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Author's Note

In this book, I have attempted to accurately represent the world of softball, a sport I thoroughly researched and for which I have great respect. However, as an author, I am aware that there may be errors or inaccuracies. If you find any incorrect details, I ask for your understanding and apologize in advance.

I deeply appreciate those who dedicate their time and passion to this sport, and I hope my portrayal serves as a worthy tribute to their dedication.


Content Warning


This book contains scenes depicting physical violence from a father toward his daughter.
While they are not excessively graphic, they might be uncomfortable or triggering, especially for sensitive individuals or those with similar experiences.
Please prioritize your emotional well-being while reading. If needed, take a break or stop reading at any time.
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Prologue










Harper turns on the desk lamp while reviewing her notes when the door to her bedroom opens abruptly. She startles, but not with the same intensity as the first few times, when her father Alaric's behavior began to change, growing increasingly violent to the point where she started feeling unsafe in her own home.

"Dinner's ready, Harper," he announces from the doorway.

She turns and sees him standing in the doorframe, observing her with that gaze that went empty when her mother died almost two years ago. His eyes, once bright and warm, are now like two bottomless pits where she no longer recognizes the attentive and fun-loving man he used to be. Since then, darkness has consumed this house, and all she has left is the idea of finishing her physical therapy studies, finding a job as soon as possible, and leaving this home that has become a living hell.

"I'll be right there," she responds while putting away her notes.

Normally, he leaves the room when she says that, but not today. Harper notices his presence at the door and tenses when she hears her father's footsteps approaching her desk. He stops beside her without saying a word, and she looks up, not understanding what he wants or what he's looking for, until she sees his dark eyes fixed on the picture frame she placed next to the lamp a couple of days ago.

"What is this?" he asks in a sharp voice, radiating an energy that makes Harper's skin crawl.

His arm stretches over Harper's shoulder and grabs the wooden frame before she can stop him. The movement is so abrupt that it almost knocks over the lamp. Harper restrains the impulse to steady it, as if the slightest movement might trigger something worse. The photo is simple—her mother and her in the garden during some summer, Harper doesn't remember which one. Her mother smiles as she almost always did, with those pronounced dimples that Harper inherited, and Harper has her ponytail half undone after softball practice.

"It's just a photo," she explains in a whisper, as if it weren't obvious.

Her father holds the photo in front of him, and for a moment Harper thinks everything will be fine, that he'll put it back where it was and leave, but his face begins to change after a few seconds. His jaw tightens, his eyes darken in a way that makes her hold her breath because it reminds her of a shark's gaze. She doesn't know what he's thinking. She doesn't know if he's sad, hurt, about to cry or scream.

Until he opens his mouth and spews his rage at her.

"I told you I didn't want any of this around my house."

His house, not hers, as he reminds her whenever possible, lately making her feel more like a guest than part of a family, or what remains of one.

"It's in my room," Harper responds quietly. "I need to have something of hers so I don't forget her," she adds, almost pleading.

"You think I can forget her?!" his voice rises suddenly and she shrinks in her chair. "You think I don't remember her every day? Every fucking day?"

The smell of whiskey on his breath reaches Harper when he leans in, invading her space. She hadn't noticed it before, but now she perceives it clearly, and it turns her stomach.

"I didn't say that..." she tries to explain.

"You didn't say that," he repeats mockingly. "You never say anything. You want something of hers?" he asks, looking at the photo as if it were burning his hand.

Harper's throat is tight, her hands are trembling, and her voice won't come out, so she just nods. And then he does it—he raises his hand and smashes the frame against the floor with all his strength. The glass shatters into a thousand pieces, the frame breaks, and the photograph lies face up under the shards.

"Now you have plenty of pieces," he says, reddened with fury.

Rage makes Harper stand up so quickly that her chair flies backward, hitting the wall.

"What have you done? It was mine, you had no right..."

"It was from the past!" he shouts, interrupting her. "And the past is as dead as she is! Accept it."

And then, something changes in the way he looks at her. Her father lowers his gaze to the shattered frame on the floor. He doesn't look at her, and if he does, he doesn't see her, or he only sees the reflection of what he lost and can't bear it, because Harper looks too much like her mother.

