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            Chapter One

         

         Savage,” Coach Rangall called from across the locker room, hovering in the doorway of his office. “Get in here. Now.”

         Carson Savage buttoned his jeans and slipped on his boots before he threw his wet towel on the floor in front of his locker. Then he took a second look at the newspaper on his bench. He wondered if that’s what Coach wanted to see him about—the Mobile Tribune’s latest headlines.

         Truth no longer mattered to the media. Whatever increased sales ended up on the front page, making the once respected newspaper read like a gossip rag. And that gossip usually featured Carson or one of his teammates. Today, they called Carson a playboy. He quickly read the small print: At 6′4″ and 235 pounds, Carson Savage lives up to his name on and off the field. Local fans call the blond behemoth Apollo, the sun god, with his tan skin and perfect physique. We know what naughty gods like to do best…and we’re not talking about completing passes or avoiding sacks on the field. As long as she’s wearing a skirt and heels, Apollo will go down willingly…

         A photo of him climbing out of the swimming pool at his friend’s party last weekend was also featured. The next shot showed his arms draped across the shoulders of two French supermodels. What the journalist failed to mention was Carson made an appearance at the party to help raise money for an international cancer nonprofit.

         He crumpled up the paper and threw it in the garbage can. His teammates on either side of him laughed and looked away. That didn’t make Carson feel any better. The dressing room was supposed to serve as a haven away from the media and crazy-ass fans—but over the last couple of years it seemed everyone was disposable. Veterans were traded or retired to make room for new talent. And that new talent usually liked to start trouble. Carson shot a suspicious look at the rookie getting dressed next to him. Trust and respect was earned. The Warriors jersey hanging over Jag Patera’s locker didn’t qualify him as a superhero. In Carson’s eyes, that jersey should motivate the twenty-year-old jock to work that much harder.

         The team had been plagued with problems last season and, of course, since Carson was a captain, it didn’t matter who screwed up or why—he had to answer for it. And the shit-eating grin on Patera’s face told Carson everything he needed to know.

         “What the hell, Jag?” Carson asked.

         “What?”

         “Did you do something I should know about? Preferably before I end up on the hot seat with Coach?”

         Patera lifted his arm and applied his deodorant, ignoring Carson’s questions. Sonofabitch.

         “Baxley?” Maybe his best friend would shine some light on what exactly they were so entertained by.

         “Nothing, bro. Can’t blame me for the Apollo tag. That’s something you’re gonna have to live with.”

         Carson smirked. “Any idea what they call you in private?”

         “Big.”

         Carson rolled his eyes. Was Baxley referring to a certain body part or his stats? With 1,865 total yards, twenty touchdowns, and forty-eight receptions during the regular season last year, Tyrone Baxley was definitely big—larger than life, really. And he didn’t have a problem letting the world know it.

         “Save it for the ladies.”

         Tyrone laughed. “Is that what you think I do? Recite my personal stats while I’m…”

         “Pretty sure I don’t want to know.”

         “Carson. Now,” Coach growled.

         Carson did a quick check in the mirror hanging in his locker. Nothing looked out of place; his hair was damp and his face freshly shaven.

         They had just kicked the shit out of the Florida Heat in a special exhibition game, 28-7. But that wouldn’t save him from Coach. Not even a championship ring could do that. Coach Rangall expected the best from his players, even during the off season. “Nice passing today,” Sam said as Carson walked past.

         “Thanks, man. We still on for Sullivan’s tonight? A couple beers and steaks?”

         “Sure.” Sam glanced in the direction of the coach’s office. “If you don’t get sent to bed without dinner.”

         Yeah…

         Coach Rangall stepped aside as Carson entered his office and then slammed the door shut. “It’s days like this I wish I was still a college coach.”

         Carson claimed one of the leather guest chairs in front of Coach’s desk and waited for him to sit down.

         “While you ladies are busy primping and scratching your asses, I had to deal with the front office about this crap…”

         Coach shoved a stack of photocopied images in front of Carson.

         “Take a look, sweetheart.”

         Almost afraid to, Carson stared down at the first paper. What the…definitely someone’s lily-white ass. He gazed at the second photo, recognizing his own muscular posterior. But…how? He flipped the papers over so he didn’t have to see more, then met Rangall’s angry eyes.

         “Care to tell me how your ass ended up on Twitter, Facebook, Instagram, Google, Snapchat, and Tumblr within forty-five minutes after the game ended?”

         Carson had to think about it, because he didn’t have any answers or excuses.

         “I almost forgot.” Coach turned his laptop around so Carson could see the screen. “The first picture is also available on Shutterstock for four ninety-nine.”

         Carson studied the crisp color image. Yep. No mistaking the partial view of the black and gold serpent tattoo that curled around his lower back. That confirmed it.

         “If you think I’m taking selfies in the showers, Coach, and posting them…”

         “What else am I supposed to think? It wouldn’t be the first time one of you narcissistic assholes sent lewd photos to someone.”

