
Chapter One—Win the Game, Lose the Girl

			Past

			Clear your mind, Sutton.

			I had thirteen seconds to get us close enough for Joey Ritchie to kick the tying field goal or find somebody open to run it in for a touchdown to win the game. It sounded so easy. We were down fourteen to seventeen and the winner went to state. Sure, a win and a trip to state would be nice, but my bruised ego and shredded heart wanted Grayson Moats and the Hilltop Hawkeyes to lose. Not because they were a great team and always went to state, but because Grayson Moats took something from me and I wanted him to pay. This was the only thing I could take from him that might hurt.

			“As soon as you catch the ball and you see defenders, you drop to your knees and call time out. We’re twenty-five yards from the end zone and we need to get to the eighteen-yard line so Joey has a good shot.” I grabbed Max’s helmet to ensure he was listening. “No showboating. We need these points. If it’s not a clear shot to the end zone, drop. Do you understand me?” He nodded and shook loose. We were all on edge. Scouts were everywhere and some of my teammates were looking to get last-minute football scholarships. I wouldn’t be given the same football opportunities after high school, so this was my last shot at anything great.

			“Just throw me the ball. I’ll get it in,” Max said.

			I couldn’t tell if he was being confident or cocky. His eyes narrowed with determination as he wiped the sweat from his brow. It was forty-two degrees out, but we were all sweaty, dirty, and had hit new levels of stress. 

			The importance of this moment took my breath away. My lungs refused to fill. I was sucking in tiny gasps of air and fighting the anxiety that bubbled up in my throat. This was our moment. In the huddle, I was the boss. I’d spent three years winning this team over after the starting quarterback broke his leg at the start of our sophomore year. I made the team because of my talent, but most people thought it was because my father was the assistant principal. That is, until they saw me throw the ball. 

			I looked at the determined faces staring back at me and felt proud. Proud of them for sticking with me even though my linemen were beat up. Beckett had a trail of blood that had dripped from his nose down the front of his silver and blue uniform and our center, Justin, had been pushed to the ground so many times protecting me, his uniform was almost green. I was proud of myself for getting us here. Proud of keeping my focus after such a shitty start to my senior year. 

			“This is it. This is our time to shine.” They were exhausted, bloodied, but determined to win this game. “Stay focused and give Max the room he needs.” 

			He locked eyes with me and nodded solemnly. “Let’s get this done, Pumas,” he said.

			I barely heard the roaring crowd that filled both stands. Two towns had showed up to this game and the seats filled up quickly. Their screams and fist pumps meant nothing to me. I heard the excitement in the announcers’ voices, but I couldn’t make out their words. My heartbeat was so loud that my ears were throbbing. We lined up in formation.

			“We’re coming for you, girl!” a tackle yelled, emphasis on the word girl.

			A few more unsavory things were said before I got into position. “Blue thirty-two. Blue thirty-two.” I looked to my right as the wide receiver lined up and then to my left as Max ran by. “Arizona.” The defense pointed at Max and two defenders slid over to cover him. Fuck. It was going to be impossible for him to make anything happen. One Mississippi. “Arizona.” Two Mississippi. Justin snapped the ball and pushed at the line fighting to get to me. I fell back into the pocket and waited for Max to set up. He twisted and turned to get away from the two defenders. Nobody was open. When he slipped and fell, instinct took over. I tucked the ball under my arm and ran. Everything seemed to be in slow motion except the clock. The seconds slid off faster than I could run. It was too late to drop and call time out. It was all or nothing.

			“Unhitch that trailer, Sutton!” my dad shouted from the sideline.

			If it wasn’t for the snarling, huffing defensive backs hot on my trail, I would’ve laughed at his solid advice to run faster, but I was too focused on not getting clobbered. Fifteen-yard line. I opened myself up to get severely hurt every time I ran with the ball. The football world hated female players. I was the first in my state. There were rumors that opposing players were paid by their coaches to knock me down, personal foul or not, but I was fast and my players protected me. In track, I won state two years in a row. Running was in my blood. It was time to add football to my résumé of state wins. Ten-yard line.

			“Go, go, go!” Wyatt, my wide receiver, picked off one of the defensive linemen who had been his shadow since the ball was snapped. The other one crashed into them. I leaped over the pile and pushed forward. 

			I was at the five-yard line when I felt hands brush the back of my jersey. I twisted loose and tucked the ball tight against my body, knowing I was going down any second. Three-yard line. I dug deep and pushed myself even harder. When I hit the turf and the air left my lungs, I wasn’t sure if I made it or not. I was on the bottom of a pile, and everyone was screaming. My lungs burned as I fought for a breath. The pads protected me from getting squashed, but it still hurt.