He starts stomping on it, making the glass shards crunch over her mother's image, as if she didn't matter.

"Stop it! Are you crazy?!" Harper shouts, trembling with rage. "She would have hated you! She would hate you for the person you've become!"

Her father stops suddenly and, for a moment, Harper thinks he's going to reconsider, that he'll finally understand that what he's doing isn't right, that this isn't the way, that perhaps something of the person he was before is still there, somewhere, but when he looks at her, she feels a chill run down her spine that leaves her paralyzed. In his eyes there is no pain or sadness in that instant, only something resembling a rage that seems blind, violent, and empty.

The slap comes without warning. The sound is sharp, clean. He hits her so hard that it turns her face completely, and Harper stumbles backward, colliding with the desk. She blinks, feeling the room tilt to one side while a ringing settles in her left ear. Her face burns at first, then stings when she brings her hand to her cheek. He looks at her for a moment, or so it seems because Harper's vision is blurry. Despite this, she sees how her father opens and closes his fist, as if surprised by what he just did, but there's no remorse in his gaze.

"Don't bother coming down for dinner," he spits, before leaving.

The door slams shut so hard that the walls shake almost as much as her face when he hit her. The silence rolls over her like a steamroller, and she remains very still. Not because she wants to, but because her body won't respond. She's breathless, her fingers rigid, and she has the sensation that she has no legs.

Suddenly, her heart begins to throb in her cheek and the pain increases, but not just in her face—in some place inside her body that she can't identify, as if something has broken within her. Her breathing becomes erratic. She feels cold, a sudden and absurd chill that runs down her spine despite the stifling heat of the room. Her shoulders begin to tremble, then her entire body, and then she looks at the floor. There lies the photo, or what remains of it.

The image of her mother with her face torn, just like her soul. She begins to feel pressure in her chest, as if someone were squeezing her heart with both hands. She kneels in front of the remains, careful not to cut herself. She tries to gather the pieces, but her hands won't stop shaking. She doesn't understand. She doesn't know how they got to this point.

When did her father become like this? Was he always this man and she couldn't see it? Did her mother know? Did he hit her too? Or has her death destroyed him so completely that nothing remains of the calm, loving father she remembers?

She leans back, resting her back against the bed. And without having control over her body, she begins to cry. She doesn't scream or sob, she just lets the tears fall one after another, silent like everything in this house since her mother is no longer here. She curls up until she feels herself becoming invisible and continues crying because if her mother were still alive, this wouldn't have happened.

He would never have done this to her. She knew how to calm him, knew how to talk to him, knew how to be the anchor that he has now lost. She cries for herself, for having stood still, for not having done or said anything. And she cries because she is afraid.














Chapter 1










Brooke Landy thanks the waiter as he serves her scrambled eggs, while her mother receives her toast with jam, her usual breakfast for the past few months. The aroma of coffee floats between them, mingling with the bustle of the café they've frequented for years.

"You should order more, Brooke, you eat so little," her mother comments while starting to spread her toast.

Brooke doesn't bother responding because this discussion is always the same. She could tell her no—and it's true, she eats well—but her mother can't help being a mother who worries excessively. Brooke has been asthmatic since birth, and for Jessica Landy, any factor could trigger an attack in her daughter: eating too little, working too much, stress, excessive exercise, crowded environments... When she told her parents at twenty that she was moving out, her mother nearly had a heart attack because such an event meant she could no longer care for and protect her as she thought necessary. Even now that Brooke is thirty, she continues to fret as if her daughter were incapable of taking care of herself.

"You've got jam on your shirt sleeve," Brooke points out with her fork, and her mother's eyes widen as she clicks her tongue.

Brooke lets out a small laugh, and her mother looks at her with disapproval at first, but then smiles too.

"Well, nervous about your first day?" Jessica asks before taking her first bite.

Brooke shrugs and sighs, feeling something that dances between anxiety and excitement.

"A little," she confesses, while moving her fork through her food.

