympathetic to my existence, let alone my problems—let’s just say it’s been a long time since someone looked at me like Ty’s looking at me now. Like he really sees me. Sees what it’s like for me.

For the first time in this whole long process, I feel like crying.

Ty puts both hands on the steering wheel, like he’s steadying himself. “Look,” he says. “You got blindsided in an interview. And I stood up for you. That doesn’t make you weak. It has nothing to do with male or female. I didn’t stand up for you because you were a woman. I stood up for you because you’re my coach.”

My coach.

Of course I’m his coach. It’s just fact. But the way he says it—

Like he means it. Like it means something.

Like he’s accepted me.

I suddenly realize that I’m being a great big douchebag.

He stood up for me. Publicly. He didn’t have to do that. He could have kept his mouth shut and waited for someone to address him. He’s been in this business long enough to know that you don’t speak unless spoken to—

Unless you feel really strongly about something.

Me. He feels really strongly about me.

As a coach, I remind myself.

Except then something happens. He turns toward me and just stares—in a way that people almost never do, because eye contact is awkward and complicated. I can’t believe what his face is telling me. The hunger in his eyes and the softness of his lower lip—they’re about nine thousand times more intense than if we were actually kissing, and my face heats, and then my whole body, and I can’t stand it. I bet sometimes people kiss so they don’t have to keep staring into each other’s eyes and seeing all kinds of truths they’re desperately trying to avoid.

Then he turns away, and once again I don’t trust that it happened at all.

I take a deep breath, try to slow my frantic pulse down. You saw what you wanted to see, but you’re not allowed to want to see that.

I corral my thoughts back to a safe place, try to focus on what we were talking about before he opened that window into his soul.

“I’m sorry,” I say. “You’re right. You’re totally, completely right. I should be thanking you. And I definitely shouldn’t have been taking my anger at Gil out on you.”

Once again he puts both hands on the wheel, but this time he turns the key in the ignition and that brute of an engine roars to life under us.

I want him to look at me again.

And I don’t.

“Thanks,” he says, barely audible. “No hard feelings.”

That’s it.

Then he drives us back to the training facility.



Chapter 17


Ty

Coach Cross told me I could crash on the nasty old sprung couch in his office. Most of the time, that wouldn’t be an offer I’d jump to take. But I spent last night on Calder’s pullout, with his cat standing on my face. This morning I started calling hotels, but they’re all booked solid with some mega-conference. And even though I’m sure everyone imagines that we can pull the VIP card any old time we want, being football players, it doesn’t always work like that in real life. Full’s full, and at some point it didn’t seem worth the effort for one night.

So, what the fuck; I’ll crash at McElroy. At least it’s feline-free.

Still, I’m blaming lack of sleep for why I almost kissed Coach Thomas.

I could have been the first guy fired for sexually harassing one of the first full-time female coaches in the PFL. That would make a really good radio show. And Gil would have been right, after all, about women coaches being a distraction.

Luckily I came to my senses, no harm done.

Well, none except that it’s like I set up a permanent loop in my brain where I lean in for real and set my mouth against hers. And hers is so full and so hot and, when she opens for me, so wet—

I lift like a mofo all afternoon trying to shut off the loop, but only succeed in making myself ache everywhere else, too.

There’s a crazy windstorm whipping up outside and Coach Thrayne has sent everyone home so no one has to drive later when it gets more dangerous.

I head out and grab a pizza, figuring I can heat it up later in the kitchen.

I’m just getting close to McElroy when a shadow flies from nowhere and flings itself across my windshield. I slam on the brakes and pray there’s no one behind me to rear-end me. My heart thrashes madly in my chest. I can’t see fuck-all except whatever the thing is—plastic bag or tarp. And then as quick as it came, it blows away again.

Jesus.

I turn on the radio as I crawl the rest of the way back to McElroy. They’re all gloom and doom on the radio. I’m not the only one having a tough time. They apparently closed a portion of I-5 because they’re worried about land instability, and some guy was killed when a downed power line tangled with his car.

I’m glad Coach sent everyone home. I hope they’re all smart enough to stay put. The ones who know windstorms mean business are probably fine, but what about people like Iona who are new to the area? Will she know not to try driving in this?

Then I think, if there’s anyone who can take care of herself—and would be pissed to know I worried that she couldn’t—it would be Coach Thomas.

Back at McElroy, I settle in to Cross’s office to watch film from yesterday’s game.

I’m watching myself miss the same tackle for probably the twenty-seventh time when the power goes out.

The generators kick on a moment later, and most of the lights come back, along with the electronics. It busts my gut that we have multimillion-dollar backup systems in place to make sure the coaches don’t miss an hour of film watching. I wonder what else in the facility is generator powered, or not? I decide to go on a walk to find out.

I turn the corner into the assistant coaches’ pit and nearly crash into Coach Thomas.

Double take.

“What are you doing here?”

“What are you doing here?”

“I asked first,” I say. She brings out the stubborn in me. I’m not sure whether it’s a good thing or a bad thing, whether it’s the kid throwing a temper tantrum or what.

“I meant to leave earlier,” she says. “But I was watching game film—”

It’s not like it’s a special coincidence that the two of us were watching game film. On any given night for the last ten years, both of us have been watching game film. It’s just what we do. But there’s something strangely intimate about knowing we were watching the same game film down the hall from each other. Maybe because I’ve never known another woman who loved football the way I do. I’ve known a million casual fans who liked what they saw when they watched me on television or even in the stadium. But Coach Thomas sees something different when she watches that film. She sees me, the football player, with all my flaws and fuck-ups. And the good things, too, when I’m focused and dialed in, when I do something that surprises even me. She knows.

“What about you?” she asks.

“I’m sleeping here tonight. I bought a new place and I can’t get in till tomorrow, and I couldn’t face another night with Calder’s cat sleeping on my head.”

She laughs, and I feel the triumph that comes from bringing down a runner who’s just gotten up a head of steam. Better.

“I was about to head out,” she says.

“You can’t go out there right now.”

This pops out of my mouth even though I was just thinking a few minutes earlier about how pissed Coach Thomas would be if I didn’t think she could handle herself.

“I gotta get home.”

“It’s dangerous. The driving sucks out there.” I tell her what happened to me with the tarp or whatever it was. “Give it a little time to die down. On the radio they were saying winds should start to die down around midnight.”

“I’m not staying here till midnight,” she says scornfully.

“We could watch film together.”

I should have stopped that sentence after “film,” because somehow it comes out sounding a lot more like a dirty proposition than I meant it to.

Only she doesn’t smack it down the way I think she’s going to. She tilts her head to one side and thinks about it.

I guess the lack of smackdown makes me bold, because I say, “Stay.” And I don’t even worry if it’s going to sound like I mean it like that. “I’ve got pizza and we can watch film.”

She says slowly, “I guess that can’t hurt anything, right?”

Except I’m pretty sure it can.



Chapter 18


Iona

“Meat lovers, huh? You know that’s a football player pizza cliché, right?”

“Tell me you don’t love it.”

We’re sitting at one of the big conference tables, and he pushes the pizza box across to me.

“I love it,” I admit, tearing a slice off and chowing down. “It’s my favorite pizza topping. If you can count that as one topping.”

“Nope.” He shakes his head. “You have to pick one. What’s your actual favorite?”

“Pepperoni.”

“Sausage,” he says, like he’s just won a bet.

He queues up game film and we watch for a while, pointing out stuff we see to each other. He’s good. He backs up a few plays to show me the moment where he can see the play start to develop, and a couple times, I can’t see what he’s looking at until he uses the smart board to throw up circles and lines and map it out for me.

“Take the last piece,” he says, when the pizza’s almost gone.

“You sure you got enough? That whole pizza was gonna be for you, right? And you shared it?”

“I’m fine,” he says.

“Take the last slice.”

“I’m not taking the fucking last slice.”

We glare at each other, and in the end, I take the last slice. Partly because I can’t keep up my end of the staring contest. It’s doing funny things to my insides. I think maybe it’s the fact that his mouth keeps tipping up like he wants to laugh.

“How’s Julia?”

“Last I checked, feeling a little better, thinking she might take a day off to spare us her germs and be back Wednesday.”

“Poor kid.”

He messes with the remote, and I stop paying attention to savor the last few bites of the pizza. When I tune in again, he’s watching himself miss Sunday’s tackle, over and over again.

“I’m thinking it’s a footwork problem,” he says.

I watch it a few times with him, but when he goes to play it for the eighth time, I say, “Stop.”

“But I haven’t figured out what I did wrong.”

“You didn’t do anything wrong.”

“Maybe if I’d cut sharper—?”

“Ty, forget it. Sometimes you do everything right and you just don’t get there in time.”

He lowers his eyebrows in an almost glare.

“That’s my job, too,” I say. “Telling you when it’s time to put the film away. It’s time. You’re not going to learn anything from it.”

He looks like he’s about to fight me, but instead he says, “Hey. I’m still hungry.”

“I told you you wanted the last slice,” I say, aggravated.

“And I told you I wasn’t eating it.”

“Stubborn bastard.”

“They make the best linebackers,” he says, shrugging.

It’s this feeling, of wanting to laugh and kill him at the same time, that is so good and ticklish I can barely stand it. And so, so, so inappropriate.

I wonder what the weather is doing outside, and how long till I will have no rational choice but to leave here and drive home. And why I am hoping this storm will rage all night.

“I have an idea,” he says, luckily ending that train of thought. “Follow me. And shhhh.”

He leads me into the hallway, and we pretend like we’re on a secret mission, creeping along the side of the hallways, doing that thing where you point at your eyes and then at the enemy, covering each other for forays past various offices and rooms. It makes me giggle. Until I bump into him by accident and it’s like walking into a wall, and my whole body goes hot and cold.

Some parts definitely more hot than cold.

Finally we creep into the kitchen, which is one of those big industrial ones like in a school or hospital. He whips open a freezer and says, “Dunh dunh DUNH!”

It’s basically one huge wall of ice cream.

It’s not like I’ve never seen a football team’s ice cream stash before, but it’s still kind of an impressive sight.

“Favorite flavor?”

“Mint chocolate chip.”

He dishes up an absurd amount of mint chocolate chip into a bowl for me, does the same for himself with the chocolate, and then we head back to the conference room.

“I can’t eat all this.”

“ ’Course you can. You play football with the men, you eat with the men.”

“Fuck no,” I say. “If I try to keep up with you guys, I’ll weigh three hundred pounds in a few weeks. You guys are all muscle and you’re working out like sixty hours a week.”

“I’ll finish what you can’t,” he says.

“Because you’re a stubborn bastard and didn’t eat the last slice even though you were still hungry.”

“I was trying to be polite.”

“You could start with not fighting with me about everything.”

He shrugs. “Unlikely. Besides, you’d miss it.”

And he levels a challenge at me. Deny it.

I can’t.

I also, for a moment that stretches way too long, can’t make myself look away. His eyes hold mine.

I burst out with the first thing I can think of. “So, tell me about learning to play football in Newark.”

His gaze falls away and something in his jaw tightens. “Lots of games in empty lots.”

“I can imagine.” I shove ice cream in my mouth and try to decide whether I’m grateful that I’ve totally killed the mood or not.

“I used to hang around outside this football camp.” His voice loosens a bit. “And one of the coaches let me come and play, even though I was a few years younger. And then, miraculously, the next summer there was a scholarship for me to go to camp.”

“He sounds like a good guy.”

He smiles, and it slides inside my chest. “His name was James MacKenzie.”

“Oh. I didn’t realize you guys went back that far.”

“Yep. He was also the coach at UCLA who recruited me to play there, the coach who gave me my shot in the PFL when no one else wanted to take a chance on me, and the guy who pushed me to do my best every day for almost twelve years.”

“So everywhere he went, he took you with him.”

“More or less.”

He turns away, and I don’t say anything because it feels like it would be pressing on a bruise. Pain for no good reason.

“Were your parents supportive? Of you playing football?”

“Were yours?” He sounds almost angry, the way he flips it back at me.

I shake my head. “Hell no.”

“Tell me.”

We’re supposed to be watching film or a movie, which feels like it would be safer, or at least simpler. But he’s leaning back in his chair and he looks so goddamned comfortable in his body, I don’t want to change anything about the moment.

“At first they didn’t mind so much,” I tell him. “I played flag football with the boys, and they thought it was just a phase. And then I started getting better than a lot of the boys I played with. I was faster, and I had better quickness, and I had a better head for the game and the plays. At quarterback, my arm strength wasn’t necessarily as good, but my ability to scramble was. The high school coaches got interested. And my parents freaked out. They refused to pay for anything—not fees, or equipment—nothing. For a while they succeeded in keeping me away from the game, but I was stubborn—”

“No!” says Ty, smirking at me.

Oh, God, the little quirk at the corner of his mouth. I want to lunge across the table.

“I got a job and earned money and paid for everything myself. And they eventually gave up on trying to stop me, but the rest of my high school life was kind of a war zone. We fought nonstop. My mom mostly focused on how dangerous it was, but my dad said—some really hurtful things.”

I think about Tish’s dad because it’s easier than thinking about my dad.

“Like what?” Ty asks.

“He said it would ruin my love life. He said—not exactly in these words, but more or less—that no guy would ever be interested in me. He said no man wanted a girlfriend who had bigger shoulders than he did, or ran faster or hit harder.”

“That’s bullshit.”

His voice is thick with disbelief, which sends a hard, fast thrill through me.

Does he mean—?

Shut up, Iona. He’s just being nice.

I shrug, mostly to shake off my own cray-cray. “It’s truer than you’d think. And regardless, it changed everything between him and me. I was so angry at him for not being able to see how important it was to me and how much I loved it, and he was so angry at me for—I don’t know, really. For not being his little girl and wearing little pink frilly dresses and black patent leather shoes, or something. We’ve never really forgiven each other.”

“It’s such stupid sexist crap. It’s insulting to men, that we can’t deal with a strong woman. And just plain bullshit. I mean, look at you. Short hair, football T-shirt, and you still can’t manage to look anything but—”

It’s like he slams into a wall right then. Stops cold.

Gives me this look. Uh-oh.

“Anything but what?” I ask.

I shouldn’t have, but sometimes your mouth spits stuff out before your brain can fully catch up.

He looks like a caged animal, his eyes darting around like he’s hunting for a way out of this corner he’s gotten himself into. And of course he feels trapped. I’ve just fished for a compliment and put him on the spot.

“Just take it from me,” he says. “You’ve got nothing to worry about in the looks department.”

“Well, thanks,” I say. “That’s a high compliment coming from a guy like you.”

Oops.

“A guy like me?” he asks. Not pissed, not yet. More ginger.

Better not to try to wriggle out now. Better to go with the truth. “I mean, you’re a famous athlete. And you date beautiful women.”

He’s staring at me.

“Let me get something straight,” he says. “By that sentence, ‘you date beautiful women,’ are you implying that you don’t think you’re in their league?”

“I mean, I don’t think I’m ugly. But compared to, like, Cydni Shalgren or Amy Horace or Talia Freeney—”

I stop, realizing that I’m listing the women he’s dated, which implies that I know the women he’s dated, which implies that I care which women he’s dated, which is not where I want this to be going.

But he doesn’t seem to have registered that particular fact. He’s just shaking his head, an expression on his face like I’m trying to convince him to eat something rotten.

“What do you mean, compared to women like them?”

“They’re—you know, the kind of women men want. Tall, slim, perfect hair, makeup, expensive clothes.”

“And you’re…?”

“We shouldn’t be having this conversation,” I say suddenly. Because I really, really don’t want to finish his sentence.

“No, I really think we should be having this conversation,” he says. “You’re what?”

“If you take the fact that a lot of guys are freaked out by the football thing—and then some assume I’m gay because they’ve got stupid stereotypes about female athletes—I’m not fighting off marriage proposals. That’s all I’m saying.” I shrug, like it doesn’t matter.

And the truth is, ninety percent of the time, it doesn’t matter. PFL coaches don’t have time for romance. Even the married ones barely have time for their families except during the (ever-shorter) off-season. I’ve always told myself I’m fine with putting football first.

But this is Ty Williams we’re talking about. He has no intention of letting me off the hook that easily.

“You’re saying you don’t think you’re beautiful.” He’s pissed. “Like, who was it? Cydni Shalgren or Amy Horace or Talia Freeney. That’s what you’re saying. Isn’t it?”

He glares at me, and I have to look away. I don’t answer.

“Explain something to me. Explain to me how a woman who’s so competent and powerful and stubborn and bossy can have such crappy self-esteem. Jesus Christ, Iona.”

I’ve been hit with two hundred fifty pounds of muscle before, and it didn’t knock the wind out of me like that.

Some of it is him calling me competent and powerful—his words all full of pride and even a little awe.

Some of it is him calling me stubborn and bossy—because I am—and telling me I have crappy self-esteem—because I do, about the way I look. And it feels so weirdly intimate that a man who’s known me for less than three weeks can sum me up better than people who’ve known me my whole life.

It’s like when you go to a fair and one of those instant caricature guys draws your picture and suddenly there you are, all your strengths and flaws on display for everyone to see.

But the thing that really strips away my defenses, the single word that rings out after he’s finished his speech and while we’re just sitting there staring at each other?

My name, on his lips.



Chapter 19


Ty

“Explain it to me,” I say again.

She won’t look at me.

I can’t blame her. I just called her bossy and stubborn. Shit.

But she doesn’t say anything about any of that, even though she’d be well within her rights to call me out on it.

“I didn’t have my first serious boyfriend till I was in college,” she says.

I have to adjust my brain to realize she’s answering my question. She’s explaining it to me. How she is the way she is. She isn’t angry or defensive. She isn’t playing the coach card or telling me to back the hell off.

I don’t know why she isn’t, but I’m grateful. I’m so fucking grateful to be sitting here with her in the conference room like we’re any two people on earth, talking.

Is it possible I never really talk to anyone? That I kid around and sling words and take shit, that I get coached and lectured, that I flirt and come on—but that I don’t ever actually talk to anyone?

I think it is.

And probably, before this moment, I never thought I wanted to.

“We were together almost my whole junior and senior years. He was my dream guy. We were the same height and the same weight, but he never gave the slightest sign that it bothered him. He was good looking and treated me like a princess and I fell head over heels for him. Lost my virginity to him, the whole drill.”

“And he cheated on you,” I hazard.

She laughs. “Um, nope. He was gay. He came out right before we were supposed to move in together. And he thanked me for helping him sort things out. He said being with me helped him realize he really wanted to be with men.”

I blow out the breath I’ve apparently been holding. “Fuck that. That has nothing to do with you. That’s his crap.”

She shrugs. “Okay, fine, but it didn’t help. You know? Here I am, twentyish, hearing my dad’s talk in my head, still kind of trying to believe my good fortune, that there’s this guy who loves me! So obviously my dad was wrong! Wrong, wrong, wrong. Only he wasn’t, apparently.

“Then I met—let’s call him Wes.”

I already hate the guy. I hate him.

“He ran a camp I worked at one summer in college, coaching girls’ basketball and football. He was an inch taller than me and five pounds heavier but it didn’t seem to matter. He always made me feel pretty, even when I wore heels.”

Could I make you feel that way?

God, I want to make her feel that way. My heart speeds up, thinking about it.

“Even though I was a little gun-shy from my last relationship, I let myself fall for him. And once I did, I really fell. I thought he was everything I wanted in a guy—strong, confident, kind, someone who totally accepted me for who I was. We moved in together and went ring shopping and I was basically just waiting for the proposal. And then one night when he was supposed to be working late, I went out with a girlfriend and we ran into him. Having a romantic dinner for two with a teeny-tiny beautiful skinny girl I could break in half with one hand. And when I asked him why—”

Her voice quavers and I want to put my hands around the guy’s neck and squeeze. I hope for both of our sakes that our paths never cross, because I will probably kill him on sight.

“He said, ‘She makes me feel strong. Like I can take care of her.’ ”

It takes everything I’ve got not to fly out of my chair and pound something in the room to pieces. “You listen to me,” I say. “The only information that story gives you is that the guy was obviously a complete and total asshole and not worth one minute of your time.”

“Yeah. I know.” She shrugs. The quaver, and any other signs of vulnerability, are gone.

“So, what, and that’s it? You just give up on men completely?”

“Kind of,” she says. “I mean, it’s not like I made an official declaration or anything. I just quit—trying, you know?”

