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Chapter One
The Fall from Grace

	The humid Florida air wraps around me like a suffocating glove as I stride onto the mound at Jacksonville's Admirals stadium. The air is alive with restless cheers and the occasional whistle. The people are waiting for me---for my fastball to blast Nolan Ryan's record to smithereens. Sweat clings to my skin, fusing my uniform to my back, but I ignore it. As I zero in on home plate, the aroma of salt drifts in from the ocean miles away. I can smell the asphalt from the parking lot too.

	How long has it taken me to get to this moment? Years. My steadfast training and determination brought me to this day in this stadium. I've been waiting for it all my life, that's how it feels to me.

	This is a no-brainer, kid. Shatter that record. Then you can move on to destroying Aroldis Chapman's fastest pitch too.

	Piece of cake.

	Now it's time for the windup. 

	I position my feet shoulder-width apart and raise my hands to chest height, getting ready for the pitch. A gentle sway follows. I step forward at a forty-five-degree angle, allowing my hips to pivot slightly while my right foot rotates inward to align along the rubber.

	From the corner of my eye, I catch Jared Morris charging down the line, smirking like the jackass he is. 

	The crowd, they're here for me, roaring and chanting as if I've already won the game. They're cheering for the new fastball king---for me, Charlie Braddock. But I haven't even thrown the ball yet. My pulse races in anticipation. But that doesn't matter. I won't let it matter. So, I stare straight ahead at the catcher's mitt, blocking out the noise of the crowd. My arm aches just a little, enough to remind me that I'm not the twenty-one-year-old I used to be, not anymore. I ignore the thought and focus on the pitch that will change my future and make me into a legend.

	Aiming. Concentrating. My gaze narrows as I run through the motions in my head, owning the moment before I pitch that ball for real. The dirt shifts beneath my cleats. An insect buzzes past my ear. The weight of the stadium seems to bear down on me---in a good way. The entire stadium is holding its breath in anticipation, and so am I.

	It's now or never, and never's not an option.

	A strange sensation ripples through me, and I swear I can hear Nolan Ryan breathing down my neck from whatever Texas ranch he's hiding out on these days. I wouldn't mind if he could hear the sound of my fastball whizzing past him. It'll put me on top of the list of fastball legends. After eleven years in the majors, I'm on the cusp of achieving the dream. The kid who grew up in the Iowa cornfields can do something more than slop cows and scrape manure off his boots after all. My dream is so close. I'm so close.

	I scan the bases one last time.

	Jared Morris waits at home plate, leaning off first like he owns the whole stadium. He probably thinks he does. The moron grins like the smug jerk he is, flashing me that white smile from across the diamond. It's not like the play means anything. They're up by two runs. He's just rubbing my nose in it, staying on base to rattle me. Staying on base to piss me off, actually.

	Yeah, it's working. A little bit.

	"C'mon, Charlie, let's go!" Coach's voice booms out from the dugout.

	I jerk my head in that direction. I've got seconds before he decides to walk me and end this. Seconds to make the pitch of a lifetime.  But I know I can do it. I mean, I've done it a thousand times before, though not with my legacy on the line. So...I take one more breath and twist my shoulder into the windup. Keeping my mind blank, I let muscle memory take over. My body knows what to do.

	Everyone in the crowd seems to hold their breath along with me. I push off the rubber and...Jared Morris barrels toward me like a frigging freight train. His gleeful expression distracts me at the crucial second when I let the ball fly.

	Time stretches out like a bad dream that won't let me wake up, forcing me to experience every detail of Jared's obnoxious grin as he runs toward me. Then the sensation of time slowing snaps like a rubber band, and suddenly, he's so close I can see the treads on his shoes.

	I can't move. It's a nightmare. A fucking nightmare. 

	As if it's become autonomous, my glove shoots up to stop him. But it's too late. His shoulder slams into me hard. I'm airborne for what feels like one endless moment of unbelievable shock. As I smack down on the grass with a grunt, a sharp pain knifes through every nerve in my shoulder, the pain sharp and raw. I clutch at my arm, gritting my teeth.

	Something else falls onto the grass beside me. The ball. The one that was supposed to break records today. I stagger backward, dazed from the pain. Then a wave of dizziness hits me, and I nearly fall down.

