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Chapter 1 

Patrick
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Nothing is better than the smell of a gym at the end of the day. Patrick knew he was probably alone in that opinion, but for him, this was what he loved—his home away from home. He locked the closet full of rubber balls, basketballs, cones, and other sports equipment, took in his final breath of the blood, sweat, and tears that frequented the room, and turned off all the lights. 

He checked his watch before opening the hallway door. He would have snuck out the back door if he hadn't left his car keys in his office. It might have been cowardly to sneak off, but it was better than getting yet another searing glare from the Coach.

School had ended over thirty minutes ago, so Coach Tenner might have already packed up and left for the day, especially since it was a Friday. However, if he hadn’t left, Patrick wouldn’t let the old, tenured history teacher and football coach think he had gotten to him. Straightening his six-foot-six frame, Patrick threw back his broad shoulders and opened the door. 

The hallway was empty. 

Thank goodness.

His body relaxed as he pulled the gym door shut. Now, all he had to do was walk past the coach’s office, and he was home free. Patrick wasn’t used to walking on his tiptoes around other people. That was usually how people walked around him, given his ‘giant status.’

A run-in with Coach Tenner was the exact opposite of what he needed in his life right now. The sound of a door opening slowed his steps. He looked up to see a man walking out of Coach Tenner’s office. Thankfully, it wasn’t the coach himself. It was only the principal.

Patrick knew something was up the moment Principal Hendrix turned around and started waving his hands at him across the hall like a windmill in a thunderstorm. “Coach O’Connor,” the principal said, “I need a minute of your time.”

“Sure,” Patrick said, approaching the principal nonchalantly. He’d feel better about this random hallway conversation if they moved further along down the hallway, away from a certain someone’s door. He figured this conversation probably concerned the track team so that they could walk and talk. 

The principal must have checked in on the football coach; now it was his turn. Unfortunately, Patrick didn’t have good news to report. It was the first day of February, and he still couldn’t find anyone to help coach his long-distance runners. This was certainly not for lack of trying. Either no one seemed to want that job, or they were not qualified to help the students know what it takes to run for longer stretches. Preparing what he’d say the moment Mr. Hendrix brought up the subject, Patrick hardly noticed the principal reopened the door to Coach Tenner's office.

The principal held the door open and smiled brightly at Patrick—as if he offered him a chance to walk through a gate to his favorite ride at an amusement park, not enter the domain of his sworn enemy. 

Patrick sighed and walked through the door.

Two steps in, he froze. Coach Tenner leaned up against the desk, arms folded, his face resembling cold granite in the middle of a negative-degree winter. Patrick clenched his teeth, trying to keep a non-emotional look on his face so his boiling reaction wouldn’t show, a practice he’d perfected during his lifetime. Patrick didn’t want the coach to know that his venom had gotten to him. Instead, he looked at the wall behind the desk, full of awards and photos of different teams over the years.

This wasn’t a good idea, putting them both in the same room together. Patrick backed up a step, but not out of fear. Mr. Hendrix closed the door, eliminating the option to escape. More than anyone, Mr. Hendrix knew that Coach Tenner did not like Patrick, so why would he corral them both in a tiny office? Wasn’t that asking for trouble?

“Coach Tenner and Coach O’Connor, I asked you both here to discuss something vitally important.” He turned to look at Coach Tenner. “Russell, I felt excited for you when you announced your intention to retire three years ago. You had served the school in many ways for many years, and I felt you earned it. As you know, I posted a position for the football coach. We chose O’Connor together from the stack of applicants. For some reason, you two didn’t get along right after he arrived.” 

He turned to Patrick. “I want to thank you for stepping into the role of a track coach, but it is past time you took the position we hired you for.”

Patrick’s eyes shot open wide. If he felt surprised, Coach Tenner was about to blow his top.

“What?!” Coach Tenner said through gritted teeth, his face reddening. “You can’t fire me. I have tenure.”

A kind smile spread across the principal's face. “I’m not firing you, Russell. If you want to work, I’ll keep you, but Patrick has been patient for three years, and it's time he helped with the football team. I require that he work as your assistant coach next season, starting this summer. I assume you can work out your issues by working together.”

With that, Principal Hendrix smiled as if he’d just solved world hunger. 

“You can’t do that.” Coach Tenner said through clenched teeth, standing up straight, fists clenched at his side, graying hair standing on end.

Principal Hendrix wasn't tall, but he turned his five-foot, four-inch body toward the seething coach, let a little smile spread across his face, shrugged his shoulders, and straightened his bow tie. “I can, and I have. You will both work together with the team next season.”

Coach Tenner uttered a string of mumbled words as he shoved past Patrick and Principal Hendrix. Patrick didn’t move until the sound of the coach’s feet faded down the hallway.