I think I must be staring at her in outright disbelief because she says, “The fact is, it’s not like dating works that well with being a coach.”

“Bullshit,” I say.

Her eyes narrow. Okay, fine, Iona Thomas. You want the truth?

“You didn’t quit trying because you’re a coach. You quit trying because you got some bullshit thing in your head about how you’re not attractive to men. And that’s the biggest heap of all. You know how I fucking know?”

She shakes her head. Her eyes are wide. I think I’m scaring her with my intensity. Good. At least I’m getting through to her.

“Because I know you’re attractive to men. Because you’re attractive to me.”

Her shocked eyes meet mine.

“You’re strong and fierce and funny and you have a terrific smile—” And then I let my gaze drop, not to escape hers, but to show her. I show her by letting my eyes take the trip over her body that they took the first time I saw her, the trip they’ve been wanting to take every time I’ve been in the same space with her.

That sweet, lickable mouth, the swell of her breasts, the flare of her hips, those fucking amazing thighs—

“And a great body,” I say, although I can see from the surprise pushing her eyebrows up that I don’t need to say it. She knows what she saw on my face. And she should. Because how much I want her is a fire under my skin right now, and if she can’t see it in my eyes, she’s blind.

I stare at her, dead-on, holding her gaze with mine even though I know she wants to look away so she can keep on not believing the truth. And even though I want to the depths of my soul to bring my scrutiny back to her mouth and that tempting, oh-so-edible lower lip.

“You’re beautiful, Iona. And if there are guys who can’t handle how tough you are, that’s their problem, not yours. But I’m not that guy. My masculinity is not in question and neither is my ability to hold my own.”

And then, just in case she’s missed the point I’m making, I demonstrate. She’s got beautiful eyes, all those flecks and spears of lighter and darker colors. Some women, as you lean in for a kiss, you see their flaws, but with Iona, all I see is that the closer I get, the more beautiful she is. Pure, clear skin, crazy long eyelashes, the softest mouth I’ve ever zeroed in on. Time slows down like it does sometimes when I’m getting a read, so I get to see her eyes change—maybe panic or maybe just her body saying yes to what’s about to happen. Mine sure the fuck is.

I approach her so slow I feel her breath brush across my lips the instant before mine touch hers. So slow I smell her skin and taste her before the rush of pure sensation hits my bloodstream, a ton of adrenaline in one fast shot. Her mouth is so fucking soft, just give and give and give, as good as I knew it would be. I feel her catch fire and she’s definitely kissing me back, a little gasp escaping her, a little throaty sound that catches in my own throat, her spoon hitting the table, dropped, her hands coming up and finding my arms and digging in, hard.

Her lips part and I slide in, my tongue saying a tentative and then not at all tentative hello, Iona. And the way her tongue greets me back, I have to put myself on the world’s shortest leash because all I want to do is push her back onto the table and crawl up over her. My body still remembers the length of hers and the craving is fucking off the hook.

The sounds are gonna kill me, I swear. That slick catch of wet mouth on wet mouth, the breaths cut off by another kiss, the moans or whimpers or whatever they are that never make it into the air because I’m swallowing them up. And my hands don’t belong to me, they’re holding her head still so I can get more of her, my fingers plunged briefly in the soft wool of her curls, then impatiently sliding under her clothes—

Iona Thomas, who is tougher than some of the boys I grew up with, is wearing something tiny and lacy under her T-shirt, and all I can think about is tearing it to shreds with my teeth. Because that’s her all over, right? All business, all pro, all man in a man’s world, until you get underneath and see how she can’t be anything except woman.

And I’m the only one who knows it.

It’s the fucking sexiest thing ever.

She’s pulling away now. “What do you think you’re doing?”

“You were doing it, too.” The words jump out before I can think about them because my heart is pounding and my blood is throbbing everywhere and her anger gets under my skin the same way her arousal did. But even as I’m saying them out loud, I’m thinking, She needs me to take responsibility for this. She needs this to be not her fault.

So I take a deep breath and man up and say, “No. No. You’re totally right. I shouldn’t have done that. I don’t know what I was thinking, Coach.”

I wasn’t thinking, actually. I was just reacting. Reacting to how badly I wanted to show her how beautiful I think she is. And if words weren’t going to convince her, I would do it any way I had to.

But I don’t say that out loud, of course.

“I won’t do it again,” I say instead.

Because of course she’s right. This can’t be happening. It’s one hundred percent not okay. There’s no version of the universe where this is okay.

Which is exactly what she says, trying hard to be Coach Thomas. Trying to be angry and firm. To keep me from seeing that she is still a little breathless and soft-mouthed and big-eyed.

I melted Coach Thomas. I feel stupidly proud.

“This is wrong,” she says. “I’m your coach. That’s a position of power. But even if that weren’t true, you know I can’t do this. Because I’m on a big stage. Everyone is watching and waiting for me to fuck up, and this is the ultimate fuck-up. There’s no bigger fuck-up. And when I fuck up, I fuck up for all female coaches and all black coaches, not just for myself. And maybe lose you your job in the process. And for what? Scratching an itch? I mean, where do you think this could possibly go?”

All the good feelings dry up and blow away. All that fierce protectiveness I felt when she was talking about her shitty father and her craptastic self-esteem, all the sweetness and heat from the kiss, all my pride in having made her soft.

Where do you think this could possibly go?

That was one hell of a kiss. I didn’t want to stop, and I wanted to do it again as soon as she put distance between us, and my body still feels pulled toward hers. And yeah, I want her naked on this conference table, legs spread so I can see and taste and fuck her, and I want to rub myself all over her while I kiss her till neither of us can see straight, but where do I think this could possibly go?

Nowhere, right? That’s where sex goes. That’s where all relationships—friends, family, teammates, coaches, girlfriends, whatever—go in the end. Nowhere.

“Your job,” she says. “Maybe your career. My job, and almost certainly my career.”

Weighed against the feel of her mouth on mine, the needy sounds, her hands disobediently reaching.

She’s asking, Is it worth it?

“I should go,” she says, and I don’t try to stop her.



Chapter 20


Iona

The next morning I drive to McElroy early and head straight to Coach’s office.

I’ve been lying awake most of the night, my brain flipping back and forth between sensation and logic. Rehashing: Ty’s mouth, his tongue stroking mine, the power that poured off his skin with the heat of his body, the desire spiraling through me. Rehearsing: The words I’m going to say to Coach this morning. I got myself into an unfortunate situation; I didn’t use the best judgment; you should know that this happened, but it won’t happen again—

I know I have to take responsibility for being alone with Ty, because that was a bad choice. But I’m hoping Coach will see the rest, too, that I did the best I could under the circumstances—pulling away as soon as my brain retook control, explaining exactly why it could never happen, walking away.

Coach is in his office, talking to one of the receivers. Door is open a crack, low voices murmur out. It sounds serious but not dire. I make myself as comfortable as I can leaning against the wall nearby with sweaty palms and a guilty conscience, prepared to wait as long as I need to for an audience.

I’m not gonna lie. I’m scared. He could fire me on the spot.

That would suck. To have come this far, gotten this close to the dream, and then—well, depending on how he handled things, whether word got out, it could be the end of my career. But more likely, it would just mean starting over again, making the case to another team that I’m the right human fucking being for the job.

So not the end of the world.

Unless—

He could let Ty go.

And I realize, in an instant, that that’s what I fear most. That the mistake I made last night, of being alone with him, of confiding in him—even though I knew I was attracted to him—could take him away from the team he loves.

Plus, with things being the way they are in the PFL right now, with all the focus on sexual assault and players toeing the line in their personal lives—

I don’t want to even think about it.

But my brain won’t let me stop. I keep thinking about Ty. His loyalty. His intensity.

The look on his face when I told him about my exes. Genuine disbelief. Real anger.

I told him everything I feared and doubted, laid bare all my vulnerabilities about the way men see me and the way I see myself, and, knowing everything, all of it, with his eyes wide open, he told me I was beautiful and kissed me.

It’s imprinted so deeply in my mind that I can feel it all over again when I remember it. Not just the sensations but the deep relief, the way my heart unfolded like something coming into bloom at the generosity of the moment.

I just can’t. I can’t repay that moment by ratting him out.

Because what he did last night, as fucked up and complicated as it makes things, was one of the most wonderful things anyone has ever done for me.

And to reward him for his actions last night by getting him in trouble—suspended, maybe even released? If there’s a God in the world, he can’t possibly think that’s justice.

I cast one last look toward Coach’s office, take a deep breath, and walk away.



Chapter 21


Ty

The scheme’s not clicking.

We’ve lined up several times in practice, and every time the running back is ripping off huge chunks of yardage, like the line is Swiss cheese and O and I are mosquito-sized nuisances.

It’s getting discouraging.

It’s been a weird week.

I didn’t sleep too well Monday night, either. Blame Coach Cross’s couch, which is probably standard size for the general population but was never meant to hold a linebacker, even before its springs gave up the ghost.

Or blame the weather. By the time Iona walked out of the conference room, things had settled down a bunch, but maybe the barometer was still unsettled.

Something was unsettled.

I owe Coach Cross an apology for abusing his hospitality by tossing and turning on his already broke-ass coach, not to mention the unspeakable acts I imagined while doing it.

I didn’t sully the upholstery, of course. I’m too civilized for that.

On Tuesday, I came in to McElroy and worked out. Hard. I thought it might help with the sleep situation. Or that being in my own bed in my new place would help. Or that time passing would help. But honestly, none of those things are helping. I can’t sleep, and it’s my own goddamn fault, because any fantasy I could have had about Iona turns out to be nothing compared to how she was in my arms. The way she arched and wriggled and writhed, the noises she made, how fucking into it she was.

And then, to make everything even weirder, it’s been so goddamned normal. Literally like nothing happened. Like I imagined Monday night. She does her job and I do mine. When she has to touch me, it’s professional. When she has to talk to me, her voice is unruffled. She doesn’t give me special attention. She doesn’t treat me any different from before.

At first it feels bad, because I’m waiting to get chewed out or maybe even released, but Tuesday passes, then Wednesday and Thursday, and nothing happens. She doesn’t give me a lecture, like, that can never happen again, and apparently she doesn’t rat me out because here we both still are, and it’s Friday afternoon, and we’re pretending everything is normal.

But then once or twice, I catch her looking at me when she thinks no one will notice. Our eyes meet and say, Yeah, it happened, and then we both look away.

We have this secret no one else knows.

It feels—I don’t even know how to say it.

It feels—good.

It makes me understand how cheating happens. I’m not condoning it, I’m definitely not saying I’d ever do it, I’m just saying, I get how it can happen. Because you stick a toe over the line with someone—maybe just go too far with the flirting, a dangerous touch, a just-kiss—and then, suddenly, you share something with them you didn’t before. The sense of wonder. The sense of shame.

The two of you are in something together.

And you want to go deeper. Even if you know that’s the worst, craziest idea you’ve ever had.

“Do me a favor,” Coach Thomas says. “Do it again but switch places.”

“What’s the point of that?” O asks.

I have the same question, but I don’t ask it. Because I’m in this with her. I’m willing to go wherever she wants me to go, to see what happens.

On the field, that is.

I guess you could say she’s won me over.

The only thing that makes me sad is that I’d love to tell Mack about her. I think Mack would like her.

To O, Iona says, “Just roll with it, O. I want to see what happens.”

She’s good with him. She asks him instead of telling.

Weird, how she knew from the beginning that I wanted to be told and O wanted to be asked.

She knows how to get inside us. That’s what makes her such a good coach.

That’s what makes me want so bad to get inside her.

So we switch places and execute the scheme, and it’s kind of crazy what happens inside my head. It’s like because I’m being forced to use the other side of my brain, I suddenly see things from a whole different perspective. I’m hyper-aware of the left side of my body and O on my right. It’s like she asked us to execute the scheme looking in a mirror or something.

Then she makes us do it again, in our regular positions, and we kill it. We’re quick and tight and we bring the runner down in seconds flat. It’s that hyper-consciousness that does it. I know exactly where O’s going to be and how to be the perfect foil to him.

We high-five each other afterward, and then Iona.

Coach Thomas.

It feels so fucking normal.



Chapter 22


Iona

“Can I convince you to drink with me again tonight?” Julia asks.

“Promise you won’t ask any journalist questions.”

“Promise. Only friend questions. Strictly off the record.”

“You’re on.”

We’re standing a little way apart from where the line and the backers are practicing a four-man rush. Brandon Haight is technically the fourth, but Cross wants Ty to have the option to step in, to shake things up.

I like the way my guys look, Ty in particular. His focus has been laser-sharp these last few weeks, his play crisp. He’s stopped making mistakes and he’s stopped hesitating. After our bye week, we won another game, bringing us to 5–6.

I’m proud of what I’ve done so far. On the field, that is.

And then there’s off the field, and that night two and a half weeks ago…

I want to bury my face in my hands, just thinking about it.

Since that night, I’ve tried to pretend nothing happened. To put one foot in front of the other. Avoid temptation. Get on with my life and trust that if there is justice in the world, the whole thing will fade into the background without further ado.

It works 99.9 percent of the time. But that point one? It’s killer. That’s the one time this week Ty gave me a look that seemed to say, “You can pretend all you want, but it happened and you know it happened and you know you fucking loved it.”

I’m not sure how that man puts so many words into a single look, but he’s apparently quite gifted in that regard.

Still, despite that one meeting of the eyes—and minds—things are pretty much business.

This could be okay.

The fact that all I can think about is the feel of Ty’s mouth on mine, the squeeze and release of his biceps under my grip, his hands on my waist, under my shirt—

As long as it stays in my head, it can’t hurt anyone, can it?

I turn away from this rhetorical question before I can think too hard about it, and try to bring my own splintered focus back to the play.

The pressure shifts ever so slightly, signaling that someone else has come into the practice bubble, and I look up to see our assistant athletic trainer ushering a familiar-looking man to the sideline. Maybe a new assistant coach? He doesn’t have the look. There’s a hyper-fitness to almost every new assistant coach, because most of them are painfully young, and a lot of them are former players. This guy is probably in his late twenties, early thirties, with dreads and some extra weight on his frame. He’s watching the practice, though, with a coach’s intensity.

I follow his gaze and realize he’s watching Ty.

And then I look back at him again and realize why he looks so familiar.

He looks like Ty.

I look over at Ty. He’s trotting back to the line—it’s his turn to be the fourth man. For the first time in a while, the direction he’s facing puts the sideline in his view, and I see it—the moment when he catches sight of the stranger.

Not a stranger to Ty. Not by a long shot.

Ty’s body goes stiff, and shock registers on his face.

My own body tenses in sympathy, and that’s the moment when I know.

This—what happened between us—is not okay. And my conviction that it’s possible to move on from it as if it never happened is just a lie I’m telling myself.

On the next play, Ty jumps off sides.



Ty

“Ty!”

I let the bubble door close in Derek’s face—sadly, more of a swish than a slam.

I’m in far better shape than he is, but it’s not like there’s much of anywhere for me to go; he catches up to me just inside the locker room.

I won’t meet his eyes now, but I got a chance to look at him, just briefly, when I jogged past him on the sidelines of the practice bubble, trying to make my escape. His hair is in short, fat dreads and where he used to be leaner than me—the one of us who had to eat nonstop to keep up his weight for football—he’s bulky, almost heavy.

I felt a weird twinge, looking at him. He was a kid the last time we had a real conversation, my big brother, but now he’s a stranger.

His choice.

“Ty, hey, please. Just give me a minute.”

The self-righteous anger and the sense that I’m being juvenile are at war in me. For a second, I think of giving in. Hearing him out. But O butts in right then.

“Who are you?” he demands.

“Derek Williams,” he says, and I see his hand extended in my peripheral vision. “I’m Ty’s brother.”

You can feel the silence that follows that pronouncement, and I don’t dare look up to see the curiosity on my other teammates’ faces. It’s possible I’ve never mentioned I have a brother.

Maybe because for all intents and purposes, I don’t have a brother.

O doesn’t take the bait—he doesn’t grasp Derek’s hand or follow the curiosity he must feel. O is the nearest thing I’ve got to a brother these days, and there’s something weird about the two of them standing close enough to touch.

“He doesn’t seem like he wants to talk to you, dude. You’re not supposed to be in here.”

“Ty,” says Derek, and I feel a sharp sense of déjà vu, like we’re being tossed back to the last time he pleaded with me to hear him out. And the old anger rises in me.

“Get out of here, Derek,” I say. “I meant what I said.”

What I said was, If you leave, stay away.

It’s not the first time he’s done this: showed up. And in a lot of ways, I’m not surprised. Last week was Thanksgiving. Holidays—well, I’ve gotten a lot of texts and emails, and a few of these surprise visits from Derek the day after or the week after Thanksgiving, or Christmas, or his birthday, or my birthday. It’s hard not to think about our childhood on those days; I do it, too. Last week, as I ate overdone turkey with a bunch of the guys at Zach’s place—Coach let us out of practice a couple hours early for the traditional PFL mini-holiday—I could remember just one Thanksgiving when we were all there, even Dad. And then I pushed it out of my head and shoved a huge bite of turkey-stuffing-mashed potato-cranberry in my face.

“Ty, it’s time to let it go.”

My rage tightens. I know O can see the anger in my body. He knows me way more than well enough. The other guys, too—Haight and some of the linemen—who’ve remained silent but nearby, like they’re letting me know they’re here if I need them.

It’s a lot of pounds of reinforcements, and it’s strangely comforting.

“Do you need us to help you find your car?” O asks politely, but there’s an edge of threat in it. I know O well enough to know he wouldn’t hurt Derek, but I hear the shift in Derek’s breathing that signals fear. I feel—for a split second—a tiny bit sorry for him. Then the anger is back.

You had your chance, Derek.

“I’ve got something to say I think you’ll want to hear,” Derek says.

“You’re wrong about that,” I say.

“Door’s this way, dude,” O says mildly, and there’s a scuffle as he grabs Derek’s arm, and Derek—you gotta give the guy some credit for balls—yanks himself out of O’s grasp.

But his balls aren’t so huge he’s going to stick around when all the guys are starting to close ranks, moving just a little closer in to where I’m standing.

“Look—I didn’t want to tell you like this—didn’t want to just blurt it out—”

“Then fucking don’t,” O says.

“—but you’re not giving me much of a choice, and I think you need to know. I’m opening a Believe Big chapter here. In Seattle. I’m going to be moving here. I thought you’d at least like to know.”

“I couldn’t give less of a shit,” I say, even though I’m shaken. Just a little. It was comfortable, having the whole fucking country between us, knowing we’d never just run into each other. Now I could pass him in an aisle at the grocery store or sit down to dinner at the same restaurant.

I don’t like it, but there’s no fucking way I’m letting him see that it unsettles me. “You could have emailed me if that’s all you’re here to say.”

“I did email,” he says.

Right. I’ve got my email filters set up to delete all his emails unread. And his number blocked on my phone.

“You think this is my idea of a good time, showing up unannounced and dropping this in your lap?”

I shrug. To show him it doesn’t matter to me if he’s in Newark or Seattle, three thousand miles away or in my backyard, because I don’t give a crap either way.

“I didn’t mean this to be an ambush. I wanted—”

There’s pain in his voice and I know the other guys hear it. They draw back, just a little, giving us room.

But that crack in his facade doesn’t affect me. Not when I remember how this all got started.

I grab my duffle, hoist it over my shoulder, and turn away from him.

“I thought there was a chance you might be ready to try again,” he says.

“Dream the fuck on,” I say.

And then he saves me having to storm out by walking away first.



Chapter 23


Iona

Something’s wrong with Ty.

You can see it in every inch of him as we review the game film.

It’s the guy, I know it is. His father, his brother, whoever it is, the mystery man who showed up at practice on Thursday. (I blame Coach Thrayne for being lenient about letting family members and friends walk in on practices; in SF no one was allowed on the field, ever.) After the off-sides, Ty never really pulled himself back together, and when the horn sounded to signal the end of practice, he booked it out of there. The mystery man watched him go, then took off after him.

I wanted to follow Ty. I wanted to follow them both, to see what the hell was going on and why it had unsettled Ty so badly, but I was still fresh off promising myself to stay away from being alone with him.

Friday he was fine in practice, so that shored up my resolve. It was none of my business, especially if it wasn’t interfering with his play. His personal life had to stay none of my concern or…

Or…

I let down my guard a quarter inch, let myself think about confronting him, alone, talking to him about what was going on with him. About the intimacy of that kind of conversation. And instantly, my mind was flooded with images. Of comforting him with my arms around him. My body heated, fast.

