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For Brooke, my first friend in first grade the second time around. We’ve come a long way, and you’re still bossing me around, but you’re still my favorite.

And because I can’t leave out the other two . . .

For Sarah, my very first editor. It all started with *NSYNC fan fiction. I owe you this career, that’s why you’re my favorite.

And for Steph for always nodding and smiling at every genesis of myself over all these years. You laugh at all my jokes, but have never laughed at me, and for that, you’re my favorite.
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CHAPTER

1

Charlie

The sharp smell of bitter coffee permeated the air as the whir of beans in a grinder grated on my nerves. If I actually had a cup of joe in my hand, maybe I wouldn’t be so on edge, but the line was taking forever to inch forward. And if I was late to my eight o’clock meeting, I’d lose whatever credibility had been afforded to me.

The man in front of me finally stepped aside, blessedly allowing me to relay my order to the young kid at the register. He seemed to be about sixteen with a good amount of bulk, and the possibility that he could be one of my players passed through my mind. Today was my first official day on the job as the new head coach at Douglass High School in Minneapolis, and I was equal parts elated and terrified. I suspected the media would be all over me as soon as word got out that I was the first female high school football coach in Minnesota. One of only a handful of women ever to hold the positon in the entire country.

But I had to get through my introduction to the coaches this morning. This was my first test, the first of many, and to succeed I needed my armor: my comfiest Georgia Tech T-shirt, my lucky orange Nikes, and a calorie-filled drink from my new morning spot, Caribou