	Most of the crowd boos and points their fingers at Jared, but the minority gives me the full-on loser treatment. Fans of Jared Morris, obviously. They even throw food at me. I know I'm making faces like some rookie on his first day of spring training, but I can't stop it. Jesus, I can't stop it.

	Then the crowd spontaneously erupts into cheers of a different kind. They shout, "Charlie! Charlie! Charlie!"

	As I stagger onto the red sand of the diamond, I can't figure out what's happening. My shoulder hurts like hell, that's all I know. I squeeze my eyes shut, and I can hear my own heartbeat throbbing in my ears. Surreal spots and colors dance behind my lids like psychedelic galaxies.

	Coach jogs up to me, placing a firm hand on my left arm to steady me. He's careful not to touch my right shoulder.

	"I'm okay," I hear myself say. But it sounds far away and tinny, like a cheap speaker at a discount store.

	"Take him into the locker room!" someone yells above the stadium noise.

	That sounds like Phil Schreier. Jeez, if the team manager is here, I must be in bad shape. Several of my teammates have followed us into the locker room. I slump down onto a bench.

	"Don't worry," Phil informs everyone. "We'll take care of Charlie. Right now, he needs an ice pack, so we'll start there. As for the rest of you...get back out there and win the damn game."

	The crowd's gone silent. It's weird to hear total silence out there. I guess even the opposing team feels bad for me. I need to get out there and show everyone I'm okay. I'm not, but that's beside the point.

	Somebody hands me a bottle of ibuprofen and a cup of water, but I don't bother to glance up. I down the pills and the water in one gulp. "I need to get back out there. Just to wave at the crowd and show them I'm not headed for the hospital."

	Phil gives me a stern look, then he blows out a sigh. "Okay, Charlie."

	I still feel a touch woozy, but I insist on trudging out there alone. The second I'm out of the tunnel, I raise my good arm to wave at the spectators. Cheers erupt with even more volume from everyone in the stadium. Their vocal support lifts my spirits, but I know I have a long road ahead of me before I can become the fastball hero again.

	Out on the field, Jared Morris jogs by me at a discreet distance, still wearing that conceited grin. He makes a point of not looking at me.

	The record-breaking pitch I'd worked so hard for slipped out of my grasp in a single moment.

	Soon, the stadium disappears in the rearview mirror behind me, and I'm whisked back to my apartment with Phil as my chauffeur. I close my eyes and pretend I'm going somewhere else. A tropical beach in the South Pacific, maybe.

	But nothing will ever erase the memory of what could've been but now might slip through my fingers.

	All because of Jared Morris.

	
Chapter Two
The Ultimatum

	Three Months Later

	Phil Schreier's office has the charm of a bad hospital room and none of the warmth. He sits behind his desk, all business, as my legs begin to ache in the hard-back chair. There are too many things to look at---stack of papers, an old computer, his grave expression---so I decide to stare at the floor instead.

	"Here are your options," our team manager had told me two weeks ago "Improve quickly, or face a trade or demotion to the minors."

	The words had hit me like a line drive. I was hoping for a pep talk, but instead, it's an execution. A snort escapes me before I can stop it. These were supposed to be my glory days. Who was I kidding? The fastball king fell from grace and couldn't crawl back up again.

	"You doing okay, Charlie?" Phil's voice pulls me back to the here and now. He leans forward, hands clasped. "Tough game last night."

	Understatement of the century. I nod, letting silence do the talking. My fingers drum a nervous beat on the armrest.

	"The injury's healing?" he presses.

	Yeah, sure, it's healing slowly---like molasses in January.

	"Doc says another couple of weeks." The lie sours my tongue. A couple of weeks until what? I get another meeting like this one?

	Phil tilts his head, his gaze narrowing. "You're not pitching like before, Charlie."

	"I know." My fastball isn't so fast anymore, and it's all I've been thinking about. My shoulder doesn't feel that bad, but still...I can't get anywhere near Nolan Ryan's fastball and or Aroldis Chapman's. Can't even reach my own previous pitching speed. I've lost my game. For good? God, I hope not. Baseball is my life and my passion.

	Phil steeples his fingers, scrutinizing me like I'm a puzzle he's trying to solve. "You understand what's at stake here, right?"