Today is her first day working at one of the universities in San Diego, California. Although she's a licensed physical therapist with a guaranteed position waiting for years at Landy Sports Therapy Center—her parents' sports physical therapy center, one of the most reputable where elite athletes often go—she prefers to follow her own path while she can.

Brooke adores softball; she became passionate about it as a child, and although she played on school teams, her asthmatic condition only allowed her to be a substitute who watched the rest of her teammates from the bench. It was rare that she could complete a practice without using her inhaler, but she liked it so much that no coach objected to her being part of the team. She remembers afternoons contemplating each pitch, each run, or each play, while memorizing strategies and movements from a perspective that few had.

During her college years, things changed. They wouldn't let her play, but she could be the coach's assistant, where she contributed a lot because she had almost always viewed the sport from the bench. Her years of observation became her greatest advantage. After graduating, she simply decided she wanted to be a coach while she could—to the dismay and concern of her parents—so for a year, she accepted a position as an assistant coach for a team in the league. Then she spent three years coaching a youth team sponsored by a foundation and another four coaching a team at a private university. This year, they've offered her a job at her old university—the closest to her home—where she'll not only coach the girls' softball team every afternoon, but they've also hired her as a professor of advanced sports biomechanics and sports rehabilitation for students pursuing physical therapy degrees, subjects she'll teach on Tuesday and Thursday mornings, plus an hour of personalized tutoring on Wednesdays for students who need it.

She's never worked as a professor before, and she's truly excited about it because, although softball fascinates her, being a physical therapist is in her blood. She's experienced it since childhood and loves it too, and it's what she'll dedicate herself to once she can no longer work as a coach.

"Are you sure you want to do this? You know that at the clinic..." her mother begins.

"Mom..." Brooke interrupts, trying to control her frustration at a conversation they've had millions of times.

"I know, honey," says Jessica, placing a hand affectionately on her arm. "But Camila is there, she's your best friend..."

"And I see her often. I don't need to work with her for her to remain my friend."

She met Camila during college. They became friends practically from day one, and upon graduating, Camila managed—without Brooke's help—to get an internship at her parents' center, where they later offered her a six-month contract, and now she's one of the permanent staff members.

"I just want to make sure you're okay," her mother says.

Brooke can understand her; she knows her mother can't help worrying and would be more at ease knowing she works at the clinic, where if she feels unwell, she and her father would be nearby. Plus, she wouldn't be coaching, which is where she usually suffers more attacks because sometimes she forgets she can't engage in prolonged physical exertion and ends up on her knees gasping for air. Too many times her mother has seen how her illness takes her breath away until she's pale, sometimes motionless. She remembers once at a school championship, when she was barely fifteen and her mother held her in her arms while the ambulance arrived, whispering words of encouragement with a voice broken by fear. She can't blame her for feeling uneasy.

"Let's go over your schedule," says Jessica, putting on her glasses while taking out her phone.

Brooke snorts and rolls her eyes while her mother focuses on the screen and enlarges the image of the schedule she sent her.

"You train the team every afternoon for two and a half hours," she mutters with disapproval. "Isn't that too much?"

"It's standard," Brooke responds, arming herself with patience.

"And you teach classes on Tuesday and Thursday mornings," she says this last part as if it concerns her less, because it actually does—it's unlikely Brooke would suffer an attack in the middle of a class, though not impossible. "We could have breakfast together every Monday, like today."

"Sounds good to me," Brooke agrees.

"And you should decide which day you'll visit the center. You know your father likes to see you there, showing interest."

"I am interested in the center, Mom, just not right now. I'll still drop by occasionally."

"I know, it's just that we'd both feel better having you there, you know that. But anyway, you're a grown woman, aren't you?" she says with a resigned sigh.

Brooke smiles, grateful because, deep down, her parents support her and have never tried to clip her wings despite her limitations.

"Do you have your inhaler in your gym bag?" her mother asks while raising her hand to ask for the check.

"Yes," Brooke responds with a smile.

"And in the car?"

"In the car, in my purse, and in yours," she replies, arching an eyebrow that draws a laugh from her mother.

"Perfect. I'll let you go now. I have my first patient in half an hour and don't want to be late. Good luck on your first day, honey. Call me to tell me how it went."