So, right? His personal life had to stay none of my concern.

Only then on Sunday Ty played like shit, and—not coincidentally in my opinion—we lost for the first time since I’ve been in Seattle. 

It was like he was moving in slow motion. Through something sticky and viscous.

Even then, I might have left things alone, counted on Coach Thrayne or Coach Cross to give him a man-to-man sit-down talking-to. But then today, Monday, Cross cued up the film and he’s raking Ty over the coals and—

It’s like Ty isn’t even really here. He watches himself on film with dead eyes and no spark of interest.

I’ve seen Ty watch film of himself so many times now, and he always does it with a kind of critical light in his eyes, leaning forward, taking it in. Constantly wanting to improve.

So alive, even if he is angry or frustrated or confused.

This afternoon he just looks like he’s watching, I don’t know, the shopping channel. While drinking himself into a whiskey stupor. And he looks like that’s exactly what he’s been doing for several days now.

Lost. Defeated.

Not the emotions you want to see on the face of the guy who’s the de facto leader of your defense.

I tell myself any half-decent coach faced with this situation would pin down a player—alone—and say, What the hell is going on?

After the film review, I track him to the ice tub. He’s submerged up to his neck.

“Doing penance?”

He barely glances at me. “Go away.”

I sit on the ledge beside the tub. “What’s going on, Ty?”

“My knee’s sore.”

“Anything we need to be worried about?”

He shakes his head.

“Full-body ice water immersion for a sore knee, huh?”

He ignores me.

“Ty. What’s going on?”

He blows out a breath. For a moment I think he’s not planning to answer me. Then he says, “I sucked yesterday.”

“True dat. You know that’s not what I’m asking.”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

He still won’t look at me, and I have the sudden outrageous urge to peel off my clothes and climb into the tub with him. That would make him look at me.

My nipples get hard at the thought. I tell myself it’s the anticipation of the ice cold.

“I wasn’t giving you a choice. I need to know what’s going on. I’m your coach, and it’s affecting your play.”

He’s gripping the edge of the pool so hard it must hurt, his gorgeous shoulders tight with tension and pebbled with goosebumps.

“All you need to know as my coach is that it won’t happen again, all right? You don’t get to start mucking around in my mind just because we spent a few minutes moaning into each others’ mouths three weeks ago.”

Oh, God. Heat flares through my whole body. It burns straight through the lie I’ve been telling myself ever since that kiss, that I’m happy that we’re both so good at pretending nothing happened. That this is the way I want things to be: safe, clean, and hermetically sealed.

“This has nothing to do with that.”

It has to be true. I have to be able to walk away from what happened unscathed and uncorrupted, or—

I don’t know what.

“No?” he asks, his voice barbed. “You ask O what’s going on in his personal life when he plays bad?”

“No. But I’ve also never seen O’s personal life walk onto the field and fuck him up.”

It’s the first time either of us has mentioned the mystery man from Thursday’s practice, and he draws a ragged breath.

“Ty,” I say.

“It’s none of your fucking business.”

His words are tight and sharp.

“Ty,” I say again. “Try me. Not because I’m your coach. And not because of what happened that night. Because I’m your friend and I know you’re hurting and—” I kick something out of my path, a piece of bandage material, maybe, and I think about how sometimes you can hide the truth inside a lie inside the truth—“I care about you.”

I watch as his fingers loosen, just slightly, on the edge of the tub, and I feel my own body go soft and boneless like he’s done something terribly sweet and dirty to me.



Ty

I feel this surge of—something. Like there’s suddenly room to breathe in my chest.

I feel weirdly lighter.

So I say, “My brother.”

Because she deserves to know. Because I want her to know.

No one else really knows. I mean, a lot of guys know I’m not close to my brother, but no one knows why.

“Oh,” she says. Quiet, like the fight’s gone out of her.

“He’s moving here.”

She raises a brow. She’s got beautiful, high-arched brows. Expressive.

“He wants us to hang out.”

“But you don’t want that.”

I shake my head. “No.”

Fucking fuck, my voice cracks, and she reaches for my hand, then draws back just before she touches me. I look up and our eyes meet, a crackling connection, and both of us look away.

I can’t decide if I want her to leave or stay, if I want her to touch my hand or let me alone, if I want her to keep asking questions or shut up. But in the end I don’t really make a decision at all. I just find myself talking.

“He’s not supposed to fucking be here.”

“Yeah?” she asks. Not why, but yeah, like she’s prepared to agree with me no matter what I say next. Like she’s prepared to see it the way I see it.

It makes me able to breathe. And talk. My voice comes out jerky, but it comes out, saying stuff I’ve never said before.

“He walked out on my family. At a really bad time.” I laugh darkly. “Not that there’s a really good time to walk out, you know? But—it was just the three of us at that point. My dad died when I was six. Fell asleep at the wheel of his truck. So it was Mom and Derek and me. Mom worked like a dog to support us. And then this crazy thing happened, when I was fourteen. She got a cramp in her foot, and the bone broke, and they did a scan. Bone cancer. But we’re going to get through it, you know? Derek and I are eleven months apart. Best friends. We’ll step up, we’ll take care of things—”

I grab onto the edge of the tub like I’m going to float away if I don’t anchor myself somehow. Remembering.

“You were a brave kid,” she says gently.

It’s a kind of anchor itself, like I could reach out and cling to her words. Or just to the sound of her voice.

“She’d just finished a round of chemo. But it didn’t work. She was so tired, and they were suggesting something more experimental. Derek and I were both working, to try to make up for the income she couldn’t bring in, and then I—”

She closes her eyes, which makes it easier to keep going because she’s not looking at me like she can read everything I’m thinking and feeling.

“I came home first and got the mail and there was this envelope from Believe Big, you know, this organization that gets kids out of the inner city and into better high schools, addressed to Derek, and something made me open it. It wasn’t the kind of thing I ever did, but I guess—I think I thought it wasn’t anything, just junk mail, and it didn’t matter. But it was a letter, congratulating him, telling him he’d been accepted to this prep school with a full scholarship. He hadn’t even told me he’d applied. Even then, I wasn’t too mad, because I figured he’d done it on a whim, and of course he wasn’t going to go, not with things the way they were.”

“But he did,” she says.

I nod.

“Your mom?”

She doesn’t make me say it out loud. That she lived another six months, that she refused the experimental treatment, that I could tell Derek’s leaving had broken what was left of her will. Instead, I shake my head, a stand-in for a period of my life that I would rather never think about. That Derek’s fucking arrival has stirred back up to the surface.

“When he left, I told him—I told him I never wanted to see him again. And I meant it.”

She puts her hand over mine then. Just that. But it’s like—I want so bad to just—

And suddenly it’s way too much. I can’t stand the sympathy in her eyes or her hand on mine, the way its warmth is spreading through me, like in a minute the ice will start melting, and I jerk mine away and say, “Coach Thomas.”

“Yeah?”

“Do we have to talk about this now? Because I’m supposed to meet the guys, like, five minutes ago, and besides, my balls have crawled into my throat.”

She laughs, a bright laugh of relief, and the tension breaks. “We’re somehow always talking about your junk, Ty Williams.”

“It’s tough to ignore.”

She rolls her eyes, but she’s laughing, too, and now so am I. Feels good to laugh with her. For just a minute Derek’s being here isn’t such a big deal.

And then she says, “We don’t have to talk about it right now, but I think we should talk more about your brother.”

“What’s to talk about?”

She gives me that look of hers, the don’t even try to bullshit me look. “We could start with what happened on Sunday.”

“I played like shit.”

“Right. And it’s my job as your coach to make sure your mind is easy enough that that doesn’t happen again.”

I shrug. “It won’t.”

She crosses her arms and glares. “Just humor me, Williams. Tell me we’ll continue this conversation later. Because I’m your fucking coach and I need to know what the fuck is going on in that head of yours.”

“Iona,” I say.

She gets a look on her face.

“Sorry. Coach Thomas.”

“Yeah?”

“Even with my balls pulled up to my armpits, it makes me hard when you talk like that.”

“You’re a total dick, Williams,” she says.

But I don’t think she means it, because I see her pupils blow and her lower lip soften, and I catch the half smile she does her best to hide.

I wasn’t being a dick, either. It was the fucking truth.



Chapter 24


Iona

“Earth to Iona.”

Julia waves her hand in front of my face. We’re out for burgers at the Den, surrounded by drunk, happy sports fans, even on a Monday night. She wants to pick my brain, so she’s buying.

“Sorry,” I say. “Just—”

She’d been asking how I felt about the fact that we’ve gone 4–1 since I landed in Seattle (good, although despite Julia’s outsize faith in my powers, I don’t think it’s all down to me, or even to the improvements in the pass rush). And then I guess I spaced out while my mind went down a rabbit hole involving last Thursday’s practice and the stranger on the field and yesterday’s game and everything Ty just told me about his brother.

“You’re worried. About Ty.”

I must gasp, because she reaches across the table and takes my hand, and says, “Iona, I see everything. It’s my job. Should I tell you who that guy was, last Thursday? Or do you know?”

“You know who it was?” I blurt out.

“His brother. Derek Williams. Vice president of the national chapter of Believe Big. Picked to start the Pacific Northwest chapter and launch a series of new programs around the region. He’s a graduate of Believe Big himself, and a Yale biz school grad in nonprofit management. Was a high school football star but didn’t end up playing in college. He and his brother have been estranged for more than a decade. But—” She gives me a careful once-over. “You already knew that.”

I nod. She knows all these very specific details, but I feel a stupid sort of pride that the stuff she knows means nothing and the little bit that Ty told me means everything.

“Iona. What are you going to do?”

“About Derek? I don’t think there’s anything to do.”

“About Ty.”

“Talk to him. Help him get back on track.”

“No,” says Julia, slowly, distinctly, and everything around us in the bar—the smell of burgers and fries, the clink of glasses, the ebb and flow of laughter and conversation—fades into the background. “About you and Ty.”

I flail around in my mind for any possible other interpretation of what she’s asking, but she squeezes my hand and says, “Remember. I see everything.”

Shit.

Julia and I have gotten to be good friends. We were already on track for it, but then she invited me to spend Thanksgiving with her and her husband and their completely adorable three-year-old son. Thanksgiving in the PFL is kind of a non-event—Christmas, too, for that matter. No way I could have flown back across the country to be with friends in Baltimore or family in New Jersey—it just wasn’t going to happen. So I was super grateful to Julia for not making me spend Thanksgiving alone in my apartment with a grocery-roasted turkey breast and prepared sides.

I guess given all that, I shouldn’t be surprised that I can’t keep a secret this big from her, but this is my worst nightmare. Someone’s guessed. And not just any someone. A journalist.

I take a deep breath, trying to give myself a moment to think, and I realize: She doesn’t see everything. She didn’t see us kiss, and she didn’t hear us talking in the ice tub room. She just thinks she knows what she knows.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I say.

She gives me a sure look. “I’m talking about the way you guys sneak looks at each other when you think no one else is watching.”

I’m torn between being horrified that she noticed that and thrilled that Ty is apparently sneaking as many looks at me as I am at him.

“Something happened, didn’t it,” she says.

Not a question.

“I’m not asking as a journalist,” she says. “I’m asking as your friend.”

“Can you really keep those things separate?” I ask her.

“I think so. I can sure try.”

Just then, on cue, the vibe in the bar shifts and I sense the hush and anticipation that ushers in a group of players. Sure enough, it’s Ty and his boys, swaggering, talking, laughing.

I can’t keep from feeling a swell of pride and affection for him. He’s so goddamned good-looking—all those stark chiseled bones in his face, the fit of his jeans over the perfect curve of his ass—and there’s something about seeing him in what has to be an expensive sweater instead of football gear—the way it lies so beautifully over his shoulders and chest—that makes him even more attractive.

I see the moment he spots me sitting here with Julia. His face lights up, and I feel it everywhere.

Julia sees it, too. Her eyes open wide.

He waves.

I wave back.

I can’t keep from smiling, like the goofiest seventh-grade girl with the biggest crush on a boy.

Julia’s watching me, a knowing smile on her face.

“God. What am I going to do?” I mutter.

“Have you thought about resigning? Then you could pursue something with him without worrying that it would ruin your career.”

“I can’t pursue something with him, because there isn’t anything to pursue. It’s Ty Williams, Julia. You of all people know what he’s like.”

“Do I?” she asks. “I know who he’s dated. And I’ve never seen him look at any of them the way he looks at you.”

“Don’t,” I say.

“Don’t what?”

“Don’t make me feel hopeful. Do you understand what you’re suggesting? That I resign my dream job on the slim, tiny chance that a man who’s known for collecting models and actresses will decide to have a relationship longer than two weeks, with me.”

“Is it?” she asks.

“Is what?”

“Is it your dream job? I mean, I know it’s a great job, but there are other teams, other opportunities.”

I shake my head. “There’s no other coaching combo like Thrayne and Cross.”

“I get that. I’m just saying, if this job never came around again, you could still be happy. But if you don’t give this thing with Ty a shot—”

“Julia.”

She shakes her head, but I keep going anyway.

“I’m just trying to be realistic here. If I thought there was the slightest chance that Ty could ever be seriously interested in me, long term, that things could ever in a million years really work out, then maybe. Maybe. But to give up a job in the PFL—after I’ve worked this hard and fought my way here—? No. Just no.”

Julia is gesturing with her hand like she’s trying to tamp something down, her eyes huge.

Very slowly I become conscious that there is someone standing behind me.



Ty

“Hey,” I say.

“Give us a minute?” Iona asks Julia, who jumps up and heads over to where Zach and Calder are holding down our table. O had split off to take care of something for his parents.

I slide in next to Iona. I’d felt strangely light after our talk in the ice room, but the heaviness is back now. In the ice room—and in the conference room the night I’d kissed her—I’d let myself enjoy Iona. The way it felt to be near her, the crackle of it. The way she listened, the fact that she got my sense of humor, the fact that she got me. And didn’t judge—not what either Derek or I had done. But I can’t just enjoy her, not the way I want to, not without risk. And she said it exactly right. I can’t give her anything that would make it worth her taking that risk.

“So,” I say. “Sounded like a serious conversation.”

“Julia figured out something was going on.”

Just another thing to like about Iona, that she puts it out there. No bullshit, no beating around the bush.

She crosses her arms. “I shouldn’t have stuck around the night of the storm. I shouldn’t have told you what I told you about myself. I shouldn’t have asked you about your brother. I shouldn’t have gone in the ice room when you were in there alone. I shouldn’t even be sitting here with you right now.”

She’s not saying anything she hasn’t said before, but the iron in her voice, the absolutely certainty—it’s a different, more real, rejection of the possibility of anything happening between us.

“Let me guess. And I shouldn’t have kissed you.”

She sighs. “No. You shouldn’t have.” She takes a deep breath. “Ty, we can’t be friends. Like, at all.”

Something catches in my chest, and I cough but it won’t dislodge. “Wait a minute. I get why we can’t—kiss. But why can’t we do this? Shoot the breeze over a couple beers, head over in a few minutes to hang with our mutual friends?”

“Maybe we can have beers in a group,” she says. “But you can’t tackle me and I can’t watch film alone with you and I can’t ask you questions because you’re hurting and I—”

She breaks off.

“—and you care,” I finish for her, because I want it to be true. If we can’t be friends, I still want to know how she feels. I wish I could hear her say it again, and I can’t tell you the last time I wished for anyone to say anything to me except maybe nice hit.

“Right. I can’t care. And you can’t make jokes about your—”

“—huuuuuge organ,” I supply, to try to bring back the lightness, even though I know it’s useless.

She frowns, although I swear she’s hiding a smile. “Precisely. And if we can’t toe that line, I’m going to have to quit, because it’s not about getting caught or not getting caught, it’s about knowing what’s right and what’s wrong, and anything other than professional behavior is wrong.”

“And you’ve worked too hard and come too far to quit.”

She sighs again.

If Iona were a different kind of person, if I liked or respected her less, I might try to argue with her. Or toy with her. Like, I might try to talk dirty to her now, make the exact kind of jokes we were talking about a minute ago, or flirt, try to draw her into something. I might just kiss her, which is what I want to do so badly it aches in my teeth, my gut, and my balls.

But Iona is too special, and this situation is too fucked up, to mess with. I don’t want to get her fired. I heard her loud and clear when she told me what it means to be one of the only women in the PFL. It means she can’t screw up, not just for herself, but for all women. And I know how far she’s come, and how her father and the other men in her life have gotten into her head, and I just want to be a guy who actually respects her. So if I have to do that instead of being the guy who shows her how beautiful she is, then so be it. As long as I get to keep her around. Team is more important than anything else I know. And more permanent, too, even if sometimes it’s like that joke about how if you removed the pieces one by one from a boat and replaced them, at what point would it be a different boat? At what point is a team that no longer possesses seven eighths of the players it did five years ago not that same team?

It is, though. Team endures.

“Okay,” I say.

“Really? Okay?”

“Yeah. You’re a good coach. I don’t want to get you in trouble.”

I watch her face carefully, just to see if maybe I can spot the same disappointment I feel, but her expression doesn’t change at all. She just says, “So what now?”

So I make sure my face stays neutral, too. A teammate’s face. “Now we go back to the other table and sit around with everyone and shoot the breeze.”

And I figure out how to stop wanting her so bad it hurts.



Chapter 25


Iona

In the car on the way home I update Julia, who’s driving.

“But can you just do that? Shut it off like that?”

“What choice do I have?”

Julia shakes her head. “None, I guess.” She sighs.

“It would be easier if he’d been an asshole about it,” I admit. Because the truth is, even though I don’t have a choice, it’s not as easy as just flipping a switch. Something aches inside me, something that was drawn to Ty Williams’s spirit from the moment he started standing up for O and has only gotten more insistent as I’ve learned more about the kind of guy he is. “But he said I’m a good coach and he doesn’t want to do anything to get me in trouble.”

He should have thought about that before he kissed you, a grumpy voice in my head insists.

But Ty had been thinking of me when he kissed me. I’d been tearing myself down and he built me back up with his words and his gaze and his kiss. And made it practically impossible for me to imagine doing anything that might lose him his job.

Yeah, maybe he hadn’t thought through all the consequences, but I don’t hold it against him for kissing me. And I probably never will.

“Everything could change, you know,” she says. “You could get offered another coaching job somewhere else after this season.”

It’s true; the only thing sure about the PFL is that nothing stays the same. Ty or I could be with another team by this time next year. On opposite sides of the country. Yet another reason to tamp this thing, whatever it is, down.

Whatever it is.

What is—was—it?

“I kind of wish he’d argued with me,” I say.

Julia, being Julia, good with the words and the feelings and the nuance, knows exactly what I’m talking about. “I do, too,” she admits.

No fucking way, Iona. I told you, you’re beautiful.

His words from the other night unspool again: And if there are guys who can’t handle how tough you are, that’s their problem, not yours. But I’m not that guy. My masculinity is not in question and neither is my ability to hold my own.

“I don’t know what I would have done if he did. I just wish—I wish I knew what it was. Why—”

I’d been about to say “why he kissed me” but then I remembered it was Julia I was talking to. I wasn’t worried about her betraying me, but I didn’t want to make her have to keep any more secrets than she already would.

“Don’t tell me,” she agrees, as if I’ve spoken aloud. “Whatever it is, don’t tell me.”

“It wasn’t much,” I say, which is so true in the scheme of what could have happened, and such an enormous lie.

I wish I knew why I feel things I don’t want to. Why I tell him things I shouldn’t. Why I couldn’t leave well enough alone in the ice room.

Why I want to go home and nurse the sore feeling all through my chest. Eat a block of dark chocolate and take a hot bath and watch bad sports movies.

“You know what we need to do, I?”

“What?”

“We need to find you someone to take your mind off Ty.”

“Coaches don’t date,” I said scornfully. “Not during the season.”

“Who said anything about dating? Just a little good old-fashioned swiping right.”

I laugh. “Are you seriously suggesting I Tinder?”

“Yep.”

“No way.”

“Then how about you let me fix you up with a guy I know?”

“I hate fixups. I’d rather Tinder.”

“He’s a former major league baseball player, thirty-five, exceptionally cute, very smart and funny, and a total player. I can practically guarantee you no-strings sex.”