	"Absolutely. I've read this chapter a hundred times. Hero falls from grace big time, keeps fucking it up over and over. No happy ending for Charlie."

	He raises an eyebrow, not buying my sarcasm. "I need you to be honest. With me, with everyone. But especially with yourself."

	A pause hangs in the air, the unspoken words as heavy as bricks. He's gonna send me back to the minors, isn't he?

	Then Phil leans in. "Improve quickly or face a trade or demotion to the minors. Those are your choices, remember? I like you Charlie, you know that. But we can't carry a guy who's not giving us his best."

	I assume I'm supposed to offer up a vow to do better or...something. But my tongue seems to have gotten stuck to the roof of my mouth. Phil waits me out, though, letting the words sink in. Letting me sink or swim, as the euphemism goes.

	"I'm working on it," I assure him. What a lame excuse. "You know I've still got the fire."

	Phil sighs, running a hand through his hair. "I know you think you do."

	Ouch. That was a real zinger. I swear I could almost feel the pinch of those words. "I carried this team for three years, Phil, and we both know it."

	His expression is one part patience, two parts pity. "No one's questioning what you've done for us. We just can't keep waiting." 

	And there it is. The past tense, biting into me like a rusty nail. I had a good run, but it's over. Thanks for everything, don't let the door hit your ass on the way out. I clear my throat, trying to shift the lump that's settled there.

	"We're barely halfway through the season," I point out. My voice is steady, even if my gut is churning. "Things can turn around."

	"If you think you can turn it around, then show us," Phil replies, his tone a shade softer but no less firm. "Soon."

	What I hear is "or else." But what I feel is "how the hell will ya do that, pal?"

	"I'm busting my ass every day," I insist. And I'm failing at it. "Can't believe you'd do this now."

	"It's not something I want to do." Phil's eyes meet mine, and for a second, I catch a flicker of understanding in them. Then it evaporates. "You've got a month, kid."

	One month? That's crazy. Maybe I should give up and start writing my memoirs---From Hero to Zero: The Charlie Braddock Story. Available soon in hardcover and paperback.

	I heave myself up and onto my feet, feeling the world wobble a little under me. What else can I say? "Got it, boss, loud and clear."

	Phil stands up too, smoothing a wrinkle from his shirt. "This isn't personal, Charlie."

	It sure feels personal, for damn sure. Every game, every pitch, feels personal. I've spent too long thinking I'm the one they can't do without. Now that I'm no longer the golden boy, what should I do? Get a job holding up sandwich board signs outside a pizzeria?

	I approach the door, my fingers clutching the handle like it's a lifeline. "I'll get it together, Phil, I promise."

	"We'll be watching." He sounds like a coach. But he means it like a judge.

	I slam the door behind me and storm down the hallway. The sound reverberates through the corridor, but my anger echoes even louder inside me. My footsteps pound the linoleum, echoing like they're trying to outrun me. I wish I could outrun myself. The hallway is narrow, cold, and I feel its chill down to my bones. Phil's words burn in my ears.

	I don't remember much after leaving the office. It's like there's a bell going off inside my head, telling me I've got one month, one month, one month. It won't stop ringing, won't let me think about anything else. I want to punch something, someone, anyone. A stack of boxes in the hallway gets the side-eye, but they don't deserve it. Not like I do.

	How did I not see Jared coming at me sooner? If I'd paid better attention, maybe I wouldn't be in this mess---on the verge of becoming a has-been, a sad footnote in the annals of baseball history.

	I pause halfway down the hall, head bowed, hands on my hips. Phil's ultimatum echoes in my mind. But it feels more like a death sentence than a second chance. The words replay in my head, ugly and real. Improve quickly, Charlie. Because we're all waiting around for you, Charlie. And you can't stop being a failure, Charlie. 

	I thought this was my year to crush the World Series. I thought I was on top again. What a joke. Thinking is clearly not my strong suit these days.

	The fluorescent lights buzz above me, casting a eerie glow on everything, including my pathetic attempt to play it cool back there. I hate how the walls are so sterile, the way they make me feel like a specimen under a microscope. An experiment gone wrong. I pick up the pace, trying to get away from myself. No surprise that I'm the only one chasing me.

	Phil admonished me not to take it personally. But my career, all the years I'd busted my ass for the team, it's as personal as it gets. Every step I take echoes back at me, sounding like the hollow truth I didn't want to hear.