"I will, Mom," she says, allowing herself to be squeezed in her mother's arms.

"Oh," her mother says, turning around as she's walking away, "and be careful with the students. I'm sure you'll drive more than one of them crazy."

Brooke nearly trips over one of the chairs.

"Mom, what are you talking about?" she asks, red as a tomato, quickening her pace to catch up and make her lower her voice.

"What? You're very cute and in your thirties. Don't tell me you wouldn't notice an attractive older professor."

Of course she would—in fact, she noticed a couple during her university days and hooked up with one of them, but that's information her mother doesn't need to know.

"We'll talk later, Mom," she responds, leaving a quick kiss on her cheek before heading toward her car.














Chapter 2










Brooke arrives at the field half an hour before practice begins. She always does this; it's something that helps her relax and also think clearly when she needs to. And today, above all, she needs the former—to calm herself because, even though she's done this hundreds of times, the first day with a new team always makes her nervous. She breathes deeply, absorbing the smell of clay dirt and freshly cut grass that brings back so many memories.

She drops her gym bag on the bench, makes sure her inhaler is inside, and turns toward the field, unable to contain a half-smile as she surveys it. She doesn't even know them yet, but she can already imagine them shouting, hears the bat striking the ball and the ball cutting through the air as it travels until it crashes into a glove. Just thinking about it sends a gentle flutter through her stomach. Her phone vibrates in her pocket, snapping her out of her trance, and when she checks the screen, she sees her friend Camila's name.

"Are you skipping out on a session at the center?" Brooke asks as soon as she answers.

"Your parents aren't slave drivers, you know? I also get break times between sessions, though I'm not sure I should be spending them calling my best friend to wish her luck," Camila responds, pretending to be offended. "Do you have everything ready?"

"Yeah, well, I was just about to check the equipment," Brooke answers, sitting on the bench and using the toe of her sneaker to push dirt back and forth.

"I'm guessing you're nervous, but you know it'll go well, right? The girls will adore you like they always do, just relax."

Brooke stops moving her foot and nods, sighing deeply, trying to let the tension leave her body.

"The truth is right now I feel like my heart's about to jump out of my mouth. I feel like I'm fifteen instead of thirty, like they're the authority and I'm the scared girl who..."

"Stop it, Brooke," Camila interrupts her, "the same thing happens to you every first day. You panic for a few minutes, but then it passes and you become that brilliant coach, strict but fair, friendly when they behave and terrifying when they don't," she summarizes as if delivering a verdict.

Brooke lets out a nasal laugh, nodding even though Camila can't see her. It's true that the fear always hits her, but it doesn't last long.

"Thanks for calling, Camila," she says when she sees the group of girls beginning to come through the field entrance.

"You're welcome, we'll talk later. And remember, if they ask if you're single..."

"Jesus, Camila," Brooke cuts her off, horrified.

"What?" she teases, "it wouldn't be the first time. Have an answer ready so you don't end up looking like a deer in headlights. Anyway, I'll let you go, I have things to do too. Good luck."

When she hangs up, Brooke stares at the screen for a few seconds while listening to the laughter and voices of the girls as they approach. Finally, she puts the phone in her pocket and looks up. There they are, loaded with backpacks, bats, caps, and that euphoric expression typical of the first day. She stands up and observes them carefully—she always does this. She likes to see them interact off the field because it's a very simple way to discover each one's character. She can recognize a leader, the one who might give her problems, the typical one who's here out of obligation, the funny one of the group, the shy one or the bold one. These attitudes sometimes transfer to the field as well, which is why she likes to size them up beforehand, and so far, she's already located the funny one and the shy one.

The first is a redhead, tall, with her hair in a low braid and cheeks reddened by the sun, probably sprinkled with freckles. She's at the head of the group, raising her voice above the others, making one joke after another because several of them can't stop laughing. The shy one brings up the rear of the group, wavy brown hair poking through in a ponytail from the back of her cap. Evasive gaze, head down, smiling timidly from time to time.

They reach her position and their greetings intermingle as they set down their things before forming a disorganized semicircle in front of her.

"Hello everyone," Brooke greets, trying to control her initial nervousness. "My name is Brooke Landy and I'll be your new coach for this year."