With a calm smile like nothing insane had happened, Principal Hendrix turned to Patrick and held out his hand. “Congratulations, Coach O’Connor. This will be your last season coaching the track team. I already have interviews for a new track coach, and I hope one of them will help with our distance runners this season if I can find someone I like, so you can train them.” He shrugged. “If not, that’s okay.”

Patrick eyed the hand, unsure if he should take it. “Are you sure about this? Coach Tenner...”

“...will get used to the idea. I like Russell, but he gets stuck in his ways. Without a push, he won’t change. That is why I wanted to bring it up now.” He leaned forward, his hand still outstretched. 

Patrick took the offered hand and shook it. The principal reached for the door and slapped Patrick on the back as far up as he could. “Don’t worry about it. I sense that this will all work out somehow.”

Patrick highly doubted it, but he knew voicing his concern would do little good. It was better to accept his fate and learn to deal with it. Numbly, he walked to his car. He’d dreamed of coaching high school football since he started playing as a little kid. He should feel delighted at the prospect of his dream coming true; instead, his stomach twisted, and he felt like hurling.

The feeling only intensified by the time he got home, and he knew he’d only feel sicker if he sat down and tried to drown out his emotions while watching TV. With a guttural growl, he pulled his running shoes out of the closet and tied them on. A run may or may not help, but he wasn’t willing to sit here and argue with himself. 

He shoved his headphones on, grabbed his jacket, and rushed out the door. The brisk February air hit his face full force as he broke into a quick jog, his “Pumping Iron” playlist adding to his speed. Patrick had never wanted to become a track coach. Not that he disliked track. It was just that he had always seen himself as the football, basketball, or even baseball coach. Most people took one look at him and agreed. Since he was six years old, his tall stature, broad shoulders, and athletic training meant he was suited for one thing. 

Football. 

The sidewalks and streets were clear, and while the snow had taken on a crusty, shrunken, slightly yellowed appearance, it was still freezing. Pulling his gloves on, he slowed to a nice, casual jogging pace, the pounding of his footsteps grounding him. 

About a mile into his run, he saw the light auburn-haired woman he’d only smiled at occasionally. She lived in a townhouse across the parking lot from him. Like all his other neighbors, that smile, or a brief nod, was all they gave each other. They usually saw each other during his morning run, but he’d never found the courage to talk to her. He assumed they both ran in the morning, unless she ran both in the morning and in the afternoon. The idea baffled him. Who would run that much? She rounded the park corner just ahead of him. 

Unconsciously, he adjusted his speed to catch up to her. She might be shorter than he was, but he found that her pace was good for him to follow. It wasn’t too fast or too slow, and it kept his heart rate where he wanted it. If asked to race a quick sprint, he’d definitely beat her, but Patrick would bet on her every time if asked to do hurdles or distance running. 

However, based on what he’d observed, they might make a good team in a relay. He caught up to her and kept the usual distance he hoped made her feel safe. He didn’t want her to think he was creepily following her.

She looked over her shoulder and offered him a smile when she saw it was him. He returned the gesture, and they got into their usual rhythm. Her pacing was phenomenal for a long-distance runner. If only he could find someone like her to help with the long-distance runners on his team. That way, they’d have a fair shot this next season. 

The urge to ask her to help with the team went through his mind, but he shook his head. He couldn't offer a stranger a job just because he admired her skill, especially when Mr. Hendrix was already looking for his replacement. Besides, they hadn’t said a word to each other, other than “Good morning.” He shook his head. “No, better not.”

With a shrug, he followed her along their usual course. Thankfully, the running did help calm him down. Was he looking forward to working with Coach Tenner? No. Did he have a choice? No, not if he wanted to stay at Alvin High School. And he did. He loved the school, his students, and the team spirit there. He wanted to stay.

Hating the direction of these spiraling thoughts, he shook his head and forced himself to look for something else to think about. The auburn-haired woman checked her lime-green watch. She was probably checking her steps and heart rate along with the time. She kept her pace while doing so. 

Looking away, he smiled to himself. Here he was, admiring her running skills again. He knew she usually ran farther than he did in the mornings because he broke off at the end of the long park and circled back home while she continued in the opposite direction along the river. The question was whether she kept the same route when she ran in the afternoon.

When they were almost to the corner where he usually turned around, Patrick looked up to see her feet moving funny, sliding around abnormally. In an instant, he realized she was slipping.

“Black ice,” he said, rushing forward.

Her arms began to flail, and her feet shot out from under her.

“I got you,” he shouted, reaching for her. His feet slid a bit, but he steadied them both before either of them hit the ground. His arms wrapped around her tightly, slowing them both to a stop.