It has been a disturbingly long time since I had any kind of sex, and it’s possible that is part of my problem with Ty. All the stupid animal bits of my brain and body are looking for a good time, and when you add that to the insane chemistry and the fact that he’s hot and a nice guy, you get bad decision-making. It might radically improve my judgment to let off a little steam.

“Okay,” I say.

She practically drives off the road, it’s so obvious I’ve shocked her.

“Am I that boring that you can’t believe I’d say yes?”

“You’re just—you’re very focused,” she says. “It’s a good thing. It’s one of the traits that all good PFL coaches have. They’re very—one-track.”

“Well, let’s say I’ll get off track for one night in the interest of getting back on the track for the long term.”

She grins. “You got it,” she says. “I’ll talk to him and get back to you.”



Chapter 26


Ty

There’s practice on Christmas, which is a Friday. For some teams, the season’s winding down now. They’re either in the playoffs and sailing through the lame duck end-of-season, or they know they’re out of the running and there’s no point in busting their butts. But for us, it’s the opposite. We’re winding up. Sunday’s game is the second-to-last of the regular season. We’ve lost only one game since week 8, putting us at 7-7, something no one would have predicted, and giving us a surprise last-minute shot at the wild card spot. It’s a slim shot, to be sure. We have to beat our next two opponents, and Atlanta has to lose at least once, and only one of those things is in our control.

My focus should be one hundred percent on what I can control, but lately—well, my focus just isn’t much to write home about.

For one thing, I’m drowning in texts from Derek. He got a new phone, and he keeps texting stuff like Everyone deserves a second chance, and It’s Christmas. How about a beer? I should block the new number, but I haven’t yet. Don’t ask me why not.

I want to ask Iona, What do you think? Do you think I should give him another chance? But she made it abundantly clear that we’re not friends. That she can’t be my friend. Even so, for some reason, she’s the first person I think of when anything interesting happens.

She’d love this.

Oh, man, gotta take a photo of that for her. That would crack her up.

I wish she were here.

I wonder if she’s ever seen…?

The texts from Derek are troubling, but the voice in my head that wants to share everything with Iona won’t shut up.

At practice these last couple weeks, we’ve both done our best to be coach and player. She treated me exactly like she treated everyone else, except that I think she was super cautious about not laying her hands on me, which made it feel sometimes like she was actually touching me an extra lot. Because I kept feeling her not touching me, not raising my arm higher or adjusting my stance to make it squarer or whatever. Every one of those not touches was still a real thing.

And she didn’t ask me any particular questions about what was going on or what was on my mind, and I made sure to be super cheerful when I was around her, lighthearted but not so lighthearted that I would accidentally make some double entendre.

All that not doing was exhausting.

Also, I missed her in plain sight. I mean, she was right fucking there but I couldn’t tell her about Derek’s stupid texts or how winning so many games felt great but also kind of unsettling, like waiting for the other shoe to drop. I couldn’t joke about my junk or tackle her or block her or kiss her or ask her to tell me more about her father or maybe also her mother who must have been somewhere around when that asshole was making her feel like shit about herself.

And I couldn’t tell her that I know all about how mothers and fathers—and brothers—can hurt you.

So I missed her, which makes no sense, because she was right there.

Just like she’s right here, as in at Julia’s house when Zach and Calder and I show up.

I should have figured she would be. Coaches are the only people with more fucked-up schedules than players, and her family is on the opposite coast, so there’s no way she had anywhere else to be today.

She’s setting the table when we come in, and she greets us all with a big “Merry Christmas!”

I wonder if, like me, she sat alone this morning, thinking of all the people all over the country—and world—opening Christmas presents, and felt more sad than she’d expected to.

Look at me, I think. Just look this way. Give me a sign that you miss me, too.

She’s wearing dark jeans and a red sweater with a Christmas tree on it, and earrings that look like shiny glass-ball ornaments. Ten different stupid jokes about balls fly through my head, but there’s a dining room table and a couple big men between us, and I have to let her be.

“Ty, will you carve the turkey?” Julia asks. “Dave is watching Gareth so he doesn’t destroy something, or himself.”

“Sure.”

I head into the kitchen and Julia loads me up with fancy equipment. Her husband is a cardiac surgeon and they live in this incredible house on the water on Mercer Island. The kitchen is all granite and big stainless appliances, Viking stove, you know the deal. She gives me a big carving block, an electric knife, a seriously frightening meat fork, and a huge porcelain platter to stack the results on.

I’m pretty close to done when Iona steps into the kitchen. Luckily I’m not using the electric knife at the time, because she smiles at me and I drop the meat fork, narrowly avoiding my shoe. What am I, a thirteen-year-old boy? I feel like that a little bit, with the whole unrequited—sex—thing.

“Hey,” she says.

“Hey.”

She’s fidgety. Not really looking at me.

“Merry Christmas,” I say.

“Merry Christmas.”

It’s suddenly too much for me.

“I wish I had a present for you,” I say. “Something small. It wouldn’t have to be a big deal, just a gift for a good coach. There’s a new book out, called something like, In Defense of Football. Pretend I got you that. Pretend I wrapped it in really ugly plaid paper and tied a red ribbon around it.”

The look she gives me slays me. Me? Really? No one’s ever gotten me anything that nice before. Like there’s never been a person in her life who celebrated her for who she is and what she loves best.

But then she seems to recover, and she shakes her head. “Ty, no.”

“It’s just ’cause you’re a good coach.”

But I make my eyes tell her there’s a hell of a lot more to it than that.

She looks away.

“Come on, open it.”

She hesitates, then mimes opening a present.

“Do you like it?” I ask.

She hesitates a long minute. I think maybe she’s not going to answer me. But then she looks all around her to make sure no one can hear. Drops her voice. “I love it,” she says. Her voice wraps all around me, a caress.

She takes a deep breath and makes a gesture like she’s passing me a gift.

“Open mine,” she urges. “Green shiny paper and a cream-colored ribbon.”

I tear the imaginary paper off.

“Silk boxers,” she whispers, and quick as that, she’s gone from the kitchen.

Best Christmas ever.



Chapter 27


Iona

After the Christmas party, I guiltily confess to Julia about my moment of weakness, about the “presents” Ty and I exchanged. But I don’t tell her everything. I leave out how much the “book” meant to me. How it made me forget myself for a long, sweet moment, and how in that moment, I handed him, in the form of imaginary silk boxers, the truth: that I was not as sure of my resolve as I should be.

And I don’t tell her about the flare in Ty’s eyes before I ran away. I keep that for myself. I hug it tight.

Instead, I beg her to cancel the blind date she set up for me with her baseball player friend. “Don’t you think that’s a pretty good sign I’m not going to be open to someone new?”

“You’re human,” Julia says. “You’re going to have impulses. But you need to resist them. That’s why you need to go on this date.”

She refuses to give me her friend’s name or phone number. 

In the meantime, the Grizzlies win our second-to-last game, which means that we can still clinch the wild card slot. But we have to beat Arizona on the Sunday after New Year’s and Atlanta has to lose its game. As a coach, it sucks to have to depend on another team’s losing. You want the season to come down to how well your players pull it out, not the fate of some team you can’t influence at all.

At the game, and afterward, Ty and I are back to business as usual, and it’s like the gift exchange never happened. Neither of us mentions it, and if my eyes stray toward his, I don’t catch him looking back.

And that’s the way it should be. The way I need it to be.

I guess it’s a good thing that the blind date is going ahead. It’ll be a good distraction. 

When Mark Deflorio arrives at my door for our date, I discover that Julia hasn’t exaggerated his appeal. He’s tanned, lean, and well-muscled, with blond hair that’s neatly trimmed except for a bit that flops in his eyes. He shows up on Monday night, six days shy of the Grizzlies’ last regular season game, on time, with a non-stagey bouquet of daisies.

“Hope you like daisies,” he says.

“They’re beautiful.”

We shake hands, I take the daisies and dig out a vase for them, and then he asks if I’ve been to Wild Ginger yet. I haven’t.

“I’m glad we could actually find a time that worked for you.”

“Me too,” I say, hoping I mean it.

Mark drives a BMW with heated seats, and I crank mine to max.

“You like it hot.”

I laugh.

“That wasn’t a come-on,” he says quickly.

There’s a moment of silence, and I catch his mouth curving into a smile. Under any other circumstances, it would be a very nice smile. Maybe I could learn to appreciate that smile.

“You should just be warned, though. Those seats are hot hot. The highest setting will actually set you on fire.”

“I hope that wasn’t supposed to be a come-on, either.”

He laughs. I feel myself relax. I’m having fun.

Over dinner we do the first date thing. He tells me about his baseball career, and I tell him about my football career. He tells me about his family—he has the classic dad who pushed him way too hard and almost destroyed his arm—but for some reason, even though he’s opened up to me and told me something pretty personal, I don’t feel like telling him about my dad. So I don’t. I talk instead about my guys and how well they’ve been playing and how good I’m feeling about the work I’ve done with the Grizzlies.

He’s a fan and says he can see the difference. I think he’s just being nice, but it’s sweet anyway. I take another slug of beer and ask him what other sports he likes, which are his favorites, and why.

The scallops are peppery and tender, but my favorite is the seven-flavor beef, which I have to stop myself from decimating. I’m eating more than he is—a common theme when I go out for dinner with men who weigh about the same or less than I do. The food’s delicious, the conversation’s lively, but there’s a little part of me that’s guarded. I keep thinking of that night with Ty, of pizza and film and the feeling I always have around Ty that there’s nothing about me that I have to hold back from him.

Still, the guy is beautiful to look at. Deep blue eyes, white teeth, solid eye contact. When we finish dessert—amazing blackberry–vanilla swirl ice cream—he asks if I want to come back to his place for a drink.

I hesitate. I’m thinking of Ty. Of the look in his eyes that night at the Christmas party, two thirds lust and one third some soft, unrecognizable emotion.

I hear Julia’s voice, saying, You’re going to have impulses. But you need to resist them. That’s why you need to go on this date.

I say yes.

He’s got a condo on the waterfront, and he asks how I feel about walking. It’s a surprisingly clear night, and I say that sounds good to me. We walk along First Avenue most of the way because the waterfront is still all ripped up from the tunnel project, and walking down there is like taking an intimate tour of a construction site.

He rests his hand at the small of my back, his fingers spread wide, gently caressing. Not too intrusive. I think maybe this could work.

He unlocks his condo and lets me in. I cross immediately to the wall of windows that look out over Puget Sound. I can see the lights of Kitsap Peninsula across the way, and I know the Olympics are hiding in the dark beyond. He turns out the lights in his apartment—“to let you see the view better.”

He comes up behind me, kisses my neck, and turns me toward him. He approaches slowly—I think he’s trying to build up the tension, and on another night, under other circumstances, maybe it would work. But when his lips meet mine, they’re just lips. Soft, pliable, but just lips. And that thing teasing at the seam of my mouth is just a tongue, and once it’s in my mouth, it’s still just a tongue.

More to the point, it’s not Ty’s tongue.

He draws back.

“I’m—sorry,” I say. Horrible thing to say right after someone kisses you, but I think it would have been worse if I pretended there was nothing wrong.

“Give me another chance?” he asks.

What a sweet thing to say. As if my lack of responsiveness were about him, as if he’d done something wrong, had bad breath or kissed badly, or something, rather than just been the wrong person on the wrong day.

“I know it’s the worst cliché in the book, but it’s not you, it’s me.”

“Oh, God!” He makes an exaggerated show of horror. “Anything but that! Tell me you just want to be friends! Tell me you’re a virgin and you just realized you can’t go through with it!”

I laugh, and he takes advantage of the moment to lean in for another kiss. It’s fine, it really is—good, even—but when he pulls back I shake my head and say, “I should go.”

He calls me a cab, and I’m almost home before it hits me. That I believed, without stopping to think about it, that Mark Deflorio was game to take me to bed after one night’s acquaintance, enjoy me thoroughly, and feel fine about it in the morning.

That not once the whole night did I worry I wasn’t feminine enough, or sexy enough.

That even now, leaving before the deed was begun, I knew Mark wanted me, that if I turned and ran back into his arms, he’d distract me all night long.

And the irony of the whole thing is? The reason I believed it was because Ty told me I was beautiful and made me believe it.



Chapter 28


Ty

I’m trying to park to meet Zach and Calder at the Met on Monday night, but the parking’s a bear. So I’m cruising up and down First, and of course I’m thinking about Iona. I’m thinking about how after that moment in Julia’s house on Christmas, I’d stupidly hoped things had changed. But on Saturday and Sunday and all this week at practice, it was the same as it had been the two weeks before. Like the two of us were strangers, like none of what we’d shared had actually happened.

I’m thinking about all that, and feeling pretty damn gloomy, when I see her.

At first I see only her. It’s like she’s got a special draw on me, something in her that calls out to something in me, makes me spot this random woman on the sidewalk even though I’m supposed to be scanning for empty spaces. And before I even fully recognize her, my body responds to her: Her. Hot. Want. And then a second later, Oh. Of course. Iona.

A second behind that:

Who the fuck is he?

He’s tall and athletic and blond and I instantly hate him. Twice as much when I realize he has a hand on her back, a proprietary, steering hand. And she isn’t shaking it off. And she’s smiling. Laughing.

Then I’m past them, and I make a quick pass around the block—and then—

Then I’m following them. Tailing them. Watching her walk, the pretty sway of her hips. She’s dressed totally differently than I’ve ever seen her. When I see her, she’s either dressed like a jock or a businesswoman. They’re both sexy, but this—

She’s wearing a raspberry colored dress that fits like a second skin. It’s low cut in front, crisscrossed over her upper back, and it doesn’t make it past mid-thigh.

My mouth waters and my hands tingle, just thinking about all that bare thigh.

Except it’s not mine to touch. It’s his.

I’m spying on a woman who’s on a date. I’m spying on my fucking coach.

I’ve officially lost my mind.

I turn up the next cross street, loop around, and head for the Met. I valet park the car and head inside.

The guys clap me on the back and we order big meat and I try really fucking hard not to say, “I saw Coach Thomas on the way over here.” And fail.

Zach’s face—the kind that shows every emotion—is full of sympathy. “Oh, yeah?”

“She was with some guy.”

“Mark Deflorio,” says Calder. “Julia set her up.”

What the fuck? Does everyone know what’s going on in her life except me? “Who the fuck is Mark Deflorio?”

Zach and Calder exchange glances.

“Former M’s first baseman. Apparently a pretty good guy.”

That just makes everything worse. If she were out with an asshole or some uptight tie-wearing business or law type, I could deal, but a nice-guy athlete—

I should be that guy. I should be the nice-guy athlete with my hand in the curve of Iona’s back. Sliding down to cup her ass, wrapping over her hip to draw her close against me while we walk.

My hand aches at the thought. So do my eyes.

And my mind doesn’t stop there. It takes us all the way back to my place where I peel the dress slowly away from her heated skin…

I can’t sit here and act like I’m not freaking out.

“You guys mind? I’m not feeling well.”

More glances.

“Ty,” says Calder sternly. “Sit the fuck down.”

I’ve somehow found my way to standing. “I gotta—I got something I gotta do.”

“Don’t do anything stupid,” Calder says. “Seriously, man. This isn’t—she’s not—you gotta watch yourself. This is bigger than your dick.”

“Nothing’s bigger than my dick,” I joke, but it’s just reflexive. I’m barely listening to him, and I’m for sure not in the mood to kid around.

“Be careful,” Zach calls after me, but I don’t look back.

I throw my valet claim at the pimply guy standing just outside and pull my phone out of my pocket.

Where are you?

No answer.

I try not to picture her getting naked with the guy, the raspberry dress thrown over a chair, some purple scrap of satin and lace all that stands between Iona and a huge mistake.

My car comes and I get in it. I don’t know where I’m going. I drive around idly for a while, checking my phone every few seconds.

When it finally comes, I breathe for the first time in what feels like an hour.

I: Heading home. Why?

T: Heard you were on a date.

I don’t feel like pulling punches. I feel like slugging Mark Deflorio, and my anger translates straight to bare and brutal.

I: I was. It’s over.

T: Was it good?

There’s a long hesitation, and I wonder if I’ve gone too far.

Scratch that. I fucking know I’ve gone too far, and I don’t goddamn care.

I: WTF, Ty?

T: Just answer.

Longer pause. The silence goes on so long I turn the car around and head for home. I’ve pissed her off. And rightly. It’s none of my fucking business.

My phone buzzes and I pull over and check it.

I: He wasn’t you.

The shock and pleasure of it sends blood rushing to my dick, but that’s not the real thing. The real thing is the sensation in the center of my chest, like the sun’s come out and it’s radiating heat everywhere. I have to catch my breath before I can tap out my reply.

T: Tell me where you are.

A minute later, she texts me her address.



Chapter 29


Iona

I open the door for him. He steps in and shuts the door behind him. Leans back against it.

“You shouldn’t be here.”

“I’m not going to touch you,” he says.

I laugh out loud at the absurdity. “Oh. Well, then. Phew.”

“I just want to talk.”

All of a sudden, I’m mad. “You just want to talk. And so you think you can just show up here and we’ll talk.” I cross my arms and glare at him.

For the first time in probably the whole time I’ve known him, his gaze jerks away from mine.

“That’s right, Ty. It might be that easy for you, but it’s not that easy for me. Do you have any idea what you’re doing? I have fought so hard, Ty. To get on the high school football team, I had to go to war. With the coach, the athletic director. The fucking players. There were a few who wanted me, but mostly they didn’t. Do you know what it’s like to constantly feel like you’re one tiny fuck-up away from losing everything you’ve built?”

I’m trembling all over. I want him to leave, before something happens that isn’t supposed to. Before we cross some line that can’t be uncrossed.

But that line has already been crossed.

I didn’t think there was anything in the world I wanted more than this job, but it’s not true.

It’s wrong, though. It’s wrong to throw away everything you’ve worked for on sex, no matter how strong the pull is. And I guess that’s why I’m still talking. That’s what I’m trying to explain to him. That if it’s just sex, if that’s all it is and all it can ever be, he needs to walk away and leave me alone.

If it’s something else—

Meantime, the words keep coming out of my mouth, like if I talk hard enough, I’ll push him away. “College was the same. You feel like, wait, I’ve fought this fight once. I won this fight. Why am I still fighting? And then it was better for a while, because I was playing mostly women’s, but then when I wanted to do the indoor league it was the same shit all over again. Proving myself. Proving myself twice as much as any male player has to. And then here—

“I thought I had everything I wanted. I thought I’d arrived. I thought I’d made it. That everything was safe. And then—and then you just show up here and—”

“Can I say something?”

I want to tell him no. I want to tell him he already did enough damage. When he kissed me. When he sent those texts. When he stepped through my door.

But I think about the silk boxers and I know this isn’t his fault. This isn’t about fault or who started it or who fired the first shot tonight. And I want to hear what he’s about to say. The way he’s looking at me, so focused and fierce—but it’s not anger. It’s not even sex. It’s something more.

I know this is one of those moments that changes everything.

“Okay,” I say quietly.

“I don’t get jealous,” he says.

At first, his words don’t make any sense to me.

“I didn’t just hear you were on a date. I saw you. With him. I was parking downtown and I saw you walking with him. And I—”

Those eyes. So dark, so intense.

“I wanted to kill him.”

A wave of warmth pours through me. He is jealous. Over me. “Ty.”

My voice shakes. It’s half a plea, half a warning.

“I know. It’s fucked up. I heard every word you said, Iona. I know how hard you’ve worked. I know what this job means to you. And I won’t take that away. So I’ve got no right to be here. Or say any of this. I have no right to tell you I don’t want you to see him. Ever. Again. Or any other guy, for that matter. Except me. But I needed you to know. That’s all. I just—I needed you to know.”

The silence that follows is so deep I hear the refrigerator purring. And the beat of my heart, hummingbird fast.

He turns to go.

“Wait,” I say. “What if—”

I deserve whatever happens to me. I deserve to lose this job. I deserve to be stood up in front of a firing squad of media and trotted out as a betrayer of my gender and race.

I own how bad what I’m about to say is:

“What if you just touch me a little bit?”

He groans.

“Or—you could just tell me what you would do to me if you could touch me.”

The next sound he makes doesn’t even have an actual name. It’s like the sound a big tree makes in a high wind. “Because that wouldn’t be against the rules?”

“Exactly.”

He looks me up and down, and one corner of his mouth turns up. “I’d start by taking that dress off you.”

“Like this?”