She hears several murmurs of approval and even a whistle that nearly makes her choke, but she doesn't flinch in front of them. She knows that showing weakness on the first day is like inviting a pack of wolves to a feast.

"I'm also a professor at this university, so it's possible some of you will see me in the classroom as well..."

"How interesting," interrupts the redhead, making the others smile.

"That will depend on your grades, assuming you're my student, of course," Brooke fires back, tilting her head.

Laughter erupts and she allows them to let it out. Brooke isn't a strict coach; she likes having good chemistry with the team. She knows that's very important for communication to flow and be reflected in the results.

"Are you a Landy from Landy Sports Therapy Center?" one of the girls asks.

Brooke scratches the back of her neck with a mixture of discomfort and pride.

"Yes. My parents run the Landy Sports Therapy Center in La Jolla. So if you get injured, you'll probably end up on one of our treatment tables. But let's try to avoid that, please," she responds, quickly moving on from the topic.

More laughter, and that manages to completely relax her.

"Anyway," she raises her voice to capture the group's attention, "we're here to train now, not to take notes or talk about injuries. I've reviewed your files and I know your positions, but I'd like you to introduce yourselves. Name, field position, age or year, and if you're feeling brave, an interesting fact about yourself. This way we break the ice and I can put faces to your names."

"Of course," says the redhead, stepping forward.

Brooke can't help but laugh; she's clearly the funny one of the group, and a bit cheeky too. Every team usually has one, and in her opinion, they're essential for defusing tense moments.

"I'm Noa, the friendliest of them all, as you've probably noticed, Coach Landy," she says, spreading her arms while the others laugh.

"I can see that," Brooke comments, arching an eyebrow. "Anything else, Noa? Or are you just a redhead with a sense of humor?"

She winks at her and Noa bursts out laughing.

"I'm second base and I'm here to serve you," Noa says, making a theatrical bow before stepping back.

Laughter once again fills the group, and Brooke shakes her head, pointing to another girl to introduce herself.

"Olivia Cruz," she says, tilting her head with a naturally seductive gesture. It's not directed at Brooke, it's simply her way of interacting. "I'm the captain, Coach. I'm twenty-two and I'm graduating this year, at least that's my plan, so it's my last year on the team."

"Good, Olivia, let's hope it's a great season then," Brooke nods approvingly as she steps back.

The next girls introduce themselves one after another without any issues until only one remains—the shy girl with the evasive gaze who twists the hem of her shirt when she realizes it's her turn.

"Come on, Harper, let Coach Landy hear your beautiful voice," Noa blurts out, earning an elbow from Olivia that Brooke catches from the corner of her eye.

The gesture catches her attention because Olivia doesn't seem to be joking; Brooke gets the impression that she came to Harper's defense.

Harper raises her head and looks at Brooke, but when their eyes connect, Brooke notices how the player startles slightly, as if her lungs had just emptied. She's never seen cheeks flush so quickly, nor lips part and tremble in such an adorable way as Harper's do in that moment. She's hypnotized as she observes her, not understanding this reaction. Actually, she does understand, but she refuses to believe this is happening to her—that she has witnessed the instant when something clicked inside one of her players upon seeing her, when she experienced love at first sight, because that's what just happened to Harper. And Brooke knows because she perceives it, even if she can't explain how.

"Harper's cat got her tongue," announces Noa with another laugh that the others join in on, including Olivia.

Brooke doesn't detect any malice in the laughter of any of the players, just camaraderie because she imagines they're all aware of her shyness, but Harper shrinks a little more after the comment, and suddenly Brooke feels very protective of her.

"You're not the cat, are you?" she asks Noa, crossing her arms while Harper watches her attentively.

"Oh no, Coach," Noa raises her hands in mock horror. "I don't eat women's tongues," she adds teasingly, provoking another wave of laughter among her teammates.

"Well I do, Noa. So shut your mouth," Brooke fires back like a missile.

Instead of closing her mouth, Noa's jaw drops in surprise while her teammates burst into laughter louder than before. Brooke, already thinking she'll regret making her preferences clear later, uses this moment to approach Harper.