	A murmur catches my ear, stopping me in my tracks. That's Phil's voice. I recognize it before I realize where it's coming from. An open door, just a crack. Curiosity wins, not like it's a competition. I pause, holding my breath. 

	"...can't afford to wait. Need him to turn around fast." His voice is neutral, like this is just business. "Thinking of hiring a new trainer for him. Exclusive."

	The words hit me like cold water doused over my head. I'm frozen to this spot, trapped between staying to eavesdrop and sprinting away. Is that what they really think of me? That I can't even fix myself without a babysitter? Nice to know their faith is as strong as my batting average.

	My fists clench at my sides, tight enough to hurt. Phil is still talking, but I can't hear what he's saying anymore. I don't want to hear it. It's one more reminder that I'm a walking cautionary tale about faded glory. Maybe the trainer can help with that too.

	I push my hands through my hair. Now, even if I claw my way back to the top, everyone will still remember me as the pitcher whose shoulder got fucked, and he left his team hanging in mid-season.

	Leaning against the wall, I feel its cold bite through my shirt. My bag slips off my shoulder and hits the floor with a thud. I want to scream. I want to laugh. But I do neither. Instead, I simply stand here with my eyes burning and my heart beating out the countdown. I have one month, one new trainer, and no chance in hell.

	The burn in my eyes...no, I am not about to cry. Wouldn't that be pathetic? It's dust, that's all.

	I pick up my bag and take one last look at the open door and what's left of my pride. Doesn't that go before a fall? Jeez, even the bible wants to dunk on me. What else can I do? I walk away from the conversation, from the office, from myself. My footsteps echo again, but they sound different now.

	Goodbye, fastball king. Hello, starting over.

	I just pray my new trainer is a badass with five tattoos and biceps like a gorilla. Only someone like that might have a chance of saving my career.

	
Chapter Three
Enter the Coach

	The interior of the training facility feels like a jail cell, not that I've ever been in jail. But this little corner of the hallway I've been relegated to feels almost as confining. It's like I've been punished with a timeout in kindergarten, only worse. I've lost my edge. Why? Because I worry my shoulder will never heal. I deserve whatever punishment Phil has decided to heap on me.

	I drum my fingers on my knees while I wait for my sentence to be handed down. This crappy chair makes my ass hurt, and I swear somebody put needles in the padding. The murmur of conversation filters out of Phil's office, too quiet for me to understand the words. The door hangs half-open in a taunting invitation I don't dare accept.

	"Charlie's recovery isn't just about his future," I hear Phil say. Every syllable feels like a gut punch. "It's the team's World Series dream, not just one pitcher's."

	Whoever he's talking to, I still can't make out their words.

	Speak up, would ya? Don't leave me hanging.

	They shuffle around inside the office as if they've made their decision and informing me is an afterthought. I'm already out of the game. Because of my injury. My dreams don't mean shit anymore.

	The quiet outside the office begins to feel suffocating, and I push up out of my chair. While I shuffle my feet on the concrete floor, I'm unsure whether I should stay and hear the truth or walk away and pretend I didn't. The door remains open as if it's daring me to make a decision.

	I lean against the wall but can't stop tapping my foot.

	A piece of loose thread on my shirt catches my attention, and I yank at it, unraveling more than I intended. It hangs there, like a visible reminder of everything else in my life that's coming apart. I can't let the team down, can't let myself become the guy who once had potential.

	My skin itches, and I struggle against scratching.

	"We need to do everything to help him recover---and not just physically."

	That voice---a woman's voice---resounds clearly and firmly.

	I slide closer to the doorway but still out of sight, straining to catch the rest of what's being said.

	"Mentally too," the mystery woman declares.

	Does she think I'm unbalanced or something? That's crap. Who is that woman, anyway?

	The door swings open all the way, and Phil steps out, as calm as ever. "Charlie, come on in."

	I freeze briefly before trailing him into the office. My heart thumps hard against my ribcage like it's trying to break free. Phil motions for me to sit while I size up his company. There she is---athletic build, chestnut hair tied back, hazel eyes sharp and almost...challenging.

	"This is Amy Keller," Phil explains. "She'll be your new coach."