         Carson had to admit his coach had every reason to be upset. NFL players weren’t exactly known as altar boys. Just last year, one of his former teammates had texted dick pics to his girlfriend. They broke up a week later and she plastered the X-rated shots everywhere. The media went crazy. Hell, the fans did, too.

         But if Coach thought about it, he’d realize Carson wouldn’t do this. Sure, he maintained his bad boy image to keep the fans guessing, but the truth was, he preferred anonymity. Unlike most players, Carson spent most of his time out of town at the three-hundred-acre farm he purchased over a year ago.

         He folded his hands on top of the desk, hoping Coach would believe him. “I’m not into this sort of trash, Coach. But I’m pretty sure I know who is.”

         “Yeah?” William Rangall asked. “Who?”

         Two names came to mind, but Carson wouldn’t expose them. He’d deal with Patera and Baxley his own way. “I can’t share that information.”

         “Can’t, or won’t?”

         “Does it matter, sir?”

         Coach rubbed the back of his neck and sighed. “It does if you lose your starting position with this team. Do you think I want my daughter exposed to this kind of shit, Carson? What about your mother and sisters? This is Alabama, not New York. We’re in the Bible Belt.”

         “I understand.”

         “Do you?” Coach inclined his head. “I know you didn’t do it, Savage. But it’s your job to make sure this kind of thing doesn’t happen. You’ve got to separate yourself from the clowns. The commissioner already slapped us with a dozen fines for violations last year. We can’t afford another PR nightmare.”

         “The game sold out today.”

         Rangall chuckled. “To see you play great ball or to watch the circus freaks?”

         That hurt, and Carson frowned. “Honestly? Probably a little bit of both.”

         “Yeah. That’s what I’m afraid of.”

         Carson leaned back, extending his long legs. “What do you want me to do? Accept responsibility for something I didn’t know about? Check my file, Coach. The worst thing I’ve ever done is get caught with a girl in the men’s bathroom at Sullivan’s.”

         “Not one of your best moments.”

         “No.” He was too drunk that night, his mind and heart twisted up in memories from the past that still haunted him. Memories of a girl he should have never let get away. “It never happened again. And won’t.”

         Coach nodded, and his tense jaw relaxed some. “You know who the troublemakers are, Carson. I get the whole brotherhood thing, believe me. But it’s not going to work anymore. There are thousands of starry-eyed athletes salivating to get a chance to play pro ball here. The front office would rather pay off contracts and trade offenders to a new team than risk further damaging our reputation. The Alabama Warriors aren’t supposed to be the bad boys of the NFL.”

         Carson wanted better for his team, he really did. But wanting and getting were two different things. He still partied occasionally, soaking up the attention and enjoying the women who chased after him. “Don’t you read the gossip rags? Reporters keep a solid record of who’s doing what.”

         “Don’t need to. I have four teenage daughters. They give me daily updates.”

         With his own sixteen-year-old sister to worry about surfing the web, Carson knew what Coach meant. “I’ll handle it.”

         “Not good enough. Fix it. Now.”

         “I’ll work on it, but while I’m here, most of the team wants to know why we’ve been called in early. Vacations were canceled. Plans changed at the last minute. It’s June, Coach. I know the game was for charity, but an extra camp? Why?”

         Rangall rubbed the back of his neck. “You’re perceptive, Carson. Why do you think half the team has been ordered to camp early?”

         “You want me to speculate?”

         “I want you to use that good judgment I know you have.”

         “All I know is the front office is staying hush-hush.”

         “Yeah, they like staying employed,” Coach said.

         “Garrett and Ness aren’t here anymore.” The offensive coordinator and his assistant hadn’t reported to camp as expected. And the rumors were flying in the locker room already. “The owner is cleaning house, isn’t he?”

         Coach Rangall drummed his fingers on the edge of the desk. “Yep. And if you think the coaches and staff are the only ones being looked at, think again.”

         Rangall motioned at the pictures. “Winning games isn’t good enough anymore. The fans expect more out of you, from the team, and from the league.”

         “What happened to just playing ball?” Carson sighed. He hated the controversy and had never liked being in the spotlight. But if you wanted to stay in the NFL, you had to play the part of a superstar.

         “That’s a great question. One you’ll never get an answer to. Here’s the facts. If you can’t accept the responsibility of a franchise quarterback, the owner will find someone who can.”

         Carson’s jaw clenched. He’d never expected to hear those words. The Warriors had traded two draft picks, players, and cash to get Carson on the team. Would they be willing to part with him so easily? “Should I call my agent?” He eyed his coach. Maybe Rangall was making empty threats to get his attention.

         “Call the damned commissioner if you think it will help keep you on the team.” Coach shot up from his chair and began pacing. “I’m on your side, Carson. I know who the culprits are.” Coach looked in the general direction of the locker room. “But the public doesn’t differentiate between players so easily. One bad choice translates into everyone suffering the consequences.”

         “I get it.”

         “Do you?”

         “Yeah. And I’ll do whatever I can to help.”

         “Good. Now get out of my office.”