"Harper, right?" she asks with more gentleness than she intended.

She nods slowly, and when she raises her gaze again and Brooke can see her face up close, it leaves her breathless. Harper has the most intense honey-colored eyes Brooke has ever seen in her life, with a mixture of vulnerability, determination, and shyness that disarms her, cutting off her breath faster than an asthma attack.

And then it happens—Brooke's heart flips and beats so fast that her ears buzz. The feeling is so intense that, for a moment, she feels disoriented within her own body. What the hell is happening to her?

"Would you like to tell us your position and your year?" she asks, making an enormous effort to keep her voice steady.

"I'm a pitcher, Coach Landy," Harper responds, finally letting her hear her voice. "I'm twenty-one and it's also my last year," she says, lowering her gaze again so that all Brooke can see, besides the brim of her cap, are her lips, moist and slightly parted.

Brooke swallows, feeling her throat suddenly go dry.

"Well, welcome, Harper," she whispers, concluding the introductions.

She turns and walks toward the bench, taking a few seconds to compose herself because Harper's gaze has left her unsettled in a way she doesn't understand. This shouldn't be happening to her. Harper is a player and she's her coach; she could even be her student, but something has twisted inside her and she doesn't know how to handle it. Has she just experienced another crush? Brooke blinks, incredulous. And it's only her first day on this job, not even that—her first hour.

"Alright, let's start with the warm-up," she announces, determined to focus. She'll have time to analyze what just happened later. Maybe with a keg of beer while talking to Camila.

They begin with joint mobility exercises and then some light cardio. Brooke directs them energetically, walking among them, correcting postures and cracking jokes occasionally. She strives to be present and focused, but there's always something that inevitably leads her to pay a little more attention to Harper than to the others.

Harper has an innate elegance when she pitches and perfect posture. Her technique is refined, and the ball flies from her hand as if it were part of her body—until she realizes Brooke is watching her. Then she hesitates, her body tenses, and she loses precision. When Brooke gives her instructions, she responds with a whisper and avoids her gaze. Yet when she thinks Brooke isn't observing her, she's different. A silent leader, strong and precise. Harper has something magnetic without being aware of it. And she attracts Brooke like a magnet.

Brooke looks away, aware that she can't think about her this way.

During a break, she leans against the fence while trying to focus. Harper is sitting with a water bottle between her hands, talking to Olivia. Brooke notices her profile, the line of her jaw, and how she tucks a strand of hair that escapes from under her cap behind her ear. Olivia says something and Harper smiles, revealing quite pronounced dimples, especially the left one, and her smile pierces through Brooke, confirming that this is really happening. That Harper stirs things in her that she can't control.

She definitely needs to maintain distance, be professional, and establish her own boundaries. Though she can't deny the obvious—Harper Morris has awakened something in her that has been dormant for a long time, and that's a problem. A problem with honey-colored eyes and a left dimple she'd like to kiss. Brooke Landy is screwed.














Chapter 3










Harper enters the advanced biomechanics classroom ten minutes before the scheduled time. This isn't unusual for her; she typically arrives early everywhere she goes. It gives her a sense of control, or at least that's what she likes to believe. But today it's not about that—today it's about fear and nerves, an absurd attempt to manage the anxiety that's been devouring her stomach all morning.

The classroom is still nearly empty, with just a couple of guys in one of the back corners, headphones on and backpacks on their desks. She hesitates at the entrance while surveying the room. Normally, she sits in the front rows—it helps her concentrate, pay attention, and avoid unnecessary distractions—but today she doesn't think being there will help, so she heads toward the middle of the classroom and drops into an aisle seat, hoping it might make her invisible to her.

Last night, when she got home after practice, she perfectly remembered what Coach Landy had said during her introduction: "I'm also a professor." She opened her laptop to check her class schedule, looking at the name of the instructor assigned to each course. And there it was, her name, twice to be exact: Brooke Landy, professor of Advanced Biomechanics and Sports Injury Assessment. She felt the floor shift beneath her feet, a mixture of fear and vertigo, confusion and euphoria. For a few seconds, she froze in front of the screen, holding her breath with her pulse racing, unable to look away from that name that now seemed to blink before her eyes.