She looked up at him, her eyes wide. “I didn’t see the ice.”

“I know, I still can’t.” He helped her straighten up, his breath pausing in his throat as they came face to face. She had the most beautiful golden-brown eyes he’d ever seen, like fresh, hot maple syrup. Swallowing hard, Patrick turned away and released her enough to loop his arm through hers instead. 

“Come on, let’s get off this ice.” She kept her arm looped through his as they shuffled off the icy patch to the clear sidewalk a few feet away.

“Are you okay?” he asked, letting her go and stepping back to give her some space. 

She looked up at him and laughed lightly. “Yeah, thank goodness you were here.”

He shrugged. “I don’t often run in the afternoon, but I felt like I needed it today.”

“Me neither. I got a late start this morning, so my usual running got delayed until after work.” She shrugged, not needing to explain. Her lips upturned, and she held out a hand. “I’m Lily.”

“Patrick,” he said, taking her offered handshake.

“Thank you,” she said, a light blush blossoming on her cheeks––unless they were pink from her excursion and the cold. “I hope I didn’t mess up your run.”

He shook his head, far from it.

He gestured toward the sidewalk that would lead them around the park. She turned and fell into step with him. Biting her lip, she messed with her watch and stopped the timer. “My time is going to be all out of whack today.”

“Are you timing yourself, or do you run for a certain amount of time?” he asked, matching his pace to hers.

She looked up at him, her brown eyes inquisitive. “Promise you won’t laugh?”

He shrugged. “Okay, sure.”

With a long sigh, she wrapped her arms around herself as if in need of their comfort. “I’m training for a marathon.”

“Wow, seriously?” Patrick hadn’t guessed that, but from her pacing, maybe he should have.

“You think it’s dumb?” she asked, looking away, an instant frown forming.

He waited until she peeked back at him. “No, I think that’s incredible. I’ve never even considered trying.”

“Really?” Hope filled her eyes. “My family thinks it’s an insane idea.”

“It’s not. You are challenging yourself. That is incredible.”

She turned away, a sad smile on her face. “My dad and brothers are all extremely athletic and seem to think that running doesn't count as a sport. It’s a warm-up at best. They all laughed at me when I mentioned that I was thinking about giving it a try. My older brother even showed me YouTube videos of all the negative things that could happen to a person when they run a marathon.”

“Wow, but you’re still doing it anyway?” His respect level for Lily shot up a notch. 

She bit her lip and looked back at him. “Yeah. I’ve always wanted to. Running was never simply a warm-up for me. I committed to this marathon eleven-and-a-half weeks ago, and I don’t mean to break that promise to myself, no matter what my family thinks.”

He did the math quickly in his head. “So, you’re running at the end of March?”

“That’s the plan. I signed up and everything, so I’m doing it.” An edge of determination laced her words, and his regard for her went up a little more.

They picked up their pace to a slow jog. The corner of the park was coming up again, where he would have to split off to head back home, but he wished it were still a mile away. “I know you don’t know me, but I consider track a challenging and time-honored sport. It’s even in the Olympics.”

The corners of her mouth turned up, and her eyes brightened. “Thank you! I knew it wasn’t only me who saw that as a valid point. I’ve told my brothers that exact thing, and they still don’t agree.” 

She shrugged but didn’t lose the cheery look on her face. I haven’t told them that I actually signed up for a marathon. They only knew I was considering the idea. They would try to talk me out of it if I said anything, so I wasn’t planning on it.”

He nodded. He’d thought the same as her family before becoming a track coach. In all his years of football, running was simply what you did as a warm-up or a punishment. “So, you’re doing this all alone? Training, competing, all of it, without any support?”

She shrugged like it wasn’t a big deal, but she looked away from him, proving it was a big deal. He knew enough about racing into the unknown alone to understand what a challenge this would be for her. Heart pounding as an absurd idea filled his mind, he turned to her before he chickened out. “Feel free to say no, but if you want a running partner to help you train in the mornings, I could help. We run at the same time anyway.”

For the first time, at least that he’d ever seen, her pace faltered, and she slowed down as she looked up at him. “Are you serious?”

He shrugged, trying to sound casual. “Only if you want. I won’t be offended if you say no.”

“It’s not that. It’s just...” She laughed lightly to herself. “I didn’t think anyone would want to help me.”

He nodded, knowing what that felt like. “Is that a... no?” he asked, keeping his eyes forward and focused on the sidewalk. Maybe he’d jumped on the idea too soon. He didn’t want to scare her off so shortly after learning her name.

She shook her head, her smile somehow brightening even more. “No. I mean, yes. I mean, thank you. Yes, I would love the support.”