			In the distance, I heard Justin yell as though he read my mind. “Get off her.”

			The crushing weight on me lifted. I tried to take several deep breaths, but the warm metallic taste of blood filled my mouth instead. I gagged and spit it out. My mouth guard had slashed my upper gums when I hit the ground. Somebody flipped me over and I struggled to keep the ball in my grasp. 

			Max’s face came into view. “We’re going to state, baby!”

			I smiled at him, removed my mouthpiece, and turned my head to puke. He and Justin pushed people away. 

			“Back the fuck up, man. Back up!” Max yelled. He waved the coach over. 

			I wanted to tell him I was okay, but I couldn’t find my words. I closed my eyes and smiled when I realized all my body parts were accounted for and worked. My lungs were still inside my body even though I thought somebody had squeezed them out.

			“McCoy! McCoy! Can you hear me?” Coach’s face fell into my line of vision. I never noticed the gray in his stubble or how, from this angle, his face slid slightly forward and his cheeks sagged enough to force open his mouth. He was a nice-looking man, but at this angle, he looked like a fish. A very concerned one. 

			I took another deep breath and nodded. “We’re going to state.”

			He threw his head back and roared with laughter. “Damn right we are!”

			It was nice to see his features back in place when he stood. He whistled for the doctor, but I waved him off. “Somebody just help me up.”

			“Are you sure?”

			I nodded. “I just had the wind knocked out of me. Nothing like five hundred pounds of angry teenage boys tackling you.” It was more like seven hundred but I was tough and wanted to play it down. I was lucky and I knew it. I took off my helmet when they pulled me up, anxious to rinse out my mouth. 

			Coach handed me a water bottle. “Let’s shake hands when you’re ready,” he said.

			My team stayed with me until I was ready to lead them to midfield where the Hilltop Hawkeyes waited in defeat. Some of the parents were yelling for their kids to get off the field, but we had media coverage, so their coach made them wait. I rinsed my mouth again until the metallic taste was gone. I tightened my ponytail, grabbed my helmet, and jogged to midfield with my team a half a step behind me.

			“Good game.” The Hawkeyes head coach hated everything about me. 

			I ignored his painful grip and smiled, ensuring my dimples popped. What a total asshole! “Thanks, Coach.” I moved on, anxious to get in front of Grayson Moats. 

			Some of the guys muttered “good game” when we shook hands, while others had less than nice things to say like “bitch” or “lesbo.” I smiled anyway, making zero friends in the process. 

			When I reached Grayson, I stopped. “Looks like the better quarterback won.” I shrugged like it was no big deal when I knew it was everything. Not only did their offense score a mere seventeen points, but he sucked during one of the most important games of his high school life with home field advantage. He would still go on to play at Michigan State and probably the NFL, but I had him in the moment, and he would always have the blemish of not going to state his senior year because he was beaten by a girl.

			He sneered. “You might have won the game, but I won the girl.”

			I gritted my teeth and shrugged like that didn’t hurt more than anything ever in my life. He fist-pumped. “This game meant nothing. I’m still going to college and the NFL while you’re stuck here doing what? Working at Marshall’s? Oh, maybe you’ll get promoted to manager in ten years.”

			I was six feet tall, but Grayson had at least four inches on me. That didn’t stop me from getting in his face. “I have no idea what Parker sees in you. You’re just a nasty boy.”

			“That’s exactly what she likes about me.” He winked and adjusted his cup. I wanted to puke at his disrespect toward somebody I loved with every part of my heart. 

			One of his players pushed him along. “Forget about her. This is her moment. The only one she’ll have.” He turned to look at me. “We’ll laugh about how one time a girl thought she could play football while we’re living the life playing in the pros.” He slapped Grayson on the back and they laughed and moved on.

			“A girl who beat the both of you,” Max yelled.

			They launched themselves at Max. It took three coaches and four players to pull them apart. 

			“Max, don’t. It’s not worth it.” I loved that he was my biggest supporter, but I didn’t want him to jeopardize his scholarship. He was the only one, besides me, who got a full ride anywhere. My scholarship was for Texas A&M’s track and field team. I wasn’t excited about moving to Texas, but it was a good school for sports medicine and that’s what I was going to study. “Let’s go celebrate.”

			Max jogged with me to the stands where our parents and fans waited to celebrate with us. My dad hugged me. “That was brilliant, but also stupid. Don’t get hurt over a game. You have your whole life ahead of you.”