I lift the dress slowly from the hem, teasing it upward. His eyes follow, his expression voracious, but he doesn’t move.

I expose the lace of my red panties—sexy ones, because of what I thought was going to happen between me and Mark.

“You wore sexy panties for him,” he says, outrage sharp in his voice.

“I was trying to get you out of my head.”

“How’d that work out for you?” A smirk now. The smirk has fingernails and they’re raking down my back.

“Not so well,” I confess.

“Good,” he says. “Because it worked like shit for me. It’s worked like shit for me from the first moment I saw you.”

I stop the upward hike of the dress, but he says, “Keep going.”

I know what we’re doing is wrong. I know it’s as wrong as if he were the one lifting my dress. But I don’t have the willpower to stop it. 

I work the dress as high as my navel, and he strokes a hand over the bulge in his jeans. I feel it clear down into my core, like he’s stroking me.

I cross my arms and slip the dress off over my head, so I’m standing before him in just my bra and panties. Two barely-there slips of red satin and lace. It’s been years since I took off my clothes for anyone else, and even back then, I always wanted the lights off. But with Ty, it’s different. He’s staring at me like I’m the most amazing thing that’s ever happened to him, and I believe the look in his eyes, because he’s taught me to.

I don’t know where to look, at that wild, hungry expression on his face or the flex of his hand as he rocks it over his crotch.

“I’d brush one bra strap down off your shoulder.” His voice is rough.

I lift one hand like he’s got me in a trance and do just what he’s said. The slide of the strap over my skin makes me shiver. The thin lace cup falls away from my breast and my nipple tightens against the cool air and the heat in his eyes.

He groans. “Now the other one.”

I do it—holding his gaze.

“You’re. So. Fucking. Beautiful.”

It pulls a breath out of me, a huff that’s almost a moan.

“Next,” he says, “I’d touch you all over. With just one finger. Or my tongue. So light, you’d go crazy, wanting more.”

I’m already going crazy, wanting more. It’s like I can feel those light touches, even though he’s ten feet away. Maybe it’s the sight of his hand moving back and forth over his denim-clad erection. We’ve kidded around enough about Ty Williams’s junk, but that is an impressive fistful he’s sporting. Makes my throat tight, and I lick my lips.

“Did you just lick your lips?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Care to tell me why?”

“Rub the head,” I say. “With your thumb.”

He makes a noise deep in his throat and obeys.

“Wish I were doing that,” I whisper.

“Wish you were, too.” I watch as he edges the ball of his hand hard against himself, taking my breath away. “Aren’t we already breaking all kinds of rules? Couldn’t you get your ass over here and lend me a hand?”

“I can’t get my ass over there. But I can definitely lend you a hand.” I cup my breast, toying with the nipple. I feel that fine line of pleasure, a tight wire from nipple to core, and I follow it, slipping my own hand down over the curve of my belly to the edge of my panties, and then lower, under.

“Fuuuuck,” he says, his hand speeding.

“Mmm,” I say. “God. I’m wet.”

“Tease.”

“Hush. You’re not allowed to complain. You’re not really here.”

“Oh, I’m here. I’m really, really fucking here.”

“Are you close?”

“Fuck, yeah. Are you?”

“Yeah,” I say, and then—oops—“Ohhhhhh.”

But he’s coming, too, his head thrown back and his knees bent, groaning his release.

And then he crosses the space between us and he’s kissing me.



Chapter 30


Ty

Iona’s mouth is so fucking soft. Her whole body melts against mine, like what we just did together took all the starch, all the sass out of her. But she’s not limp, either. She kisses me back like it matters. Like it means something.

I’m half a second from scooping her up and carrying her into her bedroom when she stiffens. I can feel the exact second when she remembers who we are and that we’re not supposed to be doing this.

And it feels like getting a bucket of ice water dumped on my head. All the good feelings—not just the brain chemicals from coming so hard, but how damn sweet it feels to hold her afterward, how plain old fucking perfectly she fits in my arms, how satiny her skin is against mine—get doused. And we’re just—us. Standing there, space opening between us, arms slowly dropping to our sides, hands fisting, shoulders coming up, reality sinking in.

Shit.

I’m not sure if I’m going to be able to deal with it if she says she can’t do this.

“I guess there are some things you can’t fight,” she says. With a funny little half-grin.

Relief sweeps through me.

“When you were little, did you ever try to dam up a stream? But no matter how hard you work, no matter how fast you build, the water finds a way around? And when it does, it always comes in a rush and washes everything away.”

“Yeah,” I say. It’s inadequate, because I know what she’s talking about and it deserves better words than my feeble agreement, but that’s what I’ve got right now.

She takes a breath. “That’s what this feels like. Like I put up every bit of resistance I had. I blocked you out and you crept in and swept me away anyway.”

Something shifts, uneven terrain settling, in my chest. I smooth my thumb over the arch of one of her eyebrows, draw her face close to mine again, and kiss her. Softly. For a long time.

“I’m a football player,” she says, when I release her. “Footwork is important. I always have my feet on the ground where they’re supposed to be. Things don’t just knock me over.”

Me neither, I think. I open my mouth to say it, but before I can, she says, “I need time to think. Can you give me that? I’m not saying no. I’m not running away. I just—I need time to think.”

I want to say, Fuck no! Thinking never got anyone anywhere good.

But her eyes are pleading with me, and there’s so much going on in my head and my gut that I can’t get it all straight. My mind’s still gummy from coming so hard and I want to say yes to her because I always want to say yes to her. It’s funny to think about how way back a million years ago when I first met her (because that’s what it feels like), I wanted to buck her off like a rookie jockey. And now I just want to say, If that’s what it takes…

She picks up her dress from where it lies, crumpled, on the floor. “Tomorrow night. We’ll talk tomorrow night. I just need to sleep on it. Think about it. Figure out—what’s happening and what it means and what I need to do about it.”

I shake my head. “You don’t need to do anything about it. You can just let it happen.”

“Can I? You make it sound so simple. You’re a man, and a football player. I’m a woman, and a coach. And even though technically I’m the boss of you, I’m the one who stands to lose the most.”

And I know that from the angle she’s looking at it, she’s right. Even with Coach having put me on notice, the way I’m playing now, I’m the golden cow. That’s the thing about the PFL. When you’re playing like shit, nothing can save you, and when you’re playing like I am, nothing can touch you.

When Dave Brogan made it me or him, the Grizzlies chose me. And Iona and I both know it would happen that way again.

It makes me so angry for her.

I want to reach for her again, as if somehow I could transfer my untouchability into her, but I don’t have that power. “Okay,” I say instead. “Think on it. But don’t take too long. I have plans for you.” I give her a long, hard look, and I can see from the way her pupils widen that she knows what I’m thinking. I tell her anyway. “Next time, it’s gonna be my hands on you. My mouth on you. I’ll take off, and you think about what you need to think about. But you think about that, too. You hear me?”

She nods, eyes huge and soft, tongue peeking out to wet her lower lip.

It’s not until I’m home, slipping key into lock, that I think back to what she’s said: I’m the one who stands to lose the most.

My body still resonates from all that not touching each other, and something tightens in my throat. I lean my head down and set my forehead against the wood of the door, and I think, Iona Thomas, you’re so fucking wrong about that.



Chapter 31


Iona

I’m sitting at my desk Tuesday morning when Coach Thrayne sends for me.

There are ten million reasons Coach could want to see me, but guilt is powerful, and something falls hard in the pit of my stomach when the training intern summons me to the conference room.

It’s not like anyone could know what went on between Ty and me last night. No one saw, no one heard; neither of us will ever tell.

But I can’t help the feeling that I’m cosmically due, that in the balance of the universe, my time is up. I have to pay the piper.

When you get the thing you want most in the world, then try to grab just one more prize—

Your greed is bound to catch up to you eventually.

It’s not just Coach in there. It’s Coach and the team’s asshole owner/general manager, Ted Hughes, and—

Oh, shit.

Ty.

And Sally Slaybourne from media relations, and Janet Weir from legal.

I slip into the room, wondering if everyone can hear my heart pounding.

“Hi,” I say.

They greet me with polite hellos and nods. I pull out a chair across from Ty, whose expression tells me he doesn’t know what this is about, but he knows it’s not good.

“I’ll cut to the chase,” Sally says. “Coach called me because he has film of you and Williams kissing the night of that windstorm.”

Film?

But it’s not really a question. Of course I know that every room is wired for audiovisual. Film is so ubiquitous in football that it’s not unusual to film meetings where most of the participants are—what else?—watching film. Someone must have left the conference room recorder on.

Oh, God.

“I was looking for a meeting earlier that day,” Coach says, his eyes apologetic. He gives me a tight, but real, smile.

My eyes meet Ty’s, and even through our shared fear, I feel the heat between us.

I’m not sure I regret that kiss.

“Because of the power outage, there’s visual but no audio,” Coach says.

Oh, thank the universe for small favors. Bad enough to be caught kissing on film, but I remember the sounds that came from my chest and throat when Ty Williams put his hands on me—

I shake my head, clearing it. Forget shame. What’s going to happen to me?

Ted Hughes leans forward, his doughy face red. “If it were up to me, I’d fire your a—”

“Mr. Hughes,” Janet says tightly. She glares him into silence, then turns to me. “Coach Thrayne believes they’re looking for a running backs coach in Baltimore.”

My heart thuds against my ribs. “What are you saying? Are you firing me?”

“We’re suggesting you might be happier in Baltimore.”

My brain is working fast, trying to stay a step or two ahead of what’s happening. She evaded the question. They’re not firing me. Because—

Because—I’m just guessing here, but I’m pretty sure I’m right—there’s no rule on the books that says a coach can’t have a physical relationship with a player. There never had to be, right? Because until recently, this was an all-male environment, and even though relationships probably did exist, they were never openly acknowledged.

Also because—no guess necessary, it’s a given—it would be a shitstorm if the Grizzlies organization fired me and I went public. Because…

I pause. There’s something else operating here.

What’s the missing piece?

And then I get it.

No one has said word one to Ty. No one has offered him a nice cushy gig in Denver in exchange for pretending to be leaving on favorable terms…

Because they have no intention of firing Ty, and social media would have a fucking field day with that information.

Okay, I think. Okay. I can deal with this.

“We imagined it like this.” Janet Weir is short, toadlike, but her eyes are kind and her demeanor sympathetic. “That if a job were to open up in Baltimore, you might be excited to go back there, since it’s where you’re from and your family is there. We imagined you might be so pleased about the opportunity that you’d be willing to ask us if we’d break your contract for next season.”

“No,” I say.

Ted Hughes is half out of his chair, sputtering at me, but Janet turns to him and says, “Mr. Hughes, we talked about the need to be calm!”

“I didn’t do anything wrong.” I’m surprised by how cool and level my voice is. I’ve been possessed by all the calm Ted Hughes can’t seem to summon. “I’m an adult. Ty’s an adult. And if you saw that film, you’ll know that he kissed me.”

And if you saw us last night, you’d know that I’m as full of bluff as you are…

I’m not even sure all the sounds coming out of Ted Hughes’s mouth are words, and even Janet’s stern look and hand on his arm doesn’t stem them.

“What I know is that you’re a—”

“Shut up, Ted,” Janet says, with so much force that we all flinch.

He does.

“We’ve lost only one game since she showed up.”

That’s Ty, who’s been silent all this time. I look over at him and he smiles in a way that turns me liquid. I want to reach out and take his hand—but of course, I can’t.

Coach says, “Damn straight. She showed up here and turned that defensive slide around.”

I know better than anyone that football is complicated, that the fortunes of a team never rise and fall on one player, or even more absurdly, one coach. But I shoot him a grateful look anyway.

“Whatever you’re trying to say here, I’m not leaving the Grizzlies. This is my job. I help win football games. The rest of it is, frankly, none of your business.”

“Everything is my fucking business,” Hughes bellows, but by now, it’s apparent that no one takes him remotely seriously.

Sally sighs. “You know this will be an unmitigated disaster if the press gets hold of it. They’ll say women and football don’t mix. That this is what happens when a woman treads on male territory.”

“I know,” I say. “I don’t want that to happen, but if it happens, I’ll deal with it.”

“They’ll say you abused your power. Or slept your way into the position. It’ll probably be nearly impossible for you to coach in the PFL again.”

“I know.”

“They’ll say Ty used his superior physical power to coerce or threaten or even force you.”

My breath catches, and I glance over at him, because of all the things I can’t bear to contemplate, that is at the top of the list. That someone will take the generosity of that moment, of Ty, and twist it around—

There are awful men in the PFL. There are awful men who do awful things and get off scot-free. But Ty Williams is not one of them.

Ty has been watching me through all this. “So show them the film,” he says lightly. “Let them see it wasn’t that way.” And he gives me a smirk that wriggles its way straight into my panties. For a luminous moment I’m not here in this stupid, sordid meeting; I’m alone with him, the night of the storm, last night, and God, no coercion necessary, just his power and certainty…

And none of this—how close we’ve come to disaster, the world’s callousness, Ted Hughes’s bluster—seems to matter quite so much.

“The season’s over,” says Ty. “We have one more game. The press isn’t going to get hold of anything, unless someone in this room says something.” He conducts a quick survey. They all shake their heads.

“But what about next season?” Sally asks. She sighs heavily. “I don’t suppose I could convince the two of you to get married? That would save the day. Oh,” she says, laughing. “Ty, you should see your face!”

Startled, I turn to look at him, and it’s true: Ty looks like he’s just had his bell rung—shocked and sick.

I can’t look at Ty as Sally rolls merrily along. “I forgot who we were talking about here,” she says, with a giggle. “Ty Williams, ‘player’ in both senses of the word. Maybe next season will be a non-issue.”

Then she seems to realize what she’s said, and she shoots me a quick, almost lip-biting, expression of apology.

But it’s not her misstep that has clobbered me in the gut. It’s that look on Ty’s face at the idea of marrying me.

I’d been drifting along in my little hot air balloon, riding on the thrill of having outsmarted, or at least not having been outsmarted by, the PFL establishment. Saving my ass and my career.

Entertaining a little fantasy that I was going to walk out of this room with not only my job but the other prize.

The one I’d greedily grabbed for, even knowing that Ty Williams was not something I could hope to hold onto.

Someone has let the air out of the balloon, and I’ve clomped back to earth.



Chapter 32


Ty

She hurries out of the conference room ahead of me.

“Iona!”

I chase her down the hall and call her name again. She stops.

“You were amazing.”

She turns, and I can’t figure out the look on her face. Like there’s a question she wants to ask, but then she just—doesn’t.

“The way you stood up to them—” She was tough. Fearless. Beautiful. I couldn’t stop staring at her in there, at the sweet curves of her cheeks and lips, the proud upward tilt of her chin, the long, strong line of her neck.

She frowns. “It didn’t take much.”

“It took a lot,” I say staunchly. “All of them trying to get you to fold so they didn’t have to lose any sleep.”

“They were probably right, you know. It’s going to be a hell of a mess if it leaks.”

And suddenly, I feel rotten about the whole thing. She wouldn’t be in this position, having to defend herself in front of a gasbag and a squadron of flacks, if I hadn’t pushed her and pushed her and pushed her. And in the end—

In the end, I’m still Ty Williams, “player” in both senses of the word, just like Sally Slaybourne said.

“I’m sorry,” I say.

She shakes her head. “No. Don’t do that.”

“I shouldn’t have—”

“Stop,” she says. “Just stop.”

We stand there, staring at each other. She’s wearing a hoodie and athletic pants and has no makeup on, and truth: She’s sexier than she was last night in the raspberry dress. Because this is her, the real her. And everything I’m feeling desperately wants a way out. I want to show her what’s inside me right now. After all, there are no secrets anymore, nothing to hold us back, nothing to hide. “Do you have plans tonight?”

She shakes her head.

“I’ll be home. After eight.” And I rattle off my address.

Her eyes come up to meet mine. And they’re full of something. I want to say it’s heat, but I know it’s something more. Because it’s the same thing I’m feeling right now.

She gives a quick nod, so rapid and small I am not even a hundred percent sure I really see it.

Just as I have every Tuesday since Iona walked into McElroy, I use my workout to try not to think about her. Every Tuesday, it’s gotten harder. More complicated. She’s worked her way more thoroughly into my body and brain. When I close my eyes so I’m not staring straight into O’s face as I press, I see her face, shattered by pleasure. I hear the sounds she made Monday night.

It’s a long fucking day.

At eight, I’m heating up a tub of stew from the grocery store when my doorbell rings.

I open the door. She steps toward me and I spread my arms like this is a thing we do all the time. She shows up, I hug her, she lets me.

She rubs her face lightly against my chest, and I feel it all over my skin.

I’m hyper-conscious, suddenly, of how hot she is all over, how alive and mobile. My body goes into overdrive, and I tell it sternly that we’re going to take this slowly, but I don’t think it’s listening. And then she’s lifting her face and tilting her chin, pressing her mouth up to mine, and goddamn.

And there’s no way I can stop or even slow down, not with her mouth open under mine, so slick and hungry, her tongue sometimes teasing, sometimes all-out assaulting. I just want to grab on tighter and kiss harder and open her more, until she is spread wide under me and I can fill her up.

She’s murmuring, half nonsense but half God I’ve been wanting to do this and Yes, Ty and More. She lifts her hands and spreads them wide over my chest, stroking and squeezing through my T-shirt, feeling me everywhere, and my muscles flex against her touch, waking up to her fingers. I’m a physical guy, I use this body hard, but there’s something about the way she’s touching me that makes me feel like I’ve never really been in my body before.

I walk her backward until she’s against the door, trap her with my hips and thighs, rub against her until I realize that I can’t keep doing that or I’m going to come in my pants like a teenager. But she doesn’t want me to stop. She spreads her legs and grabs my ass and urges me to give her the friction she craves.

So I make it a game, as she arches her back and moans and rubs—can I hold back long enough to make her come first?

Not if she keeps kissing me like that, all open and wet and hungry.

“Shh,” I say. “Slow down.”

She whimpers. It’s so fucking hot.

I pull back, then kiss her again, soft and slow. Making her take my pace. Now who’s the fucking coach? See that, Iona? I kiss her long and shallow so she keeps trying to get more, which is un-fucking-believably sexy. I nibble at her mouth, rocking myself slowly against the crotch of her athletic pants, trying to give her enough pressure and enough friction but avoiding my own triggers. She’s still frantic, wanting to climb higher on my body so she’s over the head of my cock, but I won’t let her do that. I just hold her still the way I want her, and she fights a little, but then gives in and let me manipulate us. I find a rhythm and a pressure that make her moan and pant but that lets me stay in control, more a brush than a rub. I pause between kisses to watch her face, because seeing her like this—out of control—is the biggest fucking turn-on.

“You’re killing me,” she whispers, trying again to rub harder, but I can see it in her face now, her gaze far away, her breath fast and ragged, and I raise my hand and cup her breast, find her nipple hard under the thin lace of her bra, tease it, then the other one, too, and she throws her head back and cries out, and I can feel the ripples of her release through the layers of fabric between us, her hand on my arm gripping and relaxing, her mouth, when it seeks mine again, biting and sucking in the rhythm her body is telling her to use.

I hold her tight as she sags against me, and then I pick her up and carry her to my bedroom.



Chapter 33


Iona

He cradles me in his arms, and I feel small and feminine in a way I have never felt in my life. I think about the men who have made me feel exactly the opposite, starting with my father, and I’m suddenly furious at all of them. Because, look, who the fuck cares what I do for a living, how I dress or cut my hair or how tough or strong I am. I’m just a girl. Just a girl who loves being touched and teased like any other girl.

He lays me down on the bed, opens the nightstand drawer, and takes out a strip of condoms.

“Okay?” he asks.

I’m not sure whether he means the condoms or what they imply he’s about to do to me, but I just nod. He lifts my shirt and I wiggle to help him take it off, then arch my back and lift off the bed so he can reach under me to undo my bra. Normally I wouldn’t let a guy see me naked for the first time lying down with my breasts falling into my armpits, but I’m limp and helpless from how hard he made me come, and I don’t want to play any games. I just want him to get me out of my clothes and take off his own clothes—

I whimper.

“Patience,” he says.

“Fuck me,” I say.

He laughs. “You mean that as a curse or a request?”

“Both,” I say, as my pants hit the floor.

“Mmm,” he says. He’s staring at me in my panties. They’re just nutmeg-colored briefs. But he doesn’t seem put off by the bland color or the conservative cut.