	Whuh, what? I think my head might be smoking, like a cartoon character. Phil couldn't have said this woman is...my coach? The word slams into me with the force of a fastball. Maybe Phil gave me a pretty new coach with mesmerizing eyes as a test of some sort.

	Amy Keller gives me half a smile, the kind that suggests she means business more than friendship. "Nice to meet you, Charlie."

	Yeah, great, whatever. I slump down onto the chair, still reeling from what Phil's just told me. "You're kidding, right? About the coach thing?"

	The words tumble out before I can stop myself. Smart move, Braddock.

	Despite the tension in the room, Amy doesn't flinch. Her gaze bores into mine with unflappable determination. "No joke, Braddock. I've taken on bigger challenges than you."

	I glance over at Phil, searching for a sign that Amy Keller's appearance is nothing more than a way to screw with my head. Phil's as steady as ever.

	"The team needs you back in top form," Phil asserts. "Amy's got the experience to help you get there."

	My thoughts scramble like eggs in a pan. A woman coach? How's that gonna fly with the rest of the guys? I open my mouth to argue, but Amy cuts me off.

	"Don't worry about your teammates and what they might think of your situation," she explains, as if she's read my mind. "Your comeback is priority one. But if you can't hack the long hours of training, tell me now. You aren't so special that we can't bear to trade you."

	Damn, she's tough---and she doesn't even blink when she says things like that. Her words bite, and I can feel their sting long after she's done.

	"So, what's the plan, then?" I'm trying to sound more in control than I feel. This is my career, after all, and nobody else can save it for me.

	Amy leans back in her chair, arms crossed. "We start tomorrow. Bright and early. Hope you like running at sunup, Braddock."

	Sounds like the seventh circle of hell to me. But if I want back in the game---if I want to keep my place on the team---I need to show her she can't scare me away.

	I straighten up and stare directly into her eyes. "Fine. See you then, Coach."

	Phil pats me on the shoulder as I stand, his touch almost reassuring. Almost. Amy just nods, a silent acknowledgment that feels more like a challenge than anything else. I'm not used to dealing with women like her. Women who look hardball in the eye and don't blink. I'm almost impressed---but not quite. I can feel the intensity rolling off her, and I'm not sure if it charges me up or cuts me down.

	Phil claps a hand on my shoulder, squeezing hard, though not enough to cause pain. "You two will be spending a lot of time together over the next few months."

	Amy lifts her brows. "Not if he keeps stalling."

	Now she's got me cornered. It's a crafty tactic. I recognize it from facing every smartass batter who ever thought they had my number. Pressure me until I crack or rise to the challenge. I force myself to sit even more upright, ignoring the pain that shoots through my shoulder like someone's jabbing it with a hot poker.

	"I'm not stalling," I squeeze out between gritted teeth.

	Her half-smile returns, the one that suggests she doesn't believe a word of anything I've said. Phil waves us off with an easygoing grin. Amy's already ahead of me, her strides quick and confident as we leave the office.

	"Good luck, Charlie," Phil calls after me, which is either encouragement or a farewell before my execution. Not sure which is the worse option.

	The air outside the office feels like the sweetest, cleanest oxygen after an undersea dive to the bottom of the ocean. I can breathe again, only now every breath reminds me of what tomorrow holds. Amy walks briskly just ahead of me, not bothering to check if I'm keeping up. She expects me to trail after her, I'm sure, like some rookie who got called up too soon.

	I trot to catch up with her, desperate to regain some ground. "Do you always assume your players will crumble like cookies?"

	She doesn't even glance back. "Only when they act like they might."

	Great, now I'm hungry for chocolate chip cookies. I manage to stay by her side as she pushes open the doors to the parking lot, the sun hitting us like a stadium spotlight. "You do realize you've got your work cut out for you, right? I'm not exactly known for going easy---on coaches or myself."

	She lifts her chin, those beautiful hazel eyes sparkling with a challenge aimed directly at me. "I never said I wanted it easy, Braddock. Let's see what you've got."

	With that, she heads toward her car, leaving me standing here more riled up than ever---and more confused than ever too. I watch her driving away and wonder how someone so sure of herself could knock me off balance when I barely know her. This is going to be one hell of a fight, and it's too late to pretend I'm not ready to swing with everything I've got.