         Carson stood, feeling very much like Atlas with the weight of the world resting on his shoulders. “How much time do I have?”

         “Six weeks. Before team-wide camp starts. I want to see press coverage of you and whoever else it takes to convince the public you’ve suddenly found God. Public appearances at charitable events. Visit hospitals and schools. Go shovel horse shit at the animal shelter if that’s what turns you on.”

         Carson already spent a substantial amount of time volunteering at the local hospitals and mentoring troubled teens during a weekend sports camp every month. “Got it. Anything else, Coach?”

         “Yeah.” Rangall looked up. “We’re bringing in a professional to train you heathens on how to use social media to your advantage.”

         “What?”

         “You heard me, Carson.”

         “I manage my own accounts just fine.”

         “That may be,” Coach said. “But someone needs to rebrand all of the accounts.” He looked over Carson’s shoulder, staring out the big picture window into the locker room. “Damn internet is a blessing and a curse. Wouldn’t surprise me if the front office instructs us to scrub all your profiles.”

         “But I have two million followers just on…”

         “Save it for Monday, Savage.” He held his hand up.

         Carson nodded. “Goodnight, Coach.”

         “’Night.”

         Carson exited Rangall’s office and headed back to the locker room.

         “That bad?” Ty asked.

         Carson slumped onto one of the benches and looked around to make sure no one was listening. “Did you have anything to do with that ass shot?”

         “Me?” Ty smirked. “I see enough of that ass in here.”

         “But you know who did it?”

         “I might.”

         Carson knew what his captain responsibilities were, and sacrificing his career to keep his teammates safe wasn’t part of it. Not when the stakes were so high. But he would protect Ty at all costs, their friendship ran that deep. “I need you to pass along a message for me.”

         Ty crossed his arms over his chest. “I’m listening.”

         “Tell the prick if he does anything like that again, his ass is mine first, then Coach’s.”

         “What happened in there, Carson?”

         “None of us are safe, Ty. The front office is bringing in a social media expert to rebrand us.”

         “Shit. Really?”

         “Yeah. And if we don’t cooperate, there will be some big changes around here. Coach is talking trades and contract buyouts.”

         “Jesus Christ.” Ty sat next to Carson, obviously taking the news seriously. “Did my name get mentioned?”

         “No. But everyone who was called in for early camp is under the microscope. We have six weeks to get our shit together. I need your help.”

         “Anything.”

         “Nothing specific right now, but I’ll need you to back me up whenever I need it.”

         Ty fist-bumped Carson. “I’ve got your back, bro.”

         Carson nodded and stood. “I’m stopping by the house before I go to Sullivan’s.”

         “OK, I’ll see you there.”

         Carson watched his best friend walk out of the locker room. They’d been through some shit together. And if Carson had anything to say about where his team was headed, he and Ty would still be standing in the Warriors’ locker room this time next year.

         He grabbed his duffel bag from his locker and started for the parking lot. Not the way he’d hoped to start the weekend, but at least Coach Rangall had given him fair warning of what to expect on Monday. And no matter what it took, Carson would make it work, because nothing or no one was going to take him away from this team or this town.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Sadie Reynolds looked at her best friends, Barbi and Erika, then back at the itinerary in her hand. She’d reluctantly agreed to attend a three-day life skill building workshop at the Red Horse Inn in Landrum, South Carolina, because she’d been told she had trust and control issues. Her friends also believed she’d never gotten over her first love—Carson Savage—and, as a result, continued to self-sabotage her dating life.

         Surrounded by the Blue Ridge Mountains and rolling hills, Sadie could think of better things to do, like hiking or horseback riding. She’d even settle for a taste tour at the local winery. Not to mention enjoying the sheer luxury of their accommodations, which included a spa and a five-star restaurant.

         “Zip lining.” Barbi said. “We’re in the first group.”

         “And just how is that supposed to build trust?” Erika asked.

         “Didn’t you read the itinerary?” Sadie asked. “We’re partnered with a life buddy for this exercise. We’ll be suspended three hundred feet above the river on wire no thicker than a clothesline. By crossing the canyon together, we’ll successfully demonstrate complete trust and, in my case, how to let go of that control thing.”

         “I don’t like your ominous tone, Sadie.” Barbi snatched the paper out of her hand. “This isn’t just about trust and control, you know. We’re also supposed to leave behind any negative feelings.”

         “About what? Men?” Erika giggled like a little girl.

         “Since I don’t have negative feelings about anything, I’m pretty sure that excludes me from this event.” Sadie turned to go.

         “Wait a second.” Erika grabbed her arm. “I forgot you’re afraid of heights.”

         “No.”

         “Yes,” Barbi confirmed. “That’s why you never climbed the cherry trees when we were kids. You always stood below with the basket.”

         “I fly all over the country,” Sadie countered.

         “After you pop a Valium.” Barbi crossed her arms over her chest. “I know this isn’t your thing, sweetie, but let’s be honest. If you don’t face your demons now, you’re never going to get over the past. So why not try to have some fun while dealing with your issues?”