“Hurry up,” I command.

“Nope,” he says. “Who knows if you’re ever going to let me do this again? I’m planning to enjoy it to the hilt.”

“Speaking of the hilt—”

He narrows his eyes, then starts undressing. Fast. Shirt first.

“Let me look.” Because although I’ve caught many glimpses of Ty Williams in various stages of undress, I’ve never, ever let myself actually enjoy them. And he’s right. Who knows what’s going to happen after this? So I should thoroughly savor the sight of all that smooth, taut skin and repressed strength. His chest is wide and perfectly cut, and his body narrows to the waist. His pants ride low, so I can stare at the muscle that dips under his waistline—and his erection swells the cloth there in a way that makes it impossible for me not to stare.

“Feel free,” he says, grinning, and steps closer.

I take him in my hand through the fabric of his sweats. He grunts. “God,” I say reverently.

“No, just my junk,” he says.

I’d laugh, except I’m too busy loving the hard heat of him against my palm.

He shucks his pants and briefs. He’s uncut, the foreskin pushed nearly all the way back by how swollen he is. My mouth actually waters. This is kind of crazy to me, how actively I want him. Like want to touch, want to taste, want him in me. I’ve never been an unwilling participant, but I’ve also never been one to command anyone to fuck me or hurry up. I reach for him again, wanting him in my hand, or maybe in my mouth, but he pushes me away.

“Next time,” he says.

He kneels between my legs and kisses my navel, then scoots up over me to take a nipple in his mouth. He pulls it deep and the sensation shoots straight into my core. He could make me come again, easy.

“Ty, please.”

He tilts his head to one side. “Not yet,” he says. “I’m in charge. You can be as tough as you want everywhere else you want, but I know what you need right now.”

I whimper.

He uses one hand to part my folds and the other to slide himself against me—not inside, just against my wet, swollen lips. And then he strokes over me, the same not-too-hard, not-too-soft touch as before, his mouth tight over my breast, his other fingers toying almost idly with my nipple, and I come again, calling his name.

Then he pulls a condom on and lines himself up at my seam, and I wait for him to push in but he just holds still there until I can’t stand it and I slide down the bed on my elbows to try to get what I’m craving. To try to fill myself up with him.

“You want something?” he inquires.

I groan and collapse back on the bed and then—only then—he plunges into me. He’s big and I’m tight from the long celibate spell and from coming twice, but I’m also wet as sin and he slides home, deep, easy.

“Oh, Christ,” he says.

“No, just my—” But I don’t finish the sentence because he’s taking his last fraction and jamming his pubic bone up against mine and it’s entirely possible I’m going to come for a third time before he’s done with me.

“I’m gonna do this as slow as I can,” he says, to no one in particular, and I feel this wild surge of pleasure and joy, not just where our bodies are joined, but because being with Ty Williams is ridiculous fun.

He does it slowly, pulling out, pausing, thrusting back in, just as deep. Deeper. Oh.

He keeps that pace for a few thrusts, but I can tell it’s not easy for him, and he’s getting faster, and I’m lifting my hips and pushing back against him, that last little pull almost too much where I’m sore and swollen, but also just right, faster and faster, almost ragged now, and I can feel the moment when he finally completely loses his rhythm, his hips askew as he powers into me, his long, strong body rigid and trembling as he lets go inside me. But it’s his face, lined with concentration and pleasure and something close to pain, that gets to me, finally, my chest nearly splitting open with that strange too-much surge of emotion, my body wringing the last bit of release from him.



Chapter 34


Ty

I open my eyes to a room flooded with light. My new condo. I’m lying in my bed, naked. Memories from last night flood me, and I reach out to hook an arm around Iona and draw her close, but she’s gone.

I sit up and listen carefully.

No one’s showering or cooking breakfast in the next room or even quietly turning the pages of a book on the couch.

I get out of bed and slowly prowl the perimeter, hoping to find her curled up somewhere. Or staring out a window, killing time till I wake up.

She’s gone.

And I’m suddenly gripped with a totally unfamiliar sensation: panic. Because maybe she has sex like that all the time, but I don’t. It didn’t just feel like two bodies. It felt like two selves. Like a conversation, almost. And I want more of it, the way I always want more from her.

When was the last time I let myself want anything from any woman? Or from anyone at all?

Players leave all the time in the PFL, and when they leave, they’re gone. They walk out of your life and into a vacuum, and you might never see them again.

And, for me, at least, women come and go. There’s a rhythm to it: Meet, snare, score, say goodbye. I don’t stop to think about it, not anymore. It’s the way it is; they know it and I know it.

You can’t let yourself get too attached. If you screw up and do—

Like I did with Mack—

Life will find a way to smack you down for it.

That’s what I’m thinking about when the front door opens and Iona comes in, carrying a paper bag and a tray of coffees from Starbucks.

Air rushes into my lungs. “Oh,” I say. “Hey.” Trying for casual.

“Did you see my note?” She sets her spoils down on the coffee table and goes and gets a slip of paper from the kitchen table.

Grabbing us some breakfast. Back soon. Keep the bed warm.

I shake my head, not willing to tell her where my thoughts had gone.

“I wasn’t sure what you like,” she says apologetically. “So I got you a maple bar and a chocolate donut and a cheese Danish. I figured there’d be something in there you could tolerate. And I didn’t know how you took your coffee, so I left it black, figuring you could doctor it here and that would be better.”

My heart is pounding, just now beginning to slow down at the sight of her, still dressed in the clothes she’d come to me in last night, smiling a little sheepishly as she holds out the paper bag and my cup of coffee.

I don’t care what kind of pastry I eat for breakfast, or whether my coffee is doctored the way I like it—skim milk and one sugar. I take the bag and the coffee from her and set them down on the counter that divides the small kitchen from the rest of the living room, and then I reach out and draw her into my arms. And I hold her there. For a moment, I don’t even have designs on her. I just want to keep her where she is, to stop time and delay the inevitable. The moment when she is going to leave—leave the Grizzlies, leave the team, leave the corps, leave me.

But it’s impossible to have Iona in my arms and not want more from her, especially when she tilts her face up to mine and smiles at me. I lean down and kiss her. Her mouth tastes like chocolate and coffee, and she kisses back, lifting her arms up to wrap them around my neck. I hoist her up and carry her back to the bedroom, lay her down crosswise on the bed.

“You got dressed,” I complain.

She laughs. “It would have been awkward, getting coffee and donuts naked.”

I strip her out of her clothes, kissing her everywhere as I bare her. Her skin is smooth and warm, and I love all the different textures I find—the slickness of her mouth, the round softness of her cheek, the cool smoothness of her throat. Her breasts are soft as silk until I kiss toward where her nipples have stood up, taut, like they’re waiting for me. I suck one, then the other, and she lifts her hips and makes little helpless noises.

I kiss my way down, teasing under her breasts and into her navel, and lower, until I can part her lips and kiss her between her legs.

“Coffee’s—getting—cold,” she says breathlessly.

“If you care, I’m not doing this right.”

“I—don’t—care.”

I tease and lick and circle, my hands on her thighs so I can feel the muscles tightening as I drive her higher. She clutches my head and rubs my hair and digs her fingernails into my arms.

“Ty—”

“Mmm-hmm?” I hum it against her skin.

“Don’t stop.”

I don’t even dignify that with an answer, just lick in narrowing circles until my focus zeroes in on her clit, and she comes with a long, low moan.

I shuck my clothes and reach for a condom, but she stops me. “No. Let me.”

I’m standing close to the bed, facing it, and she turns her body around on the bed, lies on her stomach, and cups my ass in her hands, drawing me close. I watch, my mind blown by the image, as she circles the head of my cock with her tongue. Holy shit. The touch is just right, firm and insistent, and then she opens wide and takes me in, and I have to use all my powers of concentration to hang on. I don’t want it to end too quickly. I want to make it last.

She takes me deep, swirling her tongue back and forth under my head, licking up and down my length, nudging me against the back of her throat.

“That’s so fucking good,” I tell her. “Just like that, baby.”

She grabs me harder and pulls me deeper, and it’s only the fact that I want to be inside her in a different way that keeps me from losing it. I pull out of her hot, wet, amazing mouth. “Lie back.”

Sheathing myself, I climb over her and do it slowly this time. Long strokes. All the way in her, all the way out, watching her face. Her eyes flutter and close on the in stroke, open in awe on the out. I could watch her all day.

Well, maybe not all day, because she tips her hips just a little, and something new about the angle squeezes me in a different way, and without meaning to, I fill her, deep, deeper than I’ve been yet, and she cries out, pulsing around me. And that does me in. A man’s only got so much patience, and she’s stolen all of mine, and now her body’s milking me, and I come so hard it’s almost painful. 

We lie there awhile. My hands linger on her body, stroking quietly, because I can’t get enough of her skin. After a few minutes I throw out the condom and clean us both up with a warm washcloth. She laughs when I do.

“What?” I demand.

“It doesn’t fit. The big, mean linebacker and his warm washcloth.”

“That’s why stereotypes are shit.” I settle next to her, and finally, finally, I get to try out the twisty curls on her head, tugging them one by one and watching them bounce back.

“I love your hair,” I say.

She lifts up and kisses me. Sweetly, not like she’s starting us up again, but like she just wants to say thank you.

“Ty.”

There’s something in it, in the sound of my name, that makes my chest hurt.

“I got a call this morning while I was out getting breakfast. From the head coach of the Brawlers.”

D.C.’s team. My head goes muzzy.

“They want to offer me a three-year linebackers coaching contract at twice what I’m getting here. And O’Brien is headed for retirement as the defensive coordinator, in about that timeframe—”

No!

But I’m not surprised. Not really. She’s so good, and it’s good PR for any team to hire a woman.

And I’m not surprised she’d be interested. Just—

So sad. Really, really damn sad.

“Cross is headed for retirement, too,” I point out.

She sits up. My mouth waters at the sight of her, but before I can reach for her, she slides off the bed and begins gathering up her clothes. She puts her bra and panties back on, and I watch, because even though it was more fun in the other direction, I love seeing the fabric cup the parts of her where I’ve had my hands and mouth. I love seeing her hands glide over her skin.

And I’m all too aware that I might not get to watch her like this again. That this is borrowed time.

She pokes her head and arms through her T-shirt and says, “It might not be so bad for me to get away from this situation. We’re always going to be watching our backs and trying to keep it on the down low, and it’s probably going to affect my chances of getting another contract next year, and even if I get the contract, they’re going to be waiting for me to fuck up—”

I want so bad for it to not be true, but she’s dead right.

“If it’s almost inevitable that one of us is going to end up somewhere else eventually, and we both know this isn’t—I mean, Sally was just—”

We both know this isn’t forever.

Sally was just kidding when she brought up marriage.

I know my face betrayed me when Sally said that yesterday. And Iona has been completely honest about not wanting to put her career on the line for anything less than a serious, committed relationship.

I don’t do serious.

I don’t do committed.

I don’t, for fuck’s sake, do marriage.

I can’t help feeling like I knew it was going to go down just like this. Like I’ve been here before, even though I haven’t. “So you’re thinking you’re going to take it. The D.C. job.”

“I’m thinking it might be the best. For everyone. It’s a good position, but it’s on my terms, not their stupid sell-me-out-to-Baltimore bullshit. I’ll be near my old friends, it’s good money—”

But I’m here.

I don’t say it. For all the reasons I’ve already mentioned.

We never made each other any promises. Except the ones we didn’t say out loud. Not to take anything away from each other. Not to get in each other’s way. Because what brought us together, what made it impossible for us to stay away from each other, was knowing that we’re the same. That we love this game with a crazy passion, that we’ll fight to belong to it. We’ll fight the people who say we can’t, we’re not good enough, it’s not for us, we’ll cross the country as many times as we have to, we’ll walk away from other temptations.

I’d never take that away from her, just like she’d never take it away from me.

So I say, “I am so fucking psyched for you, Iona.”

And I am.

“They gave me some time to think about it.”

“You might get some other offers, too. You could weigh them. Although—D.C.—that’s so great.”

“You could come visit,” she says.

“I will,” I say. But I won’t, because watching her walk out the door once is going to be more than fucking enough for me.

For the very first time between us, it feels awkward. Like there’s nothing to say and nothing to do. I get out of bed and pull on my shorts, and then we wander into the living room.

“Breakfast?” I ask.

She shakes her head with a sweet, sad smile. “I should probably take it to go,” she says. I hand her her coffee—cool now—and she picks the chocolate donut. I walk her to the door and hold both her hands in mine. I kiss her, and suddenly, she clings to me.

“Ty,” she says, “you’re the best man I’ve ever met.”

And then, while I’m still too choked up to say anything at all, she lets me go and slips out the door.



Chapter 35


Ty

We take an early lead against Arizona, then lose it in the second quarter.

This is it. Our last chance at the playoffs. And it’s one of those mind-fuck situations, because even if we win this game, Atlanta has to lose its game later today in order for us to get the wild card spot, and—well, that’s not going to happen.

But still. This is do or die, and I’m pretty much dying.

You can never say, It’s me when you play on such a big team, when there are so many factors that go into every win or every loss. But I know I’m not playing well today, and I can feel it pulling down O and Haight and—well, probably the whole fucking defense.

I haven’t slept well this week. Not since the night I spent with Iona, when I was dead to the world. Every night since then, I’ve lain awake, trying to stop craving her. Trying to stop thinking about what it felt like to be inside her, in her mouth, in her heat. Trying to stop wanting to tell her every little thought that crosses my mind.

Trying to stop wanting to call her and beg her not to take the D.C. job.

And maybe it’s that, the lack of sleep, or maybe it’s thinking about having to start fresh with another coach next season, or maybe it’s this fucking game and the fact that we don’t really control our fate, but I’m having trouble caring. I’m having trouble playing like I want to win.

I remember her saying, right after she got here, that I always played for someone else. Mack, O, anyone but me. And staring at her, at the hard lines of her scowl, I realize: For the past eight weeks, I’ve been playing for her.

The weight that’s been on my shoulders and chest all week gets a little heavier, because I’m not sure how to stop playing for her.

We even the score with a field goal toward the end of the third quarter, but I blow my reads and let the running back pick up a long gain to start the fourth quarter, and then Martin unleashes the kind of long pass usually reserved for hail Mary situations. I watch, helpless, as the ball spirals out of the air and into the sure hands of Greg McCovern. On the next two downs, they march over us like we’re napping, convert once, and score. Fucking clinic. I feel like I’m watching the whole thing at a slight remove, like I’m watching someone else play my position.

Iona calls me over, her posture screaming frustration with me. “What the fuck was that?”

I stand there, staring at her, wanting her to say it again, wanting to watch her mouth as she shapes the word. Wanting to tell her all about missing her in plain sight. About not wanting to take anything away from her even though I don’t want her to go.

“Where is your head?”

With effort, I pull myself away from those thoughts.

“Focus,” she says.

I take a deep breath and get my head back in the game. Because she’s asking me to, and there’s not a thing I’d refuse her.

“You have to want to win this fucking game, Ty. You have to want to fucking win it for you.”

I’ve seen Iona intense, but I don’t think I’ve ever seen her look quite like this, fists clenched, face set in determination. And I realize: As much as she loves coaching, her whole body wishes it were out there on the field, doing what I’m doing. Playing the game. She wishes she could focus for me, win for me.

Like I’ve said, I can’t deny this girl anything. And especially not this. Because she’s going to leave, and my choices are, I can let her walk away with my will to win, or I can dig deep, the way she’s asking me to, and find it in myself.

It’s the last gift I’ll be able to give her, and it’s something both of us can take with us after this is all over. Because even standing here surrounded by a hundred sweaty men, steeped in the roar of the crowd, even with her scowling at me with my head bowed in shame, I can feel the pull between us, can feel what we’ve shared, and I want to give it a permanent place in my life, even if I can’t have her with me.

So I nod. “You’re the best coach I’ve ever had.”

Her face softens, and she says, “Do this, Ty.”

And then I go out there and pick the fucking ball out of the sky and run it into the end zone.



Chapter 36


Iona

It’s been a weird few days at my parents’ house.

I left Seattle in a hurry after the last game. It almost might have been easier if we’d lost, if Ty had kept on playing like shit and we’d let the playoffs slip away that way. But the way it happened was so bittersweet. Ty listened to me, really listened, and he played the last quarter of that game like his life depended on it. His interception felt so good, as good as if it were mine, that deep, whole-body thrill and satisfaction. I wanted to reward him afterward, throw my arms around him, kiss him till we were both breathless, lick him up and down, worship him with my body.

Instead, that win turned out to be meaningless when Atlanta won its game, and Ty and I shook hands, not even really meeting each other’s eyes, and went our separate ways.

Half a season, a long, hard-fought comeback, and it all came down to something we didn’t even control.

I flew cross-country. Baltimore was my primary goal, but I figured I’d stop in and see my parents, since I’d missed them at Thanksgiving and Christmas. I wasn’t looking forward to it, but I told myself, the way we always do in these situations, that it would be better this time, that I wouldn’t let my dad draw me into a fight. And I’ve done pretty well, so far.

I haven’t told my parents much of anything about—well, anything. I didn’t tell them about what happened between me and Ty. For one thing, I wouldn’t know what to tell them, because half the time, I don’t know what happened.

I didn’t tell them about getting caught, getting bluffed or threatened or whatever it was that happened in that Grizzlies conference room, but tonight, the last night I’m there, at the dinner table, I tell them about all the job offers that flooded in. Not just the D.C. one, but Houston and Green Bay, too.

“Oh, honey!” my mom says, sounding genuinely pleased and impressed. I think she’s just so grateful that I’m done getting hit on the field that she’s willing to be happy for me these days.

My father pushes his spinach around like a kid who’s trying to make his vegetables look eaten and says, “Aren’t you done with football yet?”

My first impulse is to ignore him. I’ve vowed not to let him drag me down, and this is exactly the kind of thing that always goes nowhere. He says something mean or unsupportive, I snap back, and we end up saying things we’ll both regret. Or—not talking at all. I don’t want that to happen on my last night here.

Until my dad and I fought over football, we were like a lot of fathers and daughters. I was his little girl, and he was my hero.

It’s easy to forget that, because it’s been at best so uncomfortable, and at worst, so ugly, since. Like when he met me at the airport at the beginning of this trip. I was exhausted from the cross-country flight, demoralized because despite our win against Arizona we’d lost our playoff bid, and I missed Ty already.

As my dad strode toward the security exit, I saw him as I might have long ago: a tall dark-brown-skinned man with a stubborn set to his jaw that I probably inherited and a distinguished salt-and-pepper mustache. There are a few lines across his forehead, but otherwise, he doesn’t show his age much.

I’d missed him, I realized. Not the dad I fought with for so many years, but the dad who could carry me on his shoulders without showing any fatigue, the dad who called me his little girl, who—until we made each other so angry—always supported me and stood up for me. The dad who taught me how to support myself and stand up for myself, so well that when push came to shove, I was able to use what he’d taught me against him.

I had to stop myself from running at him and throwing my arms around him, and I was glad as fuck I didn’t when he got close enough to greet me, and his first words were, “You didn’t make it to the playoffs.”

Thanks, Dad, I hadn’t noticed.

Despite everything else that had happened the last few days, how low I already felt, he’d managed to bring me lower. To remind me of all the times he’d hurt me.

I didn’t say anything in the airport, though, because I’d promised myself.

But when he says that thing at dinner, Aren’t you done with football yet? I feel weirdly calm. Not angry. It doesn’t matter what he thinks, because the people that matter to me—the women I’ve played with and coached, the girls whose lives I’ve changed, Julia, Coach T, Coach Cross, O…

Ty.

Those people understand.

So I don’t answer his question to prove anything or change his mind or make a point.

I answer it because the truth matters to me.

I think of telling Ty he had to win for himself. And I say, “No.”

I say it pretty much the way I said it in the conference room the other day, quiet and strong and certain.

“I will never be done with football. I love football. And I love being strong and tough and athletic. That’s who I am. I will never wear pink frilly dresses or black patent leather shoes or whatever it is you wanted for me. This is who I am. You don’t have to like it. But if you want me to visit, you do have to accept it.”

My mother looks a bit desperate. She hates the fighting.

My father opens his mouth. Closes it. Opens it again.

“I never wanted you to wear pink frilly dresses or black patent leather shoes,” he says.

Now my mouth is open. I was expecting just about anything except that. His anger, his frustration, a litany of reasons no man would ever want to be with a woman like me.