			I accepted hugs from parents I knew and some I didn’t. So many people of Oak Grove were in the stands supporting us. I recognized people from the bank, the diner, and even the doctor’s office. It was weird to see them in head-to-toe Oak Grove Pumas attire. 

			“Let’s get cleaned up and celebrate.” Coach motioned for us to head to the locker room. He pointed to the parents. “Back to the school and then to Tom’s Pizza.”

			I jogged with the team to the locker rooms but not before looking at the sidelines until I found Parker. She was staring at me and gave me a small, sad smile. I looked away. I hated that this glorious moment would forever be marred by Grayson saying he won the girl. 

			I never knew what she saw in him. I pretended it didn’t matter that she crushed my heart at the beginning of my senior year and my anger didn’t fuel my need to beat him at his best game, but it was all true. As I jogged into the tunnel to the women’s locker room, I made a pact to myself that Parker O’Neal was no longer going to occupy my mind or my heart. I was better than heartbreak and I had an amazing life ahead of me.

			




Chapter Ten—The Coach and the Cheerleader

			Present

			My alarm went off at six, but my eyes were wide open. I was lying on my couch in my office. We had been up until midnight discussing plays and strategies for today’s opener. I hadn’t been this nervous in years. The sports world would have a lot to say about my debut as offensive coordinator, and a win would go a long way toward proving my worth. Fuck, I was tired. I was physically and emotionally drained and the day hadn’t even started. 

			“Come on, boy. Let’s get you outside.” Crowbar was on his bed by the couch.

			I stretched and grabbed my toiletry kit and game day clothes and headed toward the women’s locker room. Crowbar lumbered behind me. I dropped my things off and unlocked the door to the practice field. There was a tiny area beside the building that Crowbar deemed his. Since the place was going to be crawling with people soon, I made him come back inside. I took a quick shower and slipped into a fresh Cheetahs polo and pressed khakis. I knew I would change at least one more time before the game. We had an interview with media at ten while the team warmed up.

			Brandon was in the hallway when I left the locker room. “Good morning, Coach. You ready for your big day?” he asked. He surprised me by hugging me. It felt nice and relieved a lot of pressure. He was a pound hugger with the guys, but with me, he excluded the handshake.

			“As ready as I’ll ever be. I can’t imagine shoving anything else in my brain,” I said,

			“We’ll adjust as the game gets underway. I feel good about today.”

			Brandon was the kind of guy who would stick by you no matter what. I knew we were going to be friends. Tina was very nice and it was refreshing to see somebody support their partner one hundred percent. I hadn’t talked to or texted Lexi since she informed me she met somebody and was moving out. How was that possible? We’d only moved here two months ago. My ego was bruised, but honestly, I was relieved. It was one less conversation I had to have with her. Besides, she never liked Crowbar. Since coming to the office with me, he had a bit more spunk. I had more important things happening than Lexi at this moment. I followed Brandon to our meeting room and looked at the excited and worried faces in front of me. 

			“Players and coaches, are we ready?” I wasn’t prepared for the whoops and hollers that answered me. The special teams coach joined us for the pep talk before we met with the media. When we broke to meet with the press, I seriously wondered where the time went.

			“Coaches, follow me,” Bill yelled.

			The five defensive coaches joined me, Brandon, Jim, and Jamal. We followed Bill to the press room. I did a quick scan of the reporters but didn’t see Duane Spitzer. The shit storm he’d tried to stir up had died down since the interview Grayson and I gave at the team charity night. Hopefully, no one else would try to revisit Duane’s line of questioning.

			At the large table Bill sat in the middle. I was on his left, Marcus on his right, with the rest of the coaches standing behind us. I wasn’t going to say a thing unless I was addressed, and even then, I was going to keep my answers to a minimum.

			“Welcome to the Cheetahs press room. This is a big day for us and for the NFL. We’re excited to show our team to the world.” Bill pointed to a reporter. “Maria, why don’t you start us off?”

			“Coach Tatum, was it difficult switching up your offense after Myers’s accident? You built up your offense based on his abilities.”

			“Grayson Moats is a veteran player. He stepped into the position with poise and confidence. There wasn’t a single hiccup when he took over,” Bill said.

			Bill wasn’t wrong. Grayson fit in well and picked up the plays with ease. He even made a few suggestions on plays Jamal designed. He was going to surprise everyone watching today. 

			After minutes of answering questions, I looked at the clock and started bouncing my knee. We needed to get out on the field and ensure our players were stretching and practicing and getting mentally prepared for the game. I needed it as much as they did.

			“Good luck, coaches.” Several reporters echoed Maria’s sentiment.