         “What issues?” Sadie asked, knowing perfectly well what they were. Carson Savage. Blond hair, bright blue eyes. And judging by the latest photos all over the media, hotter than ever.

         “General trust issues and the fact that you refuse to date someone for longer than a month,” Erika said.

         “The latest one asked me for my address,” Sadie countered, trying to sound reasonable.

         “That’s normal, Sadie. Especially if he wants to send you flowers.”

         Sadie gazed at Barbi for support.

         “Chad was a nice guy,” she said.

         “His head was too big for his body!”

         “Whatever.” Barbi rolled her eyes. “He had a buzz cut. That always makes a guy’s head look too big. You’re just picky.”

         “I liked his blond hair and blue eyes. It’s your favorite combo, Sadie,” Erika said.

         “Erika!” Barbi gave her a little push. “We’re not supposed to mention anything that reminds Sadie of…”

         “What?”

         “Him.”

         “Who?” Erika looked confused.

         “Carson,” Barbi blurted, then covered her mouth.

         “You really don’t know what you’re talking about. None of my issues have anything to do with Carson.” Sadie scanned the footpath ahead. Every man who expressed interest in her fell short of Carson’s superior physique and Southern boy charm. Unfortunately, no one lived up to her high school sweetheart.

         But right now, she needed to focus on the freaking zip line, which would probably cause that aneurysm that was definitely in her brain to finally burst. “What if I get a blood clot in my lung from being so high up?”

         Barbi gave her a what-the-hell-are-you-talking-about look. “Stop making shit up.”

         “I’m not!”

         “You just had a physical last month,” Barbi reminded her.

         “I have high blood pressure.”

         “Nope; one-oh-five over seventy is excellent,” Erika said.

         They were supposed to meet their crew leader at the trailhead in thirty minutes and then hike a mile up the hillside to the staging point for the zip line exercise. “The last time I rode a Ferris wheel I threw up, remember?” This was kind of pushing her boundaries.

         “Everything makes you throw up, Sadie,” Barbi teased. “Heights, men, spicy food…”

         “That’s not true!”

         “Didn’t I get a call at one in the morning after you blew Chad off?” Erika asked. “I believe your exact words were ‘I think I need to throw up.’”

         Sadie laughed. “He was giving me those I-want-to-fuck-you eyes.”

         “That’s normal,” Barbi offered. “Your reaction wasn’t.”

         “I didn’t want to sleep with Chad.”

         “Who do you want to sleep with?” Barbi asked.

         “I don’t know.”

         “Here…” Erika looked around. “What about him?” She pointed to a random guy—tall with dark hair, athletic, and twenty-something.

         “Nice legs,” Sadie admitted. “But his hair is too long.”

         “Wait a second.” Barbi smiled. “The blond. Look at that. He screams Carson, doesn’t he, Erika?”

         Erika watched the man walk by. “Shorter, but definitely similar. So…” She turned to Sadie. “Your type. Period. Let’s get his number.”

         Sadie hadn’t talked to Carson Savage in seven years…since she broke up with him at their high school graduation party. And just because she dated men who looked similar to her first love—okay, near genetic copies—didn’t mean anything. She had a checklist of attributes the perfect guy would have. It just so happened that all the men she’d dated since moving to South Carolina four years ago lacked something in the personality department. On top of that, she was married to her job, so anything too complicated didn’t work for her.

         Erika started to lead Sadie in the guy’s direction, but Sadie gripped her arm. “Wait! I’m not here to pick up men.”

         “No?” Barbi asked. “All right. Then you’re here to challenge yourself. So, we’re going zip lining, then?”

         “How about a manicure and afternoon tea?” Sadie asked.

         “No, Sadie. And the only way this workshop is going to make a difference to us is to work as a team,” Erika said. “Remember that trust exercise we did our senior year in psychology class?”

         “Oh, God,” Barbi said.

         “The one where you folded your arms across your chest, turned around, and trusted your team would catch you?” Sadie rolled her eyes. “Bad example. Don’t you remember how that worked out, Erika?”

         “You sneezed!” Erika said.

         “I didn’t plan it!” Sadie said.

         “I fell,” Erika wheezed out. “On the floor!”

         Barbi laughed. “You had to go to the nurse.”

         “I had a lump on the back of my head the size of an egg.”

         All three of them laughed so hard it hurt.

         Once they pulled themselves together, Barbi inched closer to Sadie. “Give me a hug, girlfriend.”

         Whenever Barbi asked for a hug like that, she was up to something. However, it had been too long since she’d seen her best friends. If she were being honest, Sadie missed Barbi’s antics and Erika’s matter-of-fact attitude. She stepped into Barbi’s embrace.

         “I have a wager to make,” Barbi said, giving Sadie a good squeeze.

         “Here we go.” Sadie stepped back and stared at her.

         “Complete the zip line challenge and Erika and I will stop harassing you about men for the rest of the weekend.”

         Sadie liked the sound of that. “And if I fail?”

         “We get to pick the guy you have dinner with.”