And now she's here. In her class. Pretending she can breathe normally. Harper sinks into her chair and tries to focus on the subject while the classroom fills up, though the only thing occupying her mind is the memory of those brown eyes when she looked at her. Olivia enters the classroom and searches for her. They usually sit together whenever possible, but the only seat next to Harper is taken, so after greeting her, Olivia sits a couple of rows ahead. The murmurs continue to fill the room until the door opens, and Harper feels the current run through her, confirming that what happened inside her body yesterday was real.

Coach Landy, or Professor Landy, bursts into the classroom. She's not wearing a cap, nor a sweatshirt or athletic pants. Now she's wearing dark jeans and a white t-shirt that fits her body as if it were designed specifically for her. She's simple and natural, and her beauty radiates toward Harper in a devastating way.

And then Brooke sees her. Among all the people in the classroom, her gaze stops on Harper, and for a moment, Harper feels like they're alone. The air becomes strange and difficult to breathe. Brooke doesn't smile, nor does she frown; she just observes Harper as if she already knew she was there from the moment she entered, as if she had known even when she was still in the hallway. Harper freezes under this overwhelming sensation, and her heart races again, so strongly that it hurts and makes it difficult to swallow.

Suddenly, Brooke looks away and walks to her desk. She puts down her backpack, connects her laptop to the projector, and turns to face them again, only now she does it with a smile that melts Harper.

"Good morning," she says, in a tone that blends friendliness and authority. "My name is Brooke Landy, and I'm your professor for Advanced Biomechanics. Some of you already know me from the softball team," she comments, and although there are four girls from the team in this class, Brooke only looks at Harper for a fraction of a second.

Harper's stomach flips again and her breath freezes. She doesn't think she can survive this woman if she keeps provoking these reactions in her body with just the power of her gaze.

"Before we start," says Brooke, looking away from Harper when she notices her blushing, "I'd like us to introduce ourselves. I know most of you already know each other, but I don't. I'm not asking for a resume, just your name so I can put a face to it."

The introductions start from the front rows. Brooke walks around the classroom while students say their names, some mention their year or why they're taking these studies. She listens attentively and makes brief comments, laughs with some of them, and quickly wins over the entire class. Harper realizes that she's not only an attractive woman, at least to her, but also charismatic and imposing, which makes her like her a little more.

She's getting closer, just one row ahead, and Harper feels cold sweat dampening the back of her neck. She breathes deeply because she doesn't want to freeze up like yesterday; she doesn't want her to think she's... Suddenly, Coach Landy is in front of her, and her perfume envelops her. Yesterday she wasn't close enough to perceive it, or the field air didn't allow her to, but she likes it—it's soft, not invasive, almost imperceptible, but so pleasant that it makes her dizzy.

"And you?" asks Brooke, and her left corner of her mouth twists slightly upward.

Their gazes lock again for a fraction of a second. Harper also curves her lips slightly, flattered that Brooke knows her name and yet is still there, asking her again, interacting with her. Her smile is very brief because her shyness is overwhelming her, but it lasts long enough for Brooke to see that dimple she likes so much forming at her left corner.

"My name is Harper," she manages to say, and Brooke smiles because she already knows. "I'm in my final year."

She can't close her mouth when she stops speaking, nor can she stop looking at her, because Brooke is also looking at her, and Harper sees her own reflection in those brown eyes. She has the feeling that Brooke perceives her uneasiness, and then, in what seems like an attempt to help her relax or a gesture of complicity, Brooke winks at her. It's quick, a natural, discreet gesture, something she does just before moving on, but Harper's entire body trembles and she feels heat rising from her neck to her cheeks while a whirlwind of butterflies dances in her chest. For a moment, she feels like she might faint while Brooke continues talking with the rest of her classmates as if nothing had happened. As if Harper's entire universe hadn't just been altered.

The class begins and Brooke positions herself next to the projector to start her explanation. Harper tries to concentrate and think about biomechanics, tendons, muscles, and body planes, but every time she looks up and meets her eyes, something vibrates through her body. And Brooke always seems to be looking at her—at least that's the feeling Harper gets—and each time she does, Harper lowers her head because she can't breathe under that intensity.