			Bill nodded and we followed him out to the field. The gates were open and fans were filing into the stadium. People wanted to see the new NFL team in action. We tested our microphones with Grayson and with the other coaches. Marcus was calling the plays from upstairs and I would walk the sidelines with Bill. 

			“Let’s pump the guys up,” Bill said. 

			We’d practiced them running onto the field twice on Friday. We were making our much-anticipated debut, and nobody wanted to screw it up. Bill and I walked into the locker room. The guys looked at us for words of encouragement. They were brimming with excitement. I was, too. 

			“We’re here to play ball. We’re not here to showboat or do backflips in the end zone. Does everybody understand me? You have one job for the next four hours. This is what we’ve trained for. We’re all at the start of something great here. Let’s do our jobs and come back with a win.” Bill’s encouragement got the entire team pumped up. We were taking the field in five. I’d never felt energy like this before. “Put your helmets on and let’s get ready to show the Browns and all the fans who we are and what we want. Who are we?” He cupped his hand behind his ear and waited for the team to yell.

			“Cheetahs!”

			“What do we want?”

			“A win!”

			He repeated himself until the entire team worked themselves into a frenzy yelling and fist-bumping one another. It was like the end of a rave and I made sure to stay clear. I stood back and waited for them to charge out of the locker room. They lined up in the tunnel, waiting to be introduced to the football world. 

			I was bursting with pride. I had a good feeling about today. One of the hottest singers, Bristol Baines, was singing the national anthem. A local high school was singing “God Bless America,” and three stealth bombers were going to fly over before the start of the game. My dad texted that he was in the stands even though I told him he could be escorted to me. I would catch up with him after the game.

			“Cheetahs! Cheetahs!”

			Hearing the fans scream gave me such a rush. I wasn’t expecting my introduction to make such an impact, but when I was announced, I was given a standing ovation. I waved and smiled, swallowing the lump that lodged itself in my throat. If I cried now, nobody would take me seriously. I found my dad on the fifty-yard line wearing a Cheetahs polo and whistling. I blew him a kiss and waved back. This was a big moment and as much as I hated attention, I loved every second. I was the first female offensive coordinator and people were celebrating my milestone. I wanted to fall to my knees and cry for every success and every failure I ever had on the football field. Instead, I took my spot on the sideline with the Cheetahs and waited patiently until kickoff. There were still another ten minutes of pre-game rituals before the game even started. The Browns won the toss and deferred. We were getting the ball first.

			“Get out there and get good field position,” Bill yelled. He looked patient waiting for the kickoff. I was ready to jump out of my skin. 

			Ian Camper, our kick returner, caught the football and was off. It was so hard not to race beside him on the sideline. He broke through the first wave of tacklers. When he got to the forty, all of us started yelling. Not only was he slipping through holes the special teams created, but he was on track to run it all the way to the end zone. I clutched Bill’s arm unprofessionally as we watched the twenty-two-year-old walk-on from my alma mater stiff-arm the kicker and run it in for the first touchdown in the Cheetahs’ history book. Everyone went wild.

			“If that doesn’t motivate all of us, I don’t know what will,” Bill yelled. 

			Ian raced over to Bill and handed him the ball. “That one was for you, Coach.” Fuck. I started tearing up. I turned my back and grabbed my tablet from the bench just to remove myself from the moment. We still had a whole game to play. I couldn’t afford to be outwardly emotional.

			When Grayson threw the winning touchdown pass with forty-two seconds left in the game and our defense took the field to sack their quarterback, I celebrated. I wiped away tears and laughed as the linemen surprised Bill with the ceremonious Gatorade shower. I ran when I saw them coming. 

			I asked security to bring my dad down on the field. I smiled as I absorbed the atmosphere of our stadium and the fans who stuck around to watch our first win. I did my first solo interview with NBC’s Monica Meadows who was one of the few journalists I trusted. She was a reporter on the sidelines on big games and I knew she wasn’t going to blindside me with sexist questions.

			“Coach, congratulations on the win. How important was it?” Monica asked.

			“Nice to see you again, Monica. Today’s win was everything. It showed the world that the Cheetahs should be taken seriously and that we aren’t stopping and we’re not giving up.”

			“You led the entire game. Was it hard to adjust to the game as it progressed?”

			“Not at all. I feel like we had the advantage.”

			“How so?” she asked.

			“We watched games of the Browns from last season to get ready and they didn’t have any games of us to watch. They adjusted well, just not enough to win the game.”

			“I know you have some celebrating to do. One final question. How’s the journey been to get here at this point?”

			“It’s been both wonderful and strenuous, but worth it.”