         Barbi had a way of making things seem easier than they really were. Sadie gazed up the hillside, wondering if she’d be able to complete the hike without hyperventilating. Heights scared the crap out of her more than anything. “I’m raising the stakes.”

         Barbi arched a sculpted brow.

         “If I do this, I don’t want to hear anything from the two of you about finding Mr. Perfect for six months—unless I bring it up first.”

         Barbi looked at Erika, who nodded in agreement.

         “Okay. We accept your terms, girlfriend. And if you lose, you have to invite Chad to dinner at your condo.”

         “What?”

         “You upped the ante,” Barbi reminded her.

         “Fine. Pinkie promise.” All three locked fingers. “Let’s get this over with.” Sadie started up the path.

         They arrived to find a long line at the trailhead, but the scenery alone made it well worth the hassle of dealing with the big crowd.

         “Ready?” Barbi squeezed her hand.

         “Why not?”

         The expansive grounds of the inn were postcard perfect—with the equestrian club and endless pasture land and a botanical garden filled with colorful exotic flowers and plants. Pair that with a cloudless sky and warm sunshine…and she couldn’t believe the beauty was real.

         “Sadie Reynolds, Barbi Smith, and Erika Zane?” a twenty-something-year-old guy with a clipboard called.

         “Right here.” Sadie raised her hand.

         “Great.” He joined them at the back of the line. “I’m Matthew, your crew leader for the weekend. Did you eat breakfast?”

         “Sure did,” Barbi said in a flirtatious manner.

         Matthew smiled at her. “Let me guess, you’re Barbi?”

         “How’d you know?” she asked.

         “I read your personality profiles in the paperwork you filled out to get accepted to the workshop. You’re listed as the gregarious one.”

         “Personality profiles?” Sadie didn’t know anything about that and she definitely hadn’t filled anything out. She threw Barbi an accusing look. “Do you have a copy of my profile, Matthew? I’m Sadie.”

         “Sure do.” He flipped through a couple of pages on his clipboard, then offered her a piece of paper. “We have a few minutes to spare, take your time.”

         Sadie scanned the page, recognizing Barbi’s handwriting. The first question asked what the participant hoped to gain from the workshop. Barbi wrote: inspiration, skills on how to be a team player, general trust, confidence, and how to let go of the past.

         Well, apparently her best friend knew Sadie too well.

         The second question asked what bad habits or addictions she had. Barbi put one thing: control freak. Ha! Barbi and Erika still lived in Sadie’s small hometown and didn’t understand how the corporate world worked. Barbi owned a flower shop and Erika was a mother of two and married to a plumber. They had simpler lives. Sadie, on the other hand, had left Alabama to pursue an Ivy League education in New England, then moved to South Carolina, where she accepted a job at Charles Longley Publicity. It was the perfect place for her to work. She taught people how to micromanage their own lives—which fit with Sadie’s controlling personality.

         There wasn’t much more to tell. Her profile kind of depressed her. She did everything precisely and for a reason. She blamed that on her past. Growing up with economically challenged parents gave her the initiative to become her high school salutatorian. The resulting scholarship to college gave her an excuse to leave Fairhope, Alabama.

         Breaking up with Carson gave her a reason to never go back.

         “Ready, Sadie?” Matthew asked.

         They hiked the last part of the trail together and arrived at a platform manned by two employees wearing Red Horse Inn jerseys.

         “Take a look over the edge,” Matthew suggested.

         Sadie stepped to the railing and looked down. A waterfall and raging river cut through the limestone below. Beautiful and wild, it was the kind of view Sadie usually admired…at a safe distance in travel magazines or on TV.

         “All right, ladies, let’s gather round and discuss the basics of the zip line.” Matthew waited for them to join him. “Our zip lines are accredited by the Professional Ropes Course Association and inspected regularly. We utilize a simple pulley and harness system, which ensures a safe and comfortable experience. You’ll also wear a helmet and thick gloves.” He showed them a yellow hard hat and leather gloves. “Zip lines operate on gravity and inertia, so there’s no smoke and mirrors here. You can see the angle of the wires, how this side is the highest point. Once you reach the other side, Jamie is waiting for us and will drive us back to the inn. Do you have any questions or concerns?”

         Sadie raised her hand. “Do you have a last will and testament worksheet?”

         Matthew chuckled. “We’ve had zero safety violations and no injuries since we opened three years ago. I know it can be intimidating looking over the edge of the ravine, but this is easy. And fun. It also teaches you to let go a little, to give up some control and trust your inner voice that craves adventure.”

         “Or premature death,” Sadie murmured just loud enough for Barbi to hear.

         Her best friend snickered.

         “Do I have a volunteer to go first?” Matthew asked.

         No one moved.

         “In order to pass the workshop, you have to do the zip line. Still no takers?” Matthew looked disappointed.

         Barbi gave Sadie a little shove in his direction. “She’ll do it.”

         “What?” Sadie preferred to go last, after she was assured Barbi and Erika were still alive after crossing.