“I just wanted you to be happy. And you never seemed to be happy. You always seemed—angry.”

He looks up from his plate and I think it might be the first time I’ve seen my dad’s face, his eyes, looking straight into my eyes, in ten years—since we first fought over football.

“I didn’t want you to have to fight for everything. For people’s respect or even just to have them let you participate. It hurt, to watch you. Getting left out and pushed around and hit and beaten down—”

“And taking shots at me was going to help with that?”

I hadn’t meant to get angry, but Jesus.

“I wanted to toughen you up. I knew what people were going to say.”

“No,” I say. “No, you didn’t. You knew what you thought about girls and women who played football. But it’s not what everyone thinks. And you had no right to treat me that way. No right at all.”

In all the time we’ve fought, I’ve never said that to him. I’ve fought for football, for my right to play football. I’ve never fought for myself, for my right not to take his shit.

“What do you want me to do? What do you want me to say?”

I turn away, because I know my father is never, ever going to apologize for some of the things he said to me. He might still believe them, for all I know.

But the thing is, I don’t.

“I like fighting,” I say. “I like a good battle. I like—standing up for myself. I like finding my own way. I’m not angry. I’m—”

I had been about to say, I’m happy, but I can’t quite force the words out. Because I’m not, not right now. I’m not happy, and I wonder, suddenly, if I will ever be, completely, again.

But those doubts have nothing to do with what my father is asking.

“I love what I do. This is the right life for me. I hope—I hope you can be happy for me. If not now, then someday.”

Across the table, we hold each other’s gazes. And I recognize the stubbornness in his because it’s my own damn stubbornness.

“Also.” I cross my arms. “The hottest guy I know thinks I’m beautiful.”

And then I feel ridiculously sad, because I’ll never hear Ty tell me that again.

I hear the echo of my own words then. You have to win it for you.

I take a deep breath. “And he’s right.”

I look him square in the eye, challenging him to disagree.

My father’s gaze drops, and he nods.

My heart takes an extra moment to beat.

It’s not much. It’s not an apology. But it’s something.

And it doesn’t matter whether he means it as agreement or just acknowledgment of what I’ve said. For the first time I can remember, I’m trying to tell my father something, and he’s listening. He might not get it, he might not like it, but he’s not talking over me or through me. He’s not tearing me down.

It’s a start.



Chapter 37


Ty

Iona’s been gone a week and a half. In that time, I’ve taken three showers, slept fourteen total hours, and changed my clothes five times. I’m not proud.

I don’t know whether my behavior would have changed on its own eventually, whether I would have woken up one morning and decided I couldn’t live with my sad sack self, but what happens instead is that Zach shows up at my apartment.

He pounds for quite awhile before the sound penetrates through the chatter of the television, which I’ve turned on even though I’m not watching it. The noise makes it hard to hear my own thoughts, and I like it that way.

I answer the door wearing nothing but a pair of ratty athletic shorts.

He doesn’t try to hide his disgust. “Get dressed.”

“Why?”

“Haven’t you gotten any of my texts?”

I turned the phone off a few days ago. I shake my head no.

“Ty, you asshole. O’s dad died. The funeral is in thirty-five minutes.”

“Oh, shit,” I say. “I’m—”

“Save it.”

I shower and get dressed in my darkest suit and follow Zach down to the car. Calder’s waiting there, too. Zach drives us to the church. O is sitting down front with his mom, who’s flanked by O and a man I recognize as O’s brother. O and his brother are close, even though Jerrard lives in Chicago, and Jerrard has come out to quite a few games. Even though he hasn’t done much to help O with their parents, I know O’s feelings toward him are nothing but positive.

Some of the songs I remember from my parents’ funerals. “Going Up Yonder.” “I’m Going Away.” “Soon As I Get Home.” All these last ten days I’ve been numb, but all of a sudden, an ache starts up just at the base of my breastbone. I push it down. I’m not going to do O any good if I’m bawling like a baby.

Jerrard does the eulogy. He’s got a preacher’s voice, and the congregation starts up keening and wailing in places, and I fist my hands and clamp my mouth shut and keep my eyes on the back of O’s neck, like somehow my gaze is going to hold him together. Or maybe staring at him is the thing holding me together.

We’re quiet in the car, driving to the cemetery—even Zach, who would usually have something uplifting or inspirational to say right about now. We’re quiet as Mr. Ohalu is lowered into the ground, as his wife and sons shovel dirt over his casket, as people turn and walk back to their cars. There’s no repast planned for after. Zach says O and Jerrard didn’t feel like their mom could handle it. They figured if she was feeling better, stronger, in a couple weeks, they could have a party in his dad’s honor.

“We should take him for a milkshake,” Calder says.

The three of us turn to look at where O is standing, at the edge of his father’s grave. The three of them are together there, as they have been almost throughout—O and Jerrard on either side, their mom, tiny and frail, between them. A son’s arm through each of hers, buoying her up. 

O throws his head back, and even from where we’re standing, a hundred feet away, I can hear his bellow of grief. It burrows into that strange new ache in my own chest.

Sometimes a milkshake can’t make you feel better.

As we watch, O and Jerrard turn inward, sandwiching their mother between them, wrapping their arms around each other. Jerrard’s hand comes up, clutching his brother’s head, and O leans his forehead against his brother’s. It’s starting to rain, just a fine mist, the water catching on my eyelids and wetting my cheeks, and they blur a little in my vision in their dark clothes, until they’re just a silhouette of family.

I watch them, and I sense the strength of them even in all this grief.

“I think O’s got what he needs right now,” I say, and I turn and walk back to Zach’s car, my teammates following a moment later, right behind me.



Iona

Tish and I collapse on the bench outside the indoor athletic arena. Well, I collapse; she’s fine. I’m winded after forty-five minutes of flag football—shameful. They’re not kidding about how unhealthy the coach lifestyle is. I make a vow to start running a few miles every other day, even if it means getting up even earlier than I already do. If I can’t breathe after playing flag football with eighth graders, I’m in trouble.

“Aw, Coach Thomas is out of breath!” Tish teases.

Tish and I are waiting for her dad to pick her up. When Tish heard I was coming into town, she texted everyone she knew—boys and girls—and put together a flag football reunion for me.

It was tough to get the game started because everyone wanted to hear what it was like to be a PFL coach. Everyone wanted to know whether it was true that Calder Blake rarely strung two words together (yes, at least in my presence) and Zach Jones was universally liked (yes, as far as I could tell), and Ty Williams had a girlfriend for every day of the week (I crossed my fingers and said I really couldn’t say; he hadn’t dated anyone when I was in Seattle), and so on and so on and so on.

When I’d satisfied their curiosity about everything from the eating habits of the linemen to my own daily schedule, we got down to business and played some football.

Now everyone’s gone home, leaving just Tish and me. “You can go,” she says. She knows exactly how my phone call with her dad went.

“Nah,” I say. If I could face down my own dad, Tish’s isn’t going to give me any trouble. Chances are, he won’t even talk to me.

Just then, Mr. Keyes pulls up, parks his Civic by the curb, and strides over. I brace myself for unpleasantness, but he greets me with a handshake, and there’s only a slight wariness in his gaze to indicate he remembers our phone call.

“Good to see you, sir,” I say.

“You, too, Coach.”

Tish has wandered off to talk to a boy she knows from school, and Mr. Keyes eyes her, brows lowered. He’s going to be a beast when Tish’s suitors come to call.

“Can’t keep ’em from growing up,” he says.

He doesn’t sound angry at all. It’s almost like he doesn’t remember our last conversation.

“I’ve always thought it would be a little scary, being the parent of a teenager,” I venture.

He sighs. “Yeah.” 

“She’s a good kid. I don’t think you have anything to worry about.”

“She is,” he says thoughtfully. He hasn’t taken his eyes off her this whole time, although I think it’s actually the boy—white, pimply, scrawny—who’s the subject of the real scrutiny. “The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree, and I don’t mean me. Her mother’s the best woman I know. Tish’s just like her. And beautiful like her.”

Oh. I don’t cry easily, but I get a little watery at that.

“I wanted to tell you.” He hesitates, glances ruefully in my direction. “I’m letting her try out. For the high school team.”

“You—”

“I know I said otherwise, on the phone. And I’m sorry if I said anything—harsh.”

I laugh again. “No offense, sir, but you really can’t compete with my dad in that department.”

He gives me a searching look.

I shrug. “He didn’t approve of me playing football. Still doesn’t, not really.”

“Maybe just wanted to keep you safe,” he grunts.

“Maybe. I think it was a little more complicated than that.”

He nods a little, as if to say, it always is. “Tish wasn’t going to be talked out of it. And I had it on good authority that the only person I’d be punishing if I forbade her was myself.”

I press my lips flat, but I can’t keep from smiling.

“And I have to say, I was impressed by how you stood up for her.”

Wow—wasn’t expecting that. “Um, thank you, sir.”

“So I thought to myself, if that’s what football does for a woman, I’m all for it. Because that’s the kind of girl I want to raise,” he says.

Tish comes over and leans her head on her dad’s shoulder. There’s that envy again. Which is funny, because six months ago, I was so ready to believe Tish’s dad was just like my dad. I was so ready to believe all men were just like my dad.

“What kind of girl do you want to raise?” Tish asks, smiling at me.

Tish’s dad kisses her on the top of her head and pats her cheek. He smiles at me, too, his smile nearly identical to his daughter’s.

And suddenly I don’t want him to say it. I don’t want him to congratulate me aloud, in front of Tish, for fighting for what matters and being tough. Because I didn’t.

Out of habit, I’d fought for my place in the sport I loved and all women’s rights to be real citizens of football. I’d fought for my job and my dad’s respect. But when the real fight had shown itself to me—

I’d been afraid of it. Afraid to acknowledge how much I wanted, afraid to acknowledge how tentative it had all felt. I’d convinced myself that if the first few men I’d loved couldn’t love me for who I was, no one could. And I’d been sure I’d been deluded to think that Ty wanted me as fiercely as I wanted him. So I’d walked away instead of fighting for what mattered. Put three thousand cowardly miles between myself and what I wanted most.

Tish’s dad has no idea about my regrets, and Tish is waiting for his answer. He plows on, unknowing: “The kind of girl who, when she knows what she wants, won’t stop fighting for it.”

“Does that mean—?” Tish asks, wide-eyed.

He nods.

She releases her dad and, squealing, gives me a huge hug.

And right then, I decide I’m gonna be the kind of girl everyone but me already believes I am.



Chapter 38


Ty

I text Derek to ask if I can see him and he texts me his address, around the corner from Powell Barnett Park in the Central District.

He opens the door and lets me into his apartment. It’s nice inside, with furniture that looks like it came from some place other than Ikea, and woven rugs on the walls and floors.

“I’m still mad,” I say, before he can say anything.

“I know,” he says.

“I might be mad forever.” I cross my arms.

He nods. “I know. I’m not asking you not to be mad. I’m not even asking you to forgive me.”

“What are you asking?” To my surprise, my voice sounds like I’m asking a real question, not making an accusation.

“If you’ll have a beer with me now and again. If you’ll answer a text every now and again. If you’ll meet my eyes.”

Startled, I do. His are light brown like mine and surprisingly lonely. I don’t know much about how he lives these days, but I think he’s single. I feel regret. And remorse.

It’s like looking in a mirror. A slightly distorted mirror that adds weight. People used to sometimes think we were twins. We pretended we were.

We felt like we were.

I remember things I’d made myself forget. How we would dump the entire twenty-gallon tote of Legos out on the living room floor and play for hours in a kind of trance, building worlds together. How we played football for hours and hours, until my arm was stiff and locked and Mom had to make us come inside. How we lay in bed some nights when neither of us could sleep, fantasizing that one day we’d both be in the PFL, both be playing the big game under the truest, brightest lights.

“We could get a beer,” I say.

He exhales hard. “Thanks,” he says. Then, “Ty—I was scared. She was dying, and then it was gonna just be me and you, and—I didn’t want it. I didn’t want to be your father. I wanted to be your brother. I wanted—”

His voice splinters, but he pulls it together. He doesn’t finish the sentence, but I can guess. I wanted Mom to get better. That was what we’d both wanted, of course. Her. Our family, under one roof.

“Mom wanted me to go,” he says. “She knew you were going to make it to the PFL, but she didn’t think I was, and she was worried about what would happen to both of us if you got injured. She was so weak, and I didn’t want to say no to her. But Ty. I should’ve told her no. I should’ve told her that I was all you had left—”

This time, when his voice breaks, I feel it in my own chest, the way I did yesterday watching O and his brother grieve their father.

This—this is the real reason I kept Derek away for so long. Because his pain and my pain are the same, and I wanted to hold that pain at bay as long as I fucking could.

But it always comes back for you, this shit. You never leave it behind. No matter how hard you try to turn your back, no matter how fast you run away.

“You left.” My voice is oddly steady.

He nods. “Yeah. I left.”

“I asked you not to go, and you fucking left me.”

It rises to almost a roar, the closest I think I’ll ever come to releasing the anger and grief I’ve been carrying, and I wouldn’t say it’s some giant relief, but my chest and throat loosen just a little.

“Yeah. I did. And I’m so, so sorry.”

I clench both my hands in fists and look into the farthest corner, and with the deepest effort of will, I hold it together.

When I can talk again, I say, “I tried to talk Dad out of leaving.”

I was six and my father quit his warehouse job and took a long-haul trucking gig. He had explained to me how the job would take him away from us for long stretches, and I’d lost my mind.

“I didn’t know,” Derek says.

His eyes are full of pain. Reflecting mine.

I’d wrapped my arms around my father’s leg and tried to hold onto him so he couldn’t leave. I cried and begged and whined, while he explained that sometimes fathers have to go far away to do work for their families, that he’d always come back and things would be easier for all of us financially when he returned. He said he needed me to be strong and grown up. Derek and I would need to take care of Mom till he got back.

On his second route, he fell asleep at the wheel on the interstate.

I told him, I thought. I told him not to go.

“He went anyway.”

Derek doesn’t bother to say I know. We both know.

“And Mom—”

“Don’t,” he says. He turns away.

“I begged her to do the treatment.”

I hate the way the words sound, said out loud.

Derek was already gone when my mother told me she wasn’t going to do the experimental treatment.

She had a purple scarf tied around her head. Her skin was the color of a bruise on white flesh. Her eyes had sunk into her head. It hurt me to look at her.

I love you so much. And I don’t want to leave you. But I’m so, so tired.

Please, Mom. For me. Just this one more thing.

Now it’s my turn to look away. “She was so tired. I shouldn’t have done it.”

“You didn’t want her to leave you, too.”

His words make something like a scream rise up in my chest, and I have to battle it back so it doesn’t suffocate me.

Derek reaches out a hand but doesn’t quite touch me. I think he doesn’t know what I’ll do.

I’m not sure what I’ll do.

“We were just kids,” he says. “We did the best we could.”

I’d been just a kid, and everyone had left, and nothing I’d said had made the slightest goddamn difference, and my grief for that former self, that kid-self I’d tried so hard to leave behind, threatens to drown me.

“Everyone left. And it never helped to say I needed you, or I loved you, or I couldn’t do it without you—it never made a damn bit of difference—”

And suddenly I hear what that kid, that drowning kid, is trying to say to me through all the pain.

“I always felt like I wasn’t enough—not worth staying for.”

Derek looks like he’s drowning in the same sea I am. “Ty, no. No. Not that. Never.”

And that’s when I think of Iona.

It might not be so bad for me to get away from this situation…

We both know this isn’t—I mean, Sally was just—

I’m thinking it might be the best…

All that stuff she said, she hadn’t made up her mind. She wasn’t determined to leave. She wasn’t all ready to follow her football dreams across the country because of her unstoppable passion for the game.

She didn’t want to go, and she’d wanted me to talk her out of leaving.

She’d wanted me to tell her she’d misunderstood the look on my face when Sally had mentioned marriage. She wanted me to call bullshit on the “player”-in-both-senses-of the-word line.

She’d wanted me to ask her to stay.

And somewhere in the terrified back of my brain, well hidden under layers of linebacker and alpha male, I’d seen all the people who’d stood in front of me and let me tell them how much I needed them and still walked away.

“Oh, shit,” I say. And then, “No, not oh, shit. No. It’s a good thing. I think. I think it’s a good thing. If I’m not too late. Derek—I am so in for the beer. But can we get it another time? I have something I have to do. Right now.”



Chapter 39


Ty

I drive like a cheetah on speed back to my apartment, run up the stairs, and—

“Oh,” I say.

She’s sitting on the floor against my door.

“I was—I was coming back here to pack. So I could come to Baltimore. So I could ask you—”

Oh, fuck it; if you are going to turn a lifetime’s habit upside down, you should do it right, which is to say, balls to the wall.

“So I could beg you to come back to Seattle. Not to take the D.C. job. To stay here. With me.”

Her eyes open wide. “You don’t need to beg me.”

“Yes, I do,” I say, all ready to explain about my childhood and how paralyzed I’d felt in the face of her leaving, how unwilling to ask for anything ever again and have it not granted, when she says, “No, you really don’t,” and suddenly we’re glaring at each other. She tilts her chin up, the same way she did in her office the very first time we squared off against each other, and just like that day, I want to sink my teeth into her skin.

Only this time I actually can, and without planning it, I have crowded her tight against the door to my apartment, and am whispering against her ear, “Fucking fuck, Iona, when you look at me like that I just want to bend you over something and show you who’s actually in charge here.”

All the breath gusts out of her, and her hands come up to my head, drawing it down, and our mouths collide so hard I taste blood, but I don’t give a crap because it feels so good to have her body pressed against mine and her tongue exploring me. I try not to stop kissing her while I grapple in my pocket for my key, then fumble with the key in the lock. I break the kiss only long enough to move her away from the door, and then I maneuver her through the door and into my apartment.

We leave a trail of clothing through my living room and into the bedroom, and when I get her naked I do exactly what I’d said I would and bend her over the edge of my bed. And then I take a minute to enjoy the view. Because I know Iona has this vision of herself as unfeminine or whatever, but she is dead fucking wrong. Her waist is small and flares to her beautiful ass, which is totally worthy of its own anthem, and in this position I can reach under her and tweak both her nipples, which makes her buck back against me. I barely have the presence of mind to dig in the nightstand for a condom, but I do it, and then I spread her and drive into her and—

“You see?” I demand.

I’m answered by a long moan.

“Who’s in charge now?”

“You are,” she whimpers.

I stroke into her, long, luxurious strokes that threaten to drive me out of my mind way too fast.

“I can make you come if I want to make you come.” I wrap my arm around her and slip one finger into her wet heat to find her clit.

“Ty,” she begs.

God, I like that way too much.

“Or I can make you wait, if I want to make you wait.”

I remove my hand and she whimpers.

“Ty, please.”

I could get used to this.

But I want more. I pull out. “Turn over.”

“Make me,” she whispers.

Adrenaline sings through my veins and my cock, which is already so hard it hurts, swells a little more. I grab her and lift her and flip her, and she lies on her back on my bed, looking up at me, pleased and meek, and oh, my fucking God.

I surge over her and into her, and I fuck her, big, deep strokes, and for a little while she lies there and takes it, which is hot, but then—even hotter—she starts fucking back, lifting her hips, whimpering as I thrust as deep as I can, wriggling and circling. Her eyes are on mine, challenging, demanding, hot and steady, our gazes locked just the way our bodies are locked into this shared rhythm, and we push each other up, up up, neither of us willing to give in until both of us are shouting and through it all, every spasm and aftershock, the earthquake of emotion and gratitude and relief and release I feel, neither of us looks away.

I collapse over her, just barely able to hold my weight off her, and love the feel of her heart racing against my chest, the sound of her breath rushed and rapid in my ear.

And then she starts laughing.

“What?” I demand.

“My point was just that you don’t have to beg because I’m not leaving Seattle and I’m not taking the D.C. job,” she says.



Iona

Ty does that thing he does, with the washcloth, which makes me want to cry. I mean, who does that? And here he is, this big, muscular football player, and he has this tender streak.

Okay, I am crying.

“Don’t cry.”

“It’s the washcloth,” I say.

“The washcloth?”

“It’s just very—nice.”

He puts the washcloth away and comes and lies down beside me. “I do need to beg,” he says. “Not for you. For me. Because—”

And then he explains. Haltingly. In his simple, crazy-eloquent way. How he pleaded with his dad to stay. Lit into his brother, trying to get him to see why it would be wrong for him to go. Begged his mother not to give up and die.