	My shoulder protests as I shuffle up to my car. Tomorrow looms in my head like a mountain I'm expected to sprint up before breakfast. But fear and adrenaline knot together inside me, pushing back against the doubt I couldn't shake this morning. Working with Amy will be rough. Maybe impossible. But even if she's a hard-nosed ball-buster, I can handle it. I have three sisters, after all.

	Amy's taillights disappear as she peels out of the parking lot, leaving me to stew in the heat and my own second thoughts. I crank the engine and lean my head back for a few minutes to ensure I won't crash my car because I'm still fuming over Amy's comments about me.

	A figure dashes up to the driver's side window. I glance up and groan.

	Jared Morris knocks on the glass and keeps knocking until I give up and roll down the window. "What do you want, Morris?"

	"Heard you got a girl for a coach. That sucks. Wittle Chucky needs a bwankie to cry on, huh?"

	"Go suck a lemon, jackass."

	Jared grins and chuckles.

	I roll up the window and ram my foot down on the gas pedal, swerving out of my parking slot backwards, just barely missing another car. In the rearview mirror, I see Jared still grinning. Somehow, I manage to get home without killing myself or anyone else. By the time I tumble into bed, only a sliver of light hovers on the horizon, about to vanish. I try not to think about how soon I'll be hearing my alarm clock or how much I'd rather just turn it all off and let sleep swallow me whole.

	If Amy Keller thinks she can lob an underarm throw at me, she's got another thing coming. My lids shut on that thought while exhaustion wipes my brain clean for a few blessed hours.

	
Chapter Four
Reluctant Partnership

	The training room's a wreck---bats, helmets, and gear flung everywhere. My foot connects with a baseball and sends it skittering across the floor. It's like walking through a damn minefield. I hate this place, the low drone of the lights, the smell of sweat and desperation. It's the smell of failure, I guess, and it's wafting off me in waves. My shoulder feels stiff, and I rotate it, hoping nobody's around to see me wince.

	To escape the stale smells, I head outside.

	That's when I notice her, standing by the pitching mound like she's the new fastball queen who'll take over my slot on the team. Amy holds a clipboard in one hand, and her ponytail bobs as she shakes her head slightly. Amy wears an Admirals cap, and she's waiting for me. Her confident stance and expression make me uneasy.

	"What took you so long, Braddock?" she asks. "Must've been playing with your ball for too long this morning."

	Maybe I am holding a shiny new ball in my hand, but I don't appreciate her innuendo. Wouldn't mind feeling up those luscious tits, though. Or her lips, which she's currently licking over and over like she wants to devour me.

	Amy glances down at the bulge in my pants, her lips curling up at one corner in an appreciative way. Then she makes a come-hither gesture. It doesn't seem sexual at all, unfortunately. That's just the way a coach might summon a player. I halt an arm's length from her.

	My coach shakes her head and frowns slightly. "Did you go on a bender last night? You look like hell, Braddock."

	"Why are you riding my ass so hard? This is how I am first thing in the morning, buttercup. Impressed yet?"

	She ignores the dig and checks something off her clipboard, completely unfazed. "You need rehab, not a babysitter. You'll hate me most of the time, but I'm the only one who can turn you around and keep you out of the minors."

	I snort. "You talk tough, but let's see your credentials, sweetheart. I bet you're fresh off the T-ball circuit."

	"Let's see your World Series ring, sweetheart," she fires back, and damn if it doesn't sting more than I want to admit.

	I drop the ball and fold my arms over my chest. "Guess you're also the new team shrink, huh?"

	"Coach, Braddock, not shrink." Her steely gaze locks onto mine. Those eyes are fierce, daring me to keep making excuses. "Are you ready to get to work yet? Or would you rather whine and moan some more?"

	Wouldn't mind making her moan...but that would get me into way more trouble. "I'm here, aren't I? That's proof I want to do the work."

	Amy puckers her lips and squints at me for long enough that I start to get seriously annoyed. But I take a deep breath and release all the tension. Well, as much as I reasonably can, considering the circumstances. I glance around at the weights and resistance bands scattered at her feet like some medieval torture setup.

	My coach sets down the clipboard and steps up to me with confidence in her stance and her eyes. "Let's start with some basics. Show me those stretches we talked about."

	"Here? On the field?"