         Matthew smiled. “Let’s get you fitted, then.”

         Sadie closed her eyes while the two employees buckled the harness around her legs and hips. Once she was strapped in, Matthew put the helmet on her head, handed her a pair of gloves, and then offered her safety glasses.

         He then led her to a mini zip line rigged between two trees. “Since this is your first time, we need to go over the safety procedures and how your body should be positioned during the ride. Then we’ll try out the test line. Okay?”

         Why hadn’t he told them about the test line earlier?

         After spending ten minutes learning how to grip and clip herself to the line, Matthew showed her how to hold on to the pulley, sit down, lean back in the harness, and then raise her legs so she achieved an optimal ride. Once he was confident she understood, she took a test ride.

         “Well?” Matthew asked. “Did you like it?”

         “If this was the only thing I had to do, hell yeah.” She turned to the platform. “That’s the problem.”

         He waved her off. “You’re a natural, Sadie. Trust your instincts. You can do this.”

         Sadie returned to the platform and prepared for the monster ride. Pretty sure her heart was in tachycardia, she sucked in a breath, whispered Psalm 23, and when one of the workers yelled for her to get ready, she pushed herself off the platform and headed straight for the other side of the ravine. Holy shit! Now she knew what it felt like to be in a horror movie two seconds before the psycho killer slashed his latest victim with a machete.

         She yelped as she picked up speed, and she had reached the halfway point when her cell phone vibrated over and over again in her pocket. Common sense told her to ignore it, but whoever was calling wouldn’t give up. She let go of the pulley with one hand, unzipped her jacket pocket, and retrieved her phone. It was her manager and friend, Leonard.

         Why would he call? He knew she was on vacation for a long weekend. The phone went quiet and then started vibrating again.

         She quickly accepted the call. “Leonard? Everything okay?”

         Before he could answer, she shifted awkwardly and started to spin. Sadie screamed and her phone slipped through her fingers as she reached for the pulley again, holding on for dear life.

         She landed on the other side, where the other instructor was waiting. As he unclipped her from the line she shoved her way forward, bent over, and hurled.

         
              

         

         Hours later in her suite, showered and still feeling queasy from her near-death experience, Sadie accepted a cup of herbal tea from Barbi. “Thanks.”

         “I can’t believe you,” she said. “How do you fail a self-improvement workshop in the first hour?”

         “I’m sorry, Barbi. Leonard never calls me on the weekend.”

         “You violated every safety rule Matthew taught you. I’m glad your smartphone is gone.”

         “Is Matthew mad at me?”

         “He practically shit his pants when you screamed. But he’s not upset.”

         “Oh yeah? How do you know?”

         “We’re having dinner later.”

         “Isn’t he a little young for you?” Sadie winked.

         “We were born in the same decade.”

         “He’s not too young?”

         Barbi merely shrugged and gave her typical confident smile. “Men peak younger than women. What’s three years?”

         “In what? Their income? IQs?”

         Barbi rolled her blue eyes. “Sexually.”

         Sadie didn’t want to think about or talk about sex. How long had it been since she’d orgasmed from something other than her hand or a battery-powered toy? Being unable to remember an exact date meant it had been too long. But she was glad something positive had come out of her the zip line nightmare. She gave her best friend a hug. “I’m happy one of us is making gains this weekend. Can I borrow your cell phone?”

         “Let me guess…work. Not a chance.”

         Sadie took a sip of tea, then set the cup on the nightstand. “I need to call Leonard back.”

         “No you don’t, Sadie. You just think you do. Why don’t you climb out of bed and get dressed? There’s a bar full of eligible professionals downstairs, just waiting to meet someone as talented and beautiful as you. Change starts here.” Barbi tapped her fingers against her temple. “Please?”

         “Nope. I’m going to stay here and watch a movie after I call Leonard on the hotel phone.”

         “Fine.” Barbi crossed the room and dug her cell out of her purse. She tossed it on the end of the queen-sized bed. “Keep it. I won’t need it tonight.” She winked at Sadie.

         Sadie tossed one of the fluffy pillows off her bed at her. “Have fun, and don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”

         Barbi turned on her way out of the room. “You mean do everything you wouldn’t do.”

         As the automatic lock clicked on her door, she wondered if Barbi was right. Everyone but Sadie was having a great time. Shrugging it off, she immediately dialed Leonard’s number and got him on the second ring.

         “Hello,” he said.

         “Lenny, it’s Sadie.”

         “Thank God.” He sighed. “I’ve been trying to reach you for two hours.”

         “Yeah, I’ll tell you about my little adventure later. What’s going on?”

         “We have an emergency in Mobile.”

         “Alabama?”

         He chuckled. “Where else?”

         “I’m listening.”

         “It involves the Warriors. And from what I’ve been told, their PR nightmare has reached critical level.” As he explained the situation, Sadie could hardly believe her ears.

         “Let me get this right,” she said, finding it hard to breathe all of a sudden. “You want me to fly to Mobile because the owner of the Warriors is having a meltdown and a couple overpaid jockstraps got caught posting lewd content on social media? Tell me a better story, Leonard. Give me a real reason to care.”