"Alright, let's finish with a practical exercise," Brooke announces toward the end of class. "I want everyone to stand up and practice evaluating hip flexion in the standing position. We'll observe how it affects the posture of the spine and the overall balance of the body."

Everyone stands up. Harper too, of course. She tries to appear confident, professional, and normal, though she feels like a porcelain doll about to shatter.

They pair up. Harper is matched with a classmate named Kayla. They practice once. Then again. Harper corrects her position and Kayla adjusts hers, while both pretend they know what they're doing. Brooke approaches from behind. She goes around checking each pair. Lightly touching one's back, another's shoulder. Pointing out an error here, praising good execution there.

"Pay attention to the alignment of the ankle with the knee," she tells a classmate to Harper's right.

Brooke approaches Harper, and she suddenly goes rigid, her heart racing so wildly that she doesn't understand what Kayla is saying when her lips move. Brooke hesitates. For a moment, she considers passing by, but if she doesn't correct Harper's position, she wouldn't be doing her job properly.

And then Harper feels her behind her and it happens. Coach Landy's hands touch her. It's something very subtle and delicate. Brooke does it with just her fingertips, grazing the lower part of her back to correct her position.

"Relax your shoulders," she whispers, so close to her ear that Harper shivers at the warmth of her breath, "let your weight drop down a bit."

The coach is taller than her, nearly half a head taller, and her breath slides right behind Harper's ear. Harper's skin prickles and she prays that Brooke doesn't notice she's holding her breath, but the professor does notice—it's as if she has a sixth sense for detecting every reaction in Harper, which only intensifies the connection she feels with her.

"That's it," she adds, without fully moving away. "Much better."

She brushes Harper's hair slightly away from her neck without actually touching her skin, doing it only to observe her posture and make sure it's correct, but Brooke feels her stomach flutter before stepping aside. And Harper feels dizzy. Literally. She has to blink several times to maintain her balance when Brooke moves away, focusing on not collapsing.

"Are you okay?" Kayla asks.

"What?" Harper responds, not knowing what she's talking about.

"You're red," she says, pointing at her, "looks like you have a fever or something."

Brooke overhears and suddenly turns around. Her brown eyes observe Harper with a mixture of concern and curiosity—she couldn't define it exactly—but Harper needs to respond before she approaches again.

"Yes, I'm just overheated," she answers, fanning herself with her hand. "It's really hot in here."

Brooke turns around to continue reviewing postures, but before moving completely away, Harper thinks she catches a glimpse of a smile on her lips that once again makes butterflies dance in her chest. She turns and goes back to practicing with Kayla while wondering how she's going to manage these emerging feelings for Coach Landy.














Chapter 4










Brooke parks her car in the university parking lot. There are still forty minutes before practice, but, as always, she prefers to arrive with plenty of time to spare. Today she's calmer, no longer feeling the nerves of the first day, and she's mentally planning the training session until she hears a sound she would recognize anywhere: that of a ball cutting through the air.

Surprised, she stops when she sees a figure on the field. She adjusts her visor and tilts her head to avoid the sun, and then recognizes her. Harper is in the middle of the field, completely alone while throwing again and again against a practice net. Brooke's throat goes dry as she watches her. The player isn't wearing her cap, and her wavy brown hair dances through her high ponytail each time she moves and throws the ball. The coach can't stop watching her, taking advantage of the fact that Harper hasn't noticed her presence and is acting normally, without that shyness that paralyzes her when she's around.

Brooke would stay there all day watching how she moves, but she knows it's not appropriate and that, at some point, Harper will turn around and see her, and she'd prefer not to be caught staring at her. So she resumes walking, leaves her gym bag, and approaches the player.

"You're tensing your shoulder too much," says Brooke as she approaches, announcing her presence.

Harper startles so badly she almost drops the ball from her hand. She turns abruptly, as if she can't believe Brooke is really there, and when she sees Brooke's brown eyes fixed on her, she feels heat flooding her cheeks and immediately knows they're turning red.
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