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      It never failed to amaze me how effortlessly Blood could pump out a dozen chest presses with no less than three forty-five pound plates set on each side of the bar. Adding in the weight of the bar, that made a total of three hundred fifteen pounds.

      Blood already bore a body that looked like it had been sculpted from the richest dark marble ever to be found on the planet, so his workouts were only about maintenance. Unlike me who was always trying to improve my strength and size because, after all, I wasn’t getting any younger and it seemed like these days, someone was always trying to punch me.

      Those punches almost always came from younger men, and all too frequently, bigger men. It was important to keep up with them, or else lose my edge. Plus, I liked working out with Blood. Just about every eye in the joint was peeled on him when he lifted a weight, and since I bore the privilege of being his exclusive spotter, that made me special too. Or so I liked to believe.

      We’d been working out in the Albany Strength Gym on that weekday morning when Val walked in through the front glass doors. Maybe it had something to do with how close we’d been over the past two decades, or how she was never far from my thoughts. Though we’d been broken up for the past year, I knew in my gut it had to be her even before I looked to see who it was.

      My gut was speaking to me.

      It didn’t require seeing her to know that, for the first time in long, long time, the one woman I loved more than any other had just walked through the door, or that what she was about to tell me was not good.

      

      Lying on my back on the flat bench, I wracked the weights and sat up.

      “Don’t look now,” Blood said from where he stood directly behind me in spotter position. “But your ex-lady just entered the building.”

      “I know,” I said. I meant it.

      Beating heart shooting up into my mouth, I stole a quick glance at her. She was dressed all in black, almost like she was in mourning. But, at the same time, it was a classy if not sexy black outfit of tall leather boots with stiletto heels, stockings, short snug fitting skirt, and turtleneck sweater, a gold necklace balanced itself on her more than ample breasts. Her long, dark hair was parted neatly over her left eye, and when her brown eyes connected with mine, I felt like the biggest jerk in the world for not having picked up the phone even once over the past months. Too many months.

      I stood.

      “Hello, Val,” I said.

      She smiled, looked beyond me to Blood.

      “Hello, Blood,” she said softly.

      All around us sounded the clanking of plates and iron bars being wracked. Beefy men
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