         “Sadie…It’s the NFL.”

         “I know.”

         She gazed out the closest window. “I can’t blow off Barbi and Erika. I haven’t seen them in ten months. What will I tell them?”

         “The same thing I just told you. Charles made it abundantly clear what I would be forced to do if you refuse to go.”

         “Really?” She arched a brow, always ready to counter her boss, the stubborn owner of Longley Publicity. “What did he say this time?”

         “I’d rather not repeat it.”

         “Why not?”

         “It involved shoving something in a few orifices.”

         She couldn’t resist laughing. Charles had a way with words—filthy ones, anyway. “So he’s on the rampage, again? Singling me out because I refused to work with the most well-known misogynist on the east coast last week? I don’t have to succumb to that kind of pressure to keep my job. I have a proven record…”

         She had a successful work history in South Carolina, but a pathetic past in Alabama. The kind you kept hidden away in a locked diary. The last thing Sadie wanted to do was go home. She’d do whatever it took to avoid the situation. “This is a job better suited for someone who has experience with professional athletes.”

         “I know.” Leonard sounded genuinely sympathetic. “But Charles has certain expectations for this new account and he thinks his best bet is sending you to take care of things.”

         Disappointment flooded her mind. “I won’t let Charles bully me.”

         “This isn’t personal, Sadie, it’s about money.”

         She huffed out a frustrated breath. “How much money?”

         “I don’t have exact figures, but if you nail this assignment, we could get a long-term contract with the NFL. With all the PR nightmares going on in the league over social justice, domestic violence, substance abuse, and traumatic brain injuries, this is our chance to show them what a company like ours can do to improve public relations.”

         “You mean exploit an unfortunate situation for money?” she whispered.

         “On Charles’s terms, yeah. But for you, Sadie, I can’t think of a better image consultant to entrust this account to. You care about our clients. And these guys need real guidance, possibly a miracle to turn the team’s reputation around.”

         “Damn.” She liked to make a comfortable living as much as the next person. But Lenny was right. She put her heart and soul behind every project, actually kept in touch with many of her past customers, loving to hear their happily-ever-after stories once they completed training with her.

         But this assignment wasn’t worth the cost of her pride and confidence. Her job required getting personal on every level, invading a client’s professional and private life, dissecting everything about them, from the way they dressed to who they socialized with. Though her official title was a marketing and image consultant she was really a marketing spin doctor.

         But even the temptation of working with an NFL team—which would definitely boost her resume to the next level—didn’t negate the negative history she had in Alabama. Though she visited her parents every Christmas, they’d moved to Huntsville five years ago, hundreds of miles away from her hometown, she still avoided the place like the plague. “What do I get out of it?”

         “Bonus potential.”

         All right, she’d play along just to see how much Charles was willing to pay. “What percentage?”

         “One percent.”

         “Not worth the energy to pack my suitcase.”

         “Come on, Sadie.”

         “I’m one of the best in the business, Leonard, not a babysitter,” she said, knowing how hard it would be to get a team of egomaniacs to cooperate.

         “That’s what we want you to do.”

         “Really? Playing mom isn’t in my job description. And if you don’t already know, the reason I’ve had such success in the past is because our clients actually wanted to change.”

         “I get it. You don’t like wasting time on ungracious people. But this is the NFL. Think about it. Let that sink in for a moment.”

         She already had. Carson Savage would be her client. And that scared her.

         “Seriously, Sadie. I ran some analytics on the team, it’s not good. We’re talking a complete makeover.”

         “Are you telling me the Warriors don’t have an in-house staff capable of launching new brand campaigns?”

         Leonard snorted. “Haven’t you heard the latest news? All the major networks are talking about it. The owner of the Warriors, Jack Menzies, fired half his front office today. Several people walked out, too. If the staff had even been doing a half-ass job before, the team wouldn’t be where it is now.”

         “And where is that exactly?” She meant it more as an afterthought, but said it out loud.

         “In the goddamned toilet.”

         She sighed. Why now? Why here, on the one holiday she’d taken with her best friends—the very trip meant to help her forget Carson? She laughed—karma. Maybe she’d thought about Carson a little too much and denied her unresolved feelings for him a little too often. This was the universe’s way of getting back at her for lying.

         “I don’t want to miss out on time with my friends,” she said.

         “Reschedule.”

         Not what she wanted to hear. Leonard should know better. “You know my history.”

         “I do,” Lenny admitted. “So does Charles.”

         “What? How?” Only a handful of people in the office were privy to her relationship with Carson, and none of them would discuss it with Charles.

         “Leslie.”

         “Oh, God.” She gritted her teeth. Leslie Callahan hated Sadie. They’d competed for a promotion last year and Sadie landed it. Apparently, Leslie had waited for the right moment to pay her back.

         “Charles wants you to reconnect with Carson. We believe he’s the key to reaching the rest of the team. I have paperwork waiting for you at the office. A file as thick as a technical manual covering the demographics of all the players.”