He turned to look at her, feeling a lot lighter than he had earlier. “Great. I’m looking forward to it.”

“To what? Running at 6:00 am?” Her eyebrow raised in challenge.

He laughed. He never looked forward to running that early, but maybe he’d learn to like it if she were around.
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Chapter 2 

Lily
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Lily pulled into a parking spot at Alvin High School and tapped her fingers against her steering wheel. She rehearsed her speech in her mind again. She’d never seen her father so upset. He wasn’t a violent man, but the look on his face when she’d come home for a visit on Sunday had sent chills down her spine. Add his newly broken hand, and Lily knew something was incredibly wrong. Mom looked at her wide-eyed before taking her into her sewing room to explain. 

How could one aggravating teacher cause so much strife in her family? This weekend was the final straw. Mom said that Dad had broken his hand after slamming it against the table on Friday afternoon. Unfortunately, Mom was more worried about him having a heart attack if he had to work with a man he despised. Lily agreed. One way or another, she would set this right and wouldn’t leave the school until she did, no matter what it took.

Wrapping her pink and teal striped scarf around her neck, she opened her car door and darted up the steps to her old high school. Nostalgia hit her right in the gut the moment she walked inside. She’d found all her best friends here, pulled pranks on the teachers, and earned a 3.8 grade point average. She’d even avoided her father, the “coach,” at the prom. He had insisted on chaperoning. 

She remembered all the honor club events, the time she spilled her lunch down her front and spent the rest of the day smelling like sour chocolate milk. Thankfully, one of her guy friends took pity on her and lent her an old sweatshirt. She laughed at herself. Those were fun times that she had thankfully outgrown. 

School had ended a little over twenty minutes earlier. Several students still straggled in the hallway. Thank goodness she didn’t need anyone to show her the way to the gym. 

She tapped two fingers lightly on her father’s office door as she passed. The light was out. He must have rushed home the moment school let out. Good, she didn’t want him to know that she had come to meddle, at least not until it was over. She continued past the trophy cases down the hallway until she reached the gym doors. With her hand on the door, she took another deep breath to ground herself and wrenched the door open with gusto. 

The room was empty. The bleachers were all pushed back, and there wasn’t a ball in sight. She looked around the empty room again, letting out a huff of air. He had to be here; the lights were still on. She needed the dreadful P.E. teacher to be there. She couldn’t fight for her father without an opponent. At that moment, she had enough determination to give this man a piece of her mind, but she knew she might not tomorrow. 

A sound came from the supply closet, and she noticed it stood slightly ajar. Ah-ha! Lifting her chin, she strode toward the door and swung it open a bit more.

Planting her feet in a power pose worthy of superheroes, she lifted her chin and placed her hands on her hips. “Coach O’Connor?” she called.

“Yeah?” came his voice from somewhere in the large supplies closet. 

She stepped to the door and peered through the semi-darkness. She could make out the shape of a man trying to shove a crate into the small corner of a top shelf. She took several deep breaths and pulled the image of her father’s upset face to the front of her mind. She needed his fears and anger if she was going to make it through this. How dare this man hurt her father? She nodded, sure of her feelings on the subject.

With a deep breath, she forced a hard look onto her face. “I have a bone to pick with you, Sir.” She folded her arms across her chest and waited.

“You what?” he called, finally shoving the bin into its spot.

She rolled her eyes. “A bone. The thing is, I have something to say, and I am not leaving until you listen to me.”

The shape of a tall man with broad shoulders turned around to look at her.

This was her moment. 

Time to fight. 

“It is clear that you and my father do not get along. And this whole idea of you both working together is horrible, and I am here to stop it. We, as in you and I, need to fix this today.” A hint of a smile grew on her lips. She liked how firm she sounded. He had to know she meant business.

“Lily...Tenner?” He asked, emphasizing her last name.

“Yes, I am Lily Tenner, and I’ve come to stop you from ruining my father’s life.”

He stepped closer to her, and the light from the gym fell across his face. A face she knew.

She blinked and stepped back. “Patrick?”

He nodded slowly, his eyebrows pinched in confusion. A look that must have matched her own face. What in the world was Patrick doing here? Lily swallowed hard. All her momentum and gusto twirled around in her head and chest as if trying to figure out if it belonged there anymore.

He stepped out into the gym and folded his arms across his chest, mimicking her powerful stance, except he stood a lot taller than her. “Patrick O’Connor. And I am not ruining your father’s life.”

Lily took several steps back, some of her fire fading. The last thing she thought she’d find here was her new running partner, a man she’d seen off and on for the last several weeks, wishing he’d talk to her. It had taken a patch of ice to start them talking, and she hadn’t regretted it until now
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