			“I know you’ve worked hard, Coach McCoy. Congrats again on a very memorable and emotional win.” I heard Grayson behind me so when I turned to congratulate him on a great first game, I wasn’t expecting Parker and their daughters to be on the field with him. I hated that she looked so perfect. She was wearing shorts and a Cheetahs jersey with Moats across the back. Seeing them kiss cut my great mood in half.

			“Great game, Grayson.” I nodded at him.

			“Same to you, Coach!” He had to yell over the crowd of reporters who surrounded him.

			“Sutton!” my dad shouted.

			Brandon was escorting him to me. I met them halfway and hugged my dad tightly. We were both crying. I didn’t care that we were in a field of cameras and interviews. My dad, the person who inspired me the most and stopped living his life so we could focus on mine, was here. 

			“I’m so proud of you. You did it, Sutton. You did it.” His aftershave took me back to when I was in high school. I could tell he’d lost weight. He said it was to be healthier, but I thought it was because he was slimming down for his new girlfriend. 

			“Wait a minute. Judy’s here and you left her in the stands?”

			He wiped away his tears and laughed. “Well, security only grabbed me.”

			“Dad, I’m going to have to give you dating tips because leaving your girlfriend in the stands isn’t going to get you any brownie points.”

			“Mr. McCoy?” Parker said from behind me. “Hi. I don’t know if you remember me, but I used to go to Oak Grove with Sutton.”

			My worlds were colliding again. I never told Dad that Grayson and Parker got married. The look of surprise on my father’s face couldn’t be faked.

			“Of course, I remember you. Parker O’Neal. It’s good to see you again,” Dad said.

			She put her hand on his hand briefly. “You look happy andwell.”

			“So do you. Sutton didn’t tell me you all were back in touch,” he said. He was perplexed and I was scrambling, afraid he would say something inappropriate. 

			“She’s married to Grayson Moats now, Dad.”

			“Oh. Okay.” He was slow to cover up his surprise. He noticed the kids wearing matching Moats jerseys. “And you have a family. That’s great.”

			“Yes.” Parker put her hands on their shoulders. “These two little cheerleaders are so proud of their daddy and team.”

			I squatted so I wasn’t so formidable to a six- and an eight-year-old. “And you must be Violet and Rose Moats.” I pretended to size them up. “I mean, unless I’m wrong and you’re actually here to try out for the team.” Their sweet, shy giggles made me smile.

			“Cheerleading runs in the family,” Dad said. 

			“I’m sure football will, too,” Parker said. She turned her attention back to me. “Congratulations on your big win, Sutton. Are you celebrating tonight?” 

			“We’ll probably grill at my house. What about you?” It was easier to talk to her now since our spontaneous coffee break.

			“We’ll probably go back to the house and do the same. I hope you get a chance to relax. I know Grayson’s been working hard, but he says the coaches are the last to leave and the first ones in,” she said.

			She was literally pulled from the conversation when Grayson grabbed her hand. He said something low to her and kissed the girls. “Coach McCoy, they’re calling us,” he said to me. He nodded his head toward a reporter standing ten feet away. “Are you up for it?”

			“Yeah, sure.” I followed him and waited for the reporter to cue us in. It was a live feed so I took several deep breaths and made myself focus. My emotions were all over the place.

			“We won because we have great coaches and some of the league’s best players. Coach McCoy was instrumental in getting me here so I think she’s got pretty good instincts.” Grayson winked. “The Cheetahs might be a new team, but we played like champions today.”

			When the reporter turned to me, I answered truthfully about how proud I was of the team and how Grayson was a true leader. My life was so strange. Here I was, again, after one of the biggest games of my life, with Grayson Moats. Only this time, we were on the same team. It was hard to wrap my head around it.

			
			




Chapter Eleven—First Touch

			Past

			“Aw, they’re beautiful.” I took the bouquet of roses before Parker kissed me senseless. I loved it when she locked her fingers behind my neck and pulled me closer. 

			“Where are you taking me on this secret date?” she asked.

			I wrapped my arms around her waist and kissed her firmly on the mouth. At my house, we could be ourselves. My dad wasn’t due home for another twenty minutes so, for the moment, we were alone. “I was thinking of taking you to the swimming hole.” Her pout was too cute not to kiss. Max was having a barbecue at his house so I knew most people would abandon the swimming hole for his giant pool and free food. “Everyone we know will be at the party, so we don’t have to worry about a bunch of people there. Plus, I get to see you in that amazing bikini and have you all to myself.” 

			She crinkled her nose and kissed my neck. “I must really love you if I’m going to splash around in muddy water.” 

			I smiled. “The water’s spring-fed so I promise it’s not muddy.” She raked her nails across the back of my head. It felt so good my knees threatened to buckle. “We’ll head to Max’s after we’ve had a few hours to ourselves.” She gently pulled me down the hall to my bedroom. 

			“What are we doing?” I was equally panicked and excited about what she had in mind. We’d been on several dates and we’d reached the hooking up stage of our relationship. I was careful not to do anything she was uncomfortable with, but so far, I’d done everything right. 

			“I have to change into my bikini.” Parker’s parents didn’t allow her to wear a bikini, so she stashed one here. She raised an eyebrow and my heart leaped in my chest at the possibilities. I didn’t think we had enough time to fool around, but I was willing to see how far we could get before my dad got home. 

			“And I’m going to help you every step of the way,” I said. 

			Parker was shy and uncomfortable about her body. I understood because I was very self-conscious about my height and my muscles. But I thought she was perfect. 

			She found her bikini in my dresser and took it into the bathroom. I was sad that she shut the door, but I sat on my bed and waited for her to come out. She did not disappoint. I held my breath when she opened the door. 

			“How do I look?” she asked. 

			I pulled her so that she stood right in front of me. “You look incredible.” I ran my fingertips over her flat stomach and placed a soft kiss above the waistband. We both were shaking. “This is my favorite thing you’ve ever worn.” 

			She smiled shyly and put her hands on my shoulders. “I want to look good for you.” 

			My blood rushed to my face and spread out to all my sensitive spots, making them pulse with heat and desire. I ran my hand up the small valley between her breasts and brushed my fingertips over her soft cleavage. Most of our previous make-out sessions were over our clothes, in the back seat of my car, and in the dark. This was new. I put my hands on her hips and pulled her closer to my mouth. “Is this okay?” 

			“Definitely okay,” she said.

			I ran my tongue alongside the hem of the top before she got frustrated and pulled the material to the side. I didn’t hesitate. Her skin was hot against my mouth. Chill bumps spread over her skin and her nipple hardened as I kissed my way over to one breast. I held back a moan when I felt the softness and hardness on my tongue for a hot moment before she pulled away. 

			“I’m sorry. I went too far,” I said. 

			“No, Sutton. Your dad’s home. I just heard the garage door open.” 

			She scrambled back into the bathroom and I raced to the kitchen on wobbly legs. I opened the refrigerator as though looking for a snack. 

			“Hey, kiddo. I thought for sure you’d be at Max’s party by now,” Dad said. 

			“Parker’s changing into her swimsuit now. I’m just hungry.” Food was the last thing on my mind. I pulled out a bowl of grapes. “How was your golf excursion?” 

			He was in a school district fundraiser to collect scholarship money for students who otherwise wouldn’t be able to attend college. I was proud of myself for sounding and acting normal when my body tingled with desire. 

			“It was good. We came in second, but we raised about five thousand dollars.” 

			“Dad, that’s amazing.” I dialed it down when I realized I sounded a bit too enthusiastic. “What are your plans for the rest of the day?” 

			“I’ll fix the sink in the utility room, and probably take a nap. It’s been a long day.” We both turned when we heard footsteps. “Hi, Parker,” he said. 

			I could only grin and blush. 

			“Hi, Mr. McCoy. How was golf?” She had slipped back into her shorts and T-shirt and looked as innocent as she did when she first got here, even though she wasn’t. We weren’t. My cheeks flamed at the memory of what just happened in my room. 

			“It was fun but I’m tired. Have fun at Max’s. I’m going to take a shower.” He kissed me on my forehead and left the kitchen. 

			I stared at Parker. 

			She smiled shyly at me. “That was close,” she said.

			That was everything. It was perfect. She was perfect. Every part of me fluttered when our eyes met. 

			“That was amazing,” I said. 

			The tension left her shoulders as she walked over to me. “Your dad has terrible timing.” 

			I kissed her softly. I couldn’t tell which one of us was trembling. It was a big moment. “The worst.” I looked into her blue eyes and saw love. We said “I love you” last week, but it felt like the words didn’t do justice to the feelings inside me. Three little words weren’t strong enough to describe how she affected me. 

			“I’m looking forward to this special place that we’ve never been to before even though we’ve been dating for over a month.” She was teasing me. 

			I loved her so much. I was trying to keep my cool, but it was hard. I found love. I found what my mom and dad had and here I was standing in my kitchen eating a grape and trying not to cry. I coughed to dislodge the lump in my throat. “Me, too. Is there anything you need?” 

			She touched my cheek. “Just you.” 

			This emotional roller coaster was equal parts terrifying and exhilarating. I kissed her again, tasting her warmth and eagerness. “What are you doing to me?” 

			“The same thing you’re doing to me. Now let’s go before your dad catches us. The water will cool us off.” 

			Happy that she felt it, too, I practically skipped out to the car. The swimming hole was fifteen minutes away. As soon as I put the car in drive, Parker reached for my hand and held it in her lap. Warmth radiated from her bare thighs. 

			“I’m going to warn you now that the water is cold. Like scream at the shock cold.” 

			She looked at me in alarm. “You know I hate being cold.” 

			I pulled her hand up to my lips and kissed her knuckles. “I promise to keep you warm.” 

			She squeezed my hand. “I know. Even if we don’t go in, time with you is always amazing.” 

			“What time do you have to be home?” I asked. 

			“Nine.” 

			“Oh, my God. I’m surprised they didn’t offer to drive you to Max’s and pick you up.” I rolled my eyes. 

			Her parents didn’t like me and told Parker to find other friends. She was on the cheer team, after all. I wanted to talk smack about them, but I also didn’t want them to screw up this amazing high I was on. 

			She squeezed my hand three times. I sighed and instantly forgot about her awful parents. Three squeezes meant “I love you.”

			




Chapter Twelve—Turnover

			Present

			“Will somebody find out where in the hell our quarterback is?” Bill’s voice boomed in the giant team room. 

			Jamal jumped up and left the room to do exactly that. I looked at my phone. I hesitated but pulled up Parker’s number and shot her a text.

			Hi. It’s Sutton. Grayson isn’t here for the team meeting. Do you know where he is?

			I didn’t want to scare her, but I wanted her to know that we were concerned. He didn’t strike me as a player who would disrespect his job or his teammates, but today was a big day and our biggest player wasn’t here. I saw bubbles pop up and then disappear. At least she saw my message. I didn’t want to let my imagination run wild, so I waited and listened to Bill talk about yesterday’s game. Eventually, we’d get to review plays on screen, but right now we were just reviewing what the team did well and areas we needed to improve. Grayson was in both categories and was missing it.

			I’m so sorry. He’s on his way. Give him twenty minutes.

			That was it. No explanation. Nothing. I texted Jamal and told him. Thirty seconds later, he returned to the room. 

			“He’ll be here in twenty.” Jamal looked at me and nodded thanks.

			Winning the first game was great, but missing practice the day after was inexcusable. Hopefully, Grayson had a good reason. I didn’t want him to miss my film discussion, so Marcus and the defensive coaches went first. I almost missed Grayson slipping into a seat in the back row. I gave a general impression of the offense and let my individual coaches talk about improvements they wanted to see. We threw in clips of great plays and every score to boost morale. It was important to improve, but we wanted the team to know they did a good job overall.

			“Let’s break for lunch. This afternoon we’ll review Miami’s game. Moats, stick around,” Bill said. 

			Jamal and I hung out because we needed to find out what was going on with Grayson. He moved from the back of the room to the front.

			“Why weren’t you here on time, Moats?”

			Grayson ran his hands over his face. “Coach, I’m sorry. I ate bad food last night and wasn’t feeling well.” He held up a bottle of Gatorade as though that explained everything.

			“Let’s get the rules down. If you have a tummy ache, let us know. You call in just like you would if you had any other job,” Bill said, emphasizing tummy ache with a whiny voice.

			“I’m really sorry. It won’t happen again, I promise.”

			Jamal pointed at him. “I expect this from a rookie, not a veteran. You have everyone’s number so there’s no excuse for not letting us know. In the future, text or call me first, and if I don’t respond, text or call Coach McCoy, and if she doesn’t respond, then you text or call Coach Trust. Are we clear?”

			“Yes. I’m sorry.” Grayson nodded humbly.

			“Go try to eat something,” Jamal said.

			We watched him walk out of the room. Bill stomped away. I turned to Jamal. “That wasn’t on my bingo card today.”

			“Let’s hope it’s a one-time deal. The last thing we need is a flighty quarterback.”

			“I’m sure this was a slip up. He looks fine though,” I said.

			“This was his freebie.”

			“Come on. Let’s grab something to eat. I feel like I’ve been here longer than five hours.” 

			I was exhausted, but not from this morning’s meeting. Last night was a complete disaster. I got home to Lexi pulling out of the driveway in a U-Haul. She was bitter and accusatory, which confirmed that splitting was the right thing to do. I felt nothing. That’s not true. I felt relieved. She wasn’t wrong about me not being available, and it was a relief to stop pretending I was ever going to make that space for her. I removed her access to the house security system, changed the passwords to all my online accounts, and finally crashed about one. I got five hours of restless sleep. Even Crowbar wasn’t in the mood to go to work. Yesterday was a lot for both of us.

			“How did you celebrate last night?” Jamal asked on our way to the cafeteria.

			“I had dinner with my father and his new girlfriend.”

			“That sounds nice. What about your girlfriend? I didn’t see her at the game.”

			I never wanted my personal life and professional life to collide, but that went out the door when we signed Grayson. “We broke up. She moved out last night when I was at dinner.” 

			He stopped and put his hand on my shoulder. “Are you okay?”

			“Yeah.” I waved him off. “I don’t know why she moved here with me. We were on the rocks anyway. I’m fine with it. Really.” I was angry last night, but I woke up and felt such peace. This was a fresh start for me. I could focus my energy on football and making sure I was doing everything in my power to take this new team to the playoffs. We just needed to make sure Grayson was feeling better. I grabbed a salad, fruit, and a chicken breast and went back to my office. Crowbar probably needed to go out and I needed the world to go quiet.

			Did Grayson make it?

			I leaned against the open side door to enjoy the sun and answer Parker’s text. He did. Said you tried to poison him last night, but he survived anyway. I quickly followed up with a wink emoji because I didn’t know her humor anymore.

			Ha ha. I’m glad he made it.

			It was weird that she would ask and not know herself. I wondered if Grayson had a habit of saying he was going to work and going elsewhere instead. Or maybe this was her way of reaching out to me since she now had my number. I was too emotionally exhausted to try to figure it out. 

			Crowbar trotted past me and went straight to my office. I found him sitting and staring down the chicken breast I had on my plate. “Of course, you’re getting a bite.” He gave a low woof and gently took the piece from my hand. 

			I bit into an apple and pulled up my email. I had over two hundred emails congratulating me on the win. Terry’s assistant’s emails were flagged to be at the top. I had three from her. One was the congratulatory email on the win, the second was a coaches’ meeting I was expected to attend at the end of the month, and the third was a reminder about the Empowered Women in the NFL group I had signed up for when I signed my contract with the Cheetahs. Members gave talks to area schools to encourage students to pursue their dreams. I groaned because that meant extra work, but I knew I had a responsibility that went above coaching. Four schools would get me for an hour every Tuesday for the next month. The event would be recorded by the NFL for a documentary on diversity in the league. 

			I sent the organization my approval and added the visits to my calendar. The first one was tomorrow at a private elementary school, Wellington Academy. It was in a posh neighborhood about twenty minutes away from the office. I shot an email to Terry’s assistant to see if we had any giveaways for the kids and asked that anything be brought to my office by the end of the day.

			The team spent the afternoon studying the Dolphins. Even though it was our first away game, I had a feeling we’d win. Miami looked sloppy. Our defense would easily be able to break through and pressure the quarterback. I took notes, pointed out weaknesses, and worked with coaches on tweaking plays. 

			It was a long afternoon and all I wanted to do was go home and sleep. Since we didn’t run plays on Mondays and the players were off on Tuesdays, the coaching staff decided to break early. Crowbar and I headed home at six. After eating leftovers, I crashed on the couch and woke up hours later with a kink in my neck and a dog partially on top of me. 

			“Come on, buddy. Let’s go to bed.” Since Lexi was gone, Crowbar was back in the bed with me. We were both fine with that decision.

			* * *

			“The important thing to remember is that if you work hard enough, you can achieve your dreams.” 

			Of all the schools in the entire city, of course Parker’s kids would attend this one, and of course, Parker was a room volunteer. I didn’t know if the universe was punishing me, but it sure felt like it. Hopefully I masked my reaction at seeing her in the gymnasium when I met with the principal and the cameramen who were filming the event. 

			“Does anybody have any questions?” I had a stack of coloring books for the kids about Champ, the Cheetahs mascot, but I couldn’t pass them out until after I was done because I would lose their attention. A little girl in the front raised her hand. I pointed to her. “What’s your question?” I asked. 

			“You don’t look very big for a football player. Do you play football?”

			Nothing like a five-year-old to knock my confidence down a few notches. “That’s a great question.” I avoided Parker’s eyes because I didn’t want a simple glance to make me fall back in a hole that took years to crawl out of. “In high school, I was a quarterback. I was tall enough to be a football player and I could throw a football a long way.”

			“Can you still throw a football a long way?” She was very inquisitive. 

			“I can.”

			“Then why aren’t you still a quarterback?” She shrugged.

			“I’m too short and probably too old to play now.”

			“Rose’s dad is a quarterback. Maybe you can
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