         “I’m not crazy about the idea.”

         “I know you’re a football fan,” Lenny said.

         “A long time ago,” she lied, fantasizing about a certain broad-shouldered, quarterback with a devastatingly handsome face. Carson’s smile alone could make her forget her own name.

         How could she ever top that first kiss behind the bleachers their sophomore year? The only reason she waited for him after the Friday night game was to prove her best friend wrong—that she, indeed, had the courage to confess how hot she thought Carson was to his face.

         And how did that turn out for you? she asked herself.

         It turned into a three-year relationship full of ups and downs, unbelievable passion, and the pressure associated with being the darlings of a small Southern town. When she broke off their engagement after graduation, half of Fairhope turned their backs on her. She even received death threats. That’s how seriously some people took their football in Alabama.

         She’d secretly followed Carson’s professional career, though. He’d won the Heisman Trophy and was the number one draft pick four years ago. Time had been generous to Carson, that boyish face had grown more rugged and savage, just like his name. They should stay as far away from each other as possible, because their insatiable attraction would just get them in trouble. Big trouble.

         “You there, Sadie? What just happened?”

         “Sorry, I can’t do it,” she said, feeling unpredictable. “I didn’t part on good terms with Carson. I can’t go back there, Lenny.”

         Not parting on good terms was an understatement. She broke their engagement because Carson actually believed that she’d give up her dreams, marry him, and have half a dozen kids. Another symptom of growing up in the South. Sadie had ambition and a need to get away from outdated traditions.

         “You were kids.”

         “I was eighteen,” she said. “That’s not really a kid.”

         “For you, maybe not, Sadie. But Carson has moved on, trust me.”

         Yeah, she didn’t like being reminded about his womanizing. All the media outlets covered his activities on and off the field. The very areas of concern she’d be expected to fix. “Revisiting the past isn’t something I’m good at, Leonard. Pick someone else.”

         “Damn it, Sadie…”

         “What?” she asked.

         “I don’t want to fire you.”

         “Fire me?”

         She heard Lenny suck in a frustrated breath. “Charles’s words, not mine.”

         “I’m that replaceable?”

         “I believe his exact words were, ‘she’s replaceable, don’t forget it.’”

         “Which makes me replaceable and predictable. Not sure which is worse.”

         “Don’t be so hard on yourself,” he said. “And as for Carson, show him how far you’ve come, girlie. I’m taking off my managerial hat. This is Teddy Bear Lenny talking now, okay?”

         She couldn’t hold in the laughter. Leonard meant the world to her. “You make everything sound so easy.”

         “Well…” He started. “Stop overthinking everything. You are a control freak. Self-admitted, right?”

         “Yes.”

         “This is uncomfortable territory for you. I get that. Your fight-or-flight instinct probably kicked in a few minutes ago.”

         It had.

         “Fight this time, Sadie. Don’t let a guy keep you from fulfilling your potential. The Warriors would be lucky to get you. I know it. You know it. And obviously douchebag Charles knows it, or he wouldn’t have tapped you for the job.”

         “He’s taking advantage of my past.”

         “Yes. But spin it back on him. Take advantage of Charles.”

         “How?” she asked. Sadie was a black and white person—everything had a proper place and a logical explanation. She didn’t do gray area well—not at all, really.

         “Accept the assignment and go down to Alabama and blow everyone away. Earn that bonus and then some. Show Charles you don’t need him, but that his company sure as hell needs you.”

         Sadie rubbed the back of her neck, in deep thought. Leonard had a way with words, a way of making a shit-covered stick look appetizing. “Fine.”

         “Excuse me?” he asked. “I didn’t hear you clearly.”

         “I’ll go. On one condition.”

         “Name it.”

         “If I need help…”

         “I’m your man. Promise.”

         “I’ll hold you to that, Lenny.”

         “Good. I’ll be waiting for your arrival tonight.” The trace of desperation in his voice suggested he’d say anything to get her to leave right away.

         “Remember what it’s like in the field?” she asked.

         She could hear him smile. “I miss it.”

         “We’re a fantastic team,” she said.

         “Someone has to stay here, Sadie. Charles has been in and out lately, he’s unreliable. And besides…you don’t need a security blanket to face Carson. Just walk in there Monday morning and do what you do best. Seize control of the situation. Make those guys beg for mercy like you always do.”

         “Yeah…” Sadie typically worked with corporate types, vice presidents of accounting firms, the occasional Wall Street outfit, and maybe some engineers. Not football players. “Two percent,” she blurted.

         “For what?”

         “My bonus.”

         “Are you worth it, Sadie girl?”

         She tucked a stray hair behind her ear. “Every zero.”

         “If you can turn the Warriors around and get a long-term contract, I’ll give you three percent of the signing fee.”

         Sadie considered it compensation for pain and suffering, because it wasn’t going to be easy facing that old heartbreak again. “I’ll catch a flight back to home tonight.” She disconnected, hoping she’d made the right choice.
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