	She rolls her eyes. "No, Braddock. You'll train in the workout room until I decide you're ready for more. Let's go."

	Amy walks away without another word, and I follow like a scolded puppy. Everything inside me screams to fight back, but there's something about her that makes resistance feel futile. Nothing special about the workout room either, with its cold floors and mirrors that force you to face reality. I was hoping for a miracle, but it's the same as always---a place where players go to work off their frustrations or work through their loser phases.

	Amy picks up a resistance band, tossing it at me. "Let's see what you've got, hotshot."

	I catch the band just in time, fumbling only a little. "You mean I have to do all the work myself?"

	She laughs, which throws me off guard because it sounds melodic, like she really finds me funny instead of just pathetic. "Afraid of a little exercise? I thought you'd be happy I wasn't hovering over you."

	Her words needle at me until all my thoughts blur into one persistent hum: Prove her wrong. I loop the band around the bar and give it a test pull. My shoulder complains, but I grit my teeth and keep going.

	"That the best you can muster?" Amy isn't even writing anything down. She simply stands there, hands on her hips, like she's waiting for me to collapse into a puddle and burst into tears. "This is me taking it easy. Can't risk showing off too much at the start."

	"Uh-huh. Try lowering your shoulder a bit."

	I do it her way, fighting the urge to tell her where she can stick that pointer finger of hers. "Like this?"

	"Exactly like that." She smiles, and I wonder if she's surprised that I listened---and did what she wanted me to do.

	I push through a couple more reps, each one loosening the stiffness in my shoulder and winding it tighter in my chest. "What's next, boss?"

	"Weights. But with the way you're huffing and puffing already..."

	A quick glance over my shoulder tells me she's serious, and I don't know whether to be impressed or frustrated. I drop the band and move to the weights. "You trying to kill me, Coach?"

	Her lips quirk into an almost smirk. "Just waking you up."

	Oh, trust me, baby, I'm awake. Your sexy body keeps me charged up all day and all night, if only in my dreams.

	Amy hands me a dumbbell. Her fingers brush against mine, and my dick twitches, though she doesn't seem to notice. "A light one for your delicate condition, old man."

	"Gonna give me one in pink?"

	"Would you prefer sparkles?" She lifts her chin, and there's a dare in her eyes.

	I grunt and get started. The reps go smoother than I expect, but by the last set I'm ready to call it a day and possibly a career. Still, there's something satisfying about it too---like proving her wrong is more important than anything else. The burn in my muscles distracts me from the gnawing doubt in my head. I set the weight down with a clatter and a pointed look at her, waiting for more smart remarks.

	She doesn't take my bait. Instead, she nods and scribbles something on that damn clipboard of hers. "So, what do you think, Braddock? Ready to trade me for someone with bigger tits?"

	The question knocks the wind out of me. Is my coach hitting on me? That would be sexual harassment. So I must have misheard her. I pull in a sharp breath before answering. "I'll give you two more sessions. If I'm not seeing results by then..."

	Amy raises an eyebrow, waiting for me to finish my thought. Waiting for me to crack.

	"If I'm not seeing results, you're fired---and so am I."

	She smiles with satisfaction as if she expected nothing less from me. "Good. Make a decision about your wife before then too."

	Her eyes flick down to my left hand.

	I stopped wearing my ring the day after my ex-wife filed for divorce and announced she was going back to her maiden name. "Alicia is my ex-wife. I rarely see her these days, and I'm not in love with her anymore."

	"Glad to hear it."

	"You don't need to worry about my love life interfering with recovery. I haven't even dated anyone casually for at least a year."

	"Good." Amy folds her arms and squints at me. "If there's one thing worse than a has-been, it's a has-been with girl problems." She waves toward the door. "Now get out of here. Show up tomorrow ready to work even harder."

	I flash her a cocky smile, but my heart's not really in it. "You mean ready to whine and bitch?"

	"Love that enthusiasm," Amy says with a smirk as she turns away, leaving me with nothing but the cold workout room and my own lousy thoughts.

	What she doesn't understand is how desperate I am---desperate enough to beg for help before I leap off the side of the Titanic. But she'll figure it out. One thing I've learned is that Amy Keller is whip smart. Two more sessions? Hell, she'll have me figured out by lunch tomorrow.
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