He told me how no one listened. How no one stayed. How it felt, to be the guy that no one stayed for.

“You didn’t believe they loved you enough to stay.”

He turns away from me when I say that, doesn’t answer, but I know him well enough by now to know that’s a yes.

He takes my chin in his hand and turns my head so I’m forced to look straight into his eyes—not that it’s a hardship. “I want you to stay. I want you to stay more than I’ve ever wanted anything in my life. I want you to stay in Seattle and stay in my life and stay—fuck, I want you to stay in my apartment.”

I blink back a few stray tears. I should have known if anything would make me cry it would be Ty Williams. “I’m staying,” I say. “But here’s the thing. I shouldn’t have made you ask. Because I knew all along what I wanted, and I walked away from it. I was a coward, and I didn’t fight for you because I told myself I wasn’t enough, or I was too much—”

“Even though I told you you weren’t?”

“You looked so horrified when Sally Slaybourne said—”

“About that,” he interrupts. “I was shocked by her gall. And yes, I was a little freaked out by the idea. But I’ve had a fair amount of time to think about what I want, and I’ve realized that in the last few months, football has gone from being everything to me to being just one thing. An important thing, but not the most important thing.”

“Me too,” I whisper.

“You’re the most important thing.”

“You’re my most important thing.”

“God,” he says, and kisses me, forcing me open so he can show me, long and deep, how he feels.

We’re both breathless when he finishes.

“We don’t have to get married just because Sally Slaybourne wishes we would,” I say.

“No,” he says. “I don’t want us to get married for any other reason than because we want to fall asleep next to each other and wake up next to each other and get each other coffee and breakfast every morning and fuck like that—” He seems to have derailed himself.

“Like what? Like from behind, me over the bed?”

“That,” he says. “And the other way, too, with me bossing you with my dick and you bossing me with your eyes.”

For a football player, he has a way with words. Another busted stereotype.

“Actually, all the ways.” He has a distinct glint in his eyes now. “We shouldn’t get married unless we want to do it all the ways, every which way, multiple times a day.”

“That’s sounding pretty good to me,” I say. “Could we try that out for a bit? See how it works out for us?”

“Yes,” he says. “Let’s start now.”



Chapter 40


Iona

Ty tosses another bucket of ice into the enormous tin pail that we’re using for drinks, then fills the ice bucket and sets it down.

“Olives!” he says suddenly.

We bought so much food, stuffed his fridge so full, that we keep remembering things we forgot—mesquite smoked almonds, peanut butter–filled pretzels, Pocky sticks, Ty’s favorite treat from Uwagimaya, Seattle’s Asian market, where we spent several hours browsing last weekend.

We’re throwing a party that we’re calling a housewarming but that we’ve been privately referring to as our “coming out” party, as in our first party as a publicly recognized couple. We went public just a couple days after I showed up on Ty’s doorstep.

Sally Slaybourne strongly urged us to wait awhile (“In case you change your minds,” she said, watching Ty warily—I had a momentary pang of doubt, until Ty looked over at me, shook his head vehemently, and reached for my hand), but we agreed we were tired of sneaking around and ready to just be a couple, and Sally had to agree with us that it would be better to do it proactively than for the news to, inevitably, leak somehow.

Of course, it was hardly a perfect secret by that point—not only did several coaches and front office people know, but Zach and Calder apparently sussed it out on their own. Still, it’s been a lot of fun to go public.

We planned how we were going to break the news in the press and in social media—not that it would stay in our control for long, and for the last few weeks, it’s been more or less a full-time job, taking interviews, and replies to congratulations on social media. And ignoring the trolls. There’s always that. There’s plenty of ugliness—people wondering why, if Ty could have anyone he wanted, he’d choose plain old me, speculating about when the affair had begun and whether I’d actually slept with Ty to get the job, or just posting inappropriate commentary on what our sex life must be like.

But weirdly enough, most of it hasn’t bothered me. Haters gotta hate, I tell myself, and I try not to read stuff unless I absolutely have to.

And the thing is, Ty is amazing. Between replying to people who dis me by saying, “I’m a PFL linebacker and that’s my hot girlfriend you’re talking about” and replying to most of the congratulations himself with comments like, “Never been this happy,” or “I’m the luckiest guy I know,” he’s made me feel like he has my back one hundred percent in all of this. It’s hard for me to get too hurt by people slamming me online when I can barely sit down at the computer before my smoking hot linebacker boyfriend is kissing the back of my neck, cupping my breasts in his hands, and trying to convince me that it’s time to take another nookie break.

The doorbell rings at six on the dot. It’s Calder.

“Sorry I’m not fashionably late,” he says. “I actually can’t stay. I’m on my way to the airport.”

“Hawaii?” Ty asks. That’s where most Seattle football players spend as much of the off-season as they possibly can.

“Nah,” says Calder. He sighs. “Funeral. My aunt.”

“God. I’m sorry, man,” Ty says.

According to Ty, Calder’s childhood wasn’t exactly a picnic at the seashore, and his aunt is about the only family member he ever says anything positive about. Calder nods, and I can see the pain etched in the lines of his face.

“I’m so sorry, Calder,” I say and pat his arm.

Ty loops Calder in for a hug. That’s one thing I really like about Ty—how physically affectionate he is, something I didn’t know until we stopped sneaking around.

“When was the last time you were home?” Ty asks.

Calder shakes his head. “Long fucking time. Should have gone back sooner, but—”

I can see from the glance the guys exchange that there’s a whole story in here.

“Yeah,” says Ty. “I know the feeling. But sometimes you just need some time and space.”

Calder nods, his gaze far off in the distance.

“You want to take a doggie bag for the trip?” I ask, and then, before he can say no, I start packing tidbits into a series of self-sealing bags and hand the whole thing off to him.

“Thanks, I,” he says. “Hey—I’m glad things have turned out the way they have.”

“Thanks,” I say.

Calder’s been great, too—all the guys have—chiming in on social media whenever it’s appropriate to say nice things about me, to congratulate or gently rib Ty, or to remind trolls that the combined weight of the football team exceeds the allowance for certain bridges.

We’ve barely sent Calder on his way before the apartment starts to fill up with our friends and teammates—Julia, of course, who’s working on a few articles about our romance for different publications; Zach, who will nurse one beer for five hours, flirt sweetly with everyone, and go home alone; O, who will probably pass out on our couch underneath at least one woman; as well as Haight and a bunch of other guys I don’t know well enough to make predictions about; a small group of wives and girlfriends, and a couple of coaches and their wives. Generally, coaches and players don’t socialize a ton in the PFL, so Ty and I kid about how we’re the Grizzlies’ most potent social glue.

It’s a great party. There’s plenty to eat, plenty to drink, and a positive mood looking forward to next season, when we plan to start things off from the very first with some wins. When the crowd dwindles to our closest friends, we sit for a long time chatting, and then Ty yawns ostentatiously, and everyone takes the hint and clears out.

I start putting stuff away, but he stops me with a hand on my arm. Then a hand on my other arm. And his mouth on mine.

“We need to clean up,” I say.

“Nope,” he says, steering me toward the bedroom.

“The food’ll go bad.”

“Let it,” he says. “I’ll get it in the morning.”

Then he picks me up like I weigh less than nothing, carries me into the bedroom, dumps me on the bed, and murmurs, “Down by contact.”



Epilogue


Julia and Iona

The first time Ty Williams laid eyes on Iona Thomas, he didn’t know she was about to become his coach. “That’s my excuse,” he says, laughing. “I saw her, and she was #$%&ing gorgeous, and I didn’t have the foggiest idea yet how much trouble that first impression was going to cause for both of us.”

Julia is writing a feature story for Sports Illustrated. She is beside herself with excitement. She already has most of the material she needs, but she keeps re-interviewing me. I think she just likes hearing me tell bits of the story over and over again.

“You’re a romantic!” I accuse her, and she doesn’t deny it. She says there aren’t a lot of opportunities as a sports writer to indulge that side of her nature, so she is going to live this one to the fullest.

They hid their relationship through the first season, worried that it would be a liability for both of them. Then a snippet of film came to light—their first kiss, stolen in one of the conference rooms. They assured their bosses their relationship would never get in the way of winning. And as any Grizzlies fan can attest, it hasn’t.

(I didn’t tell Julia, because I didn’t think our fans needed to know, that I do sometimes get really distracted when I’m supposed to be concentrating on the game, thinking about how pumped up Ty will be by the win, and how that will play out later, when we’re alone…)

“We’re the first ever player-coach couple, so we’re making it up as we go along,” Williams says. “We just do everything we can to take care of each other and spend time together.”

Their schedules are brutal, so they try to have breakfast together every morning.

“I go to bed every night looking forward to that time I know we’ll have in the morning,” Thomas says.

After we came out to the press, I had worried, just a tiny bit, that without the benefit of secrecy and drama, all the zing would go out of the proceedings, but it was pretty much exactly the opposite. We spent hours those first few weeks and months telling each other about our childhoods, our football careers, our post-PFL dreams (his: to own a brewery; mine: to continue coaching women and girls as long as I could be useful).

Williams breaks in. “And to have four or five kids.”

Thomas winces. Williams grins at her. “Two would be okay, too.”

Will their kids play football? I ask the couple.

“If they love it like we do, definitely,” Thomas says. “But we wouldn’t try to steer them that way. We’d want to find whatever makes them as happy as football makes us.”

That’s bullshit, of course. They’re probably going to pop out of the womb with footballs in their fists, and if they don’t, we’ll have them throwing spirals before they’re walking.

It wasn’t always smooth sailing. The Grizzlies’ front office was resistant to having a coach and player who were involved, and wanted the couple to get married right away. Williams and Thomas held their ground. “We’re pretty sure that’s somewhere in our future,” Thomas told her employers, “but we’re not rushing things.”

I won’t tell you about Ty’s proposal; that’s a story for another time; but I will tell you we got married on Grizzlies Field, me in my white dress, him in his tux. We were surrounded by teammates and staffers and our most die-hard fans.

Family came, too. Derek was one of Ty’s groomsmen (O was the best man, of course), and my parents were both there. My father hugged me and said, “I shouldn’t have said those things I said about how you’d never find a boyfriend.” Still not an apology, you’ll note, and all the hairs all over my body rose in irritation on my fucking wedding day, but I’m going to take it as progress, of a sort.

Ty and I both look incredibly triumphant in the cover photo. Best win ever on the football field.

The couple honeymooned in Hawaii, where they lazed on the beach, learned to surf, visited a volcano, and swam with dolphins.

Aaaaaaaand had an absurd amount of sex. I won’t bore you with the details, but I am now an expert on the perils and pleasures of sand, sea, hot tubs, slippery showers, exposed balconies, deserted garden paths…

Thomas is keeping her name…

I’m going to guess you called that one.

Was it love at first sight? Did Ty know, when he saw her looking #$%&ing gorgeous in Coach Thrayne’s office, that he’d one day put a ring on her finger?

“I don’t want to rewrite history,” Ty says. “I knew from the moment I first saw her that she was special, and I like to think I had a sense that we were meant to be. But we had a lot of figuring out to do.”

We’re still figuring it out.

Here’s how Julia would write it:

“How did I fall in love with someone who likes her eggs runny, huh?” Williams demands.

“How did I fall in love with someone who likes his eggs overcooked?” Thomas counters.

That happens. For sure.

So does this:

“Do you like it better when I use my tongue? Or when I do like this—”

“Like that! Like—ohhh, God!”

But regardless of how you tell the story, Julia’s way or my way, we’re in agreement about the key points:

We met. We fell in love.

We made a mess of things.

We got our act together.

And we gleefully celebrate the PFL’s first happily ever after.
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Chapter 1


Kristen

The incessant ringing of my phone jerked me awake. Rubbing my eyes, I glanced at the clock and groaned; it was eleven o’clock. It didn’t surprise me when I looked down at my phone and saw Cole’s name.

“This better be good. What are you doing calling me so late?” I mumbled into the phone. My bedroom light was still on so I shielded my eyes from the brightness. I fell asleep slumped over and now my neck was on fire.

Cole revved his motorcycle engine and sighed. “I’m on my way to your place. There’s something you need to see.” Cole Harper was my best friend; a guy I’d grown up with my whole life. He followed me to Boston after my parents died in a car accident just a few short weeks after graduation. We both attended MIT and he was the closest thing to family I had other than his parents. Usually, I’d be out with him and our friends since it was the weekend, but those days were long gone.

I rubbed the back of my neck. “Now? You know that’s not a good idea.”

“I don’t give a shit,” he growled. “Your boyfriend can go fuck himself. After tonight, you need to get rid of his ass. There’s a reason he doesn’t take you out in public.”

“I already know why,” I grumbled. Only Cole and one of my close girlfriends from back home knew about my relationship with the business tycoon. His name was Mitchell and he didn’t want our relationship to go public until his divorce was final.

Cole snapped, “No, you don’t, Kris. I’ll tell you everything when I get there.” He hung up before I could stop him. Little did he know that his visit would only stir up what I was trying to avoid. Leaning my head against the wall, I couldn’t help but think back to the first time I met Mitchell. Things were so different back then.

It all began with a moment of pleasure.

That was all it took for me to fall head over heels for the man who could ultimately ruin my life. What the hell am I talking about? He already had. I was trapped inside a sick game where he controlled all the players and I was the main piece. Even now, his eyes were on me. I didn’t have to look out my bedroom window to know that someone was out there, watching me.

Mitchell Blackwell was a powerful man, the owner of Blackwell Holdings, and always used to getting what he wanted. When he hired me to decorate his office building, I was stoked for the opportunity. I didn’t have the clientele that some of my other colleagues had at Simon & Associates; that included Cole as well. He was on the rise as one of Boston’s best architects. Working for them was a dream come true, and even more so, being hired to work with Mitchell.

Working with him skyrocketed my career as an interior designer. There were so many people wanting to be my clients, I barely had time to breathe. Little did I know I was going to fall for the man. He was in his late thirties, about ten years older than me, but with a body any young man my age would be jealous of. Being the smitten girl that I was, I wish I would’ve been able to see the hell he was going to put me through. The love I thought we had turned into a dangerous obsession; one I didn’t know how to escape from.

I realized Mitchell’s true intentions after I spent a few late nights out with my friends. He said he wanted to make sure I was safe at all times, but after he started showing up unannounced, I began to think differently. He wasn’t trying to keep me safe; he was keeping tabs on me, on who I was with. If another man touched me in any way, he would be right there on my doorstep, ready to make sure I thought of no one but him. Sometimes it would be a passionate kiss and then rush off, but most of the time he’d want more and the sex would be demanding, passionate…or hard and possessive. Again, at the beginning I loved it, felt special but then realized I was his obsession and this was getting out of control. Now that Cole was on his way over, Mitchell would no doubt find out and show up.

At first, I loved his attention and the way he made me feel wanted. Now he terrified me, only there was no escaping him. Maybe that was why his wife had left him.

The sound of Cole’s motorcycle blared down the street and I sighed. I hadn’t told him what Mitchell would do if his people spotted another man coming to my condo. It’d gotten so bad that even my male clients steered clear of me during our meetings. It was like Mitchell was everywhere, scaring the shit out of every man who tried to get near me. And he could do it, too. There was no way anyone could take him on and make it out on top.

Cole banged on my door and I opened it, refraining myself from flipping off the guy I knew was in the shadows somewhere watching. With his bleached blond hair in disarray, Cole stormed inside, his jaw clenched tight.

“Is there a reason you’re so pissed?” I asked, shutting the door.

Huffing, he turned to face me, his green eyes full of anger and concern. He unzipped his black leather jacket and set his helmet down. There were many times I rode on the back of his sport bike, but Mitchell didn’t like that. In fact, he didn’t like Cole at all. He believed Cole was trying to steal me away, and no amount of telling him otherwise could sway him. I knew the truth, though. Cole was like my brother.

“Fuck yeah, I’m pissed,” he growled, pulling out his phone. “I want you to see what kind of dirtbag you’re dating. I don’t care if the guy’s worth millions. You deserve more than to be hidden away while he does whatever the hell he wants.”

He shoved his phone in my face and my eyes widened. It was a picture of Mitchell…and who I thought was his soon-to-be ex-wife. He was dressed in a gray suit with his dark hair perfectly coiffed while she was in a plain navy gown, her makeup and blond hair flawless. She was a little over fifteen years older than him but you couldn’t tell it. There was no smile on her face, which made me believe she was just as miserable as I was. Before, I would’ve been jealous, but in a way, I was relieved. I could only hope and pray he’d forget about me, move on to someone else. It was wishful thinking because he’d just called earlier in the afternoon, but I told him I wasn’t feeling well and had to get off.

Cole tossed his phone onto my couch, brows furrowed at my silence. When I didn’t speak, he grabbed my face. “Don’t you have anything to say?”

Sighing, I ran a hand through my auburn hair. I’d wanted to talk to him about Mitchell, but I was too afraid to. I knew he would tell me to break it off, but how could I? Even though I worked for a high-end firm, I was still a nobody compared to Mitchell Blackwell. If I tried to get a restraining order against him, the police would just laugh in my face. They’d say there was no way someone like Mitchell would get involved with someone like me, that it was probably a ploy to con money.

Cole could see the anguish on my face and let me go. I sat down on the couch beside me, draping his arm protectively over my shoulder. “I know you’re trying to help, but you might’ve just made this worse for me,” I murmured regretfully.

“Worse? How is that? He’s going out to dinner with his wife, which I found out from the paparazzi that he was never getting a divorce from her in the first place. He was using you, Kris. Just a side lay for when he got tired of his wife. You need to get rid of him.”

The blood boiled in my veins. How could I have been so stupid? Trusting the paparazzi wasn’t exactly the smart thing to do, but what if they were right? Was Mitchell really stringing me along this whole time? If so, I was even more of a fool than I thought, but if I left him he’d make me pay. I’d seen the way people feared him. He’d ruin me for sure.

“I don’t know if I can,” I said, tears streaming down my cheeks.

Grabbing my shoulders, he turned me to face him. “Yes, you can. I’ve seen you break up with many guys before. All you have to do is tell him you’re not interested anymore.”

I shook my head, the lump getting larger in my throat. I was embarrassed and ashamed with how far I’d let things get. I’d never given in to a man like I had Mitchell. It was like he possessed my mind and now I was desperate to break free.

“You don’t understand. There are things you don’t know. Mitchell’s been having me followed. He’ll come here tonight; especially when he finds out you’re here. He’s often saying you’re trying to take me away from him.”

“You’ve gotta be shitting me.” The tension in the room thickened. I could see the fire in Cole’s eyes. “So there’s someone outside right now watching your place?” Swallowing hard, I nodded. “How long has this been going on?”

I closed my eyes, feeling sicker by the minute. I didn’t want to see the disgust on his face. I’d always been a strong woman, but Mitchell had a way to make me feel weak, inferior. “Months,” I murmured.

“Holy fuck,” he growled. He clenched my face in his strong grasp and squeezed. “Open your eyes, Kris.” When I did, his gaze never wavered. “You have to end this. There’s something wrong with this guy if he’s having you followed around. It’s like he’s obsessed. What does he do when he shows up? He doesn’t hit you, does he?”

I shook my head and lowered my gaze. “No.”

“Then what does he do?”

I didn’t want to tell him so I shrugged, feeling dirtier by the minute. When I didn’t elaborate, he growled again, knowing exactly what Mitchell wanted when he came to see me.

“Is that why you haven’t gone out with any of us over the last few weeks, afraid he’d get angry and show up?” he asked.

I looked up at him, lips trembling. “He can ruin me, Cole. I was blind for so long, thinking he really loved me, but obviously, I was wrong. I kept hoping he’d get tired of me and leave me alone. I have no doubt he’ll show up any minute; it never fails.”

Cole pulled me into his arms. “And when he does, he’ll deal with me. This ends tonight. I don’t care who he is, he doesn’t scare me.”

“He should,” I murmured. “He could kill your career with a single phone call.”

He scoffed. “Then let him. If that’s how he deals with things, then he’s even more of a pussy than I thought.”

A car door slammed outside, and I gasped. His footsteps could be heard, storming against the walkway. Fear racked through my body, and I trembled. Mitchell wasn’t going to let me go without a fight. My only concern was the price that had to be paid for my freedom. What would I have to sacrifice?

“He’s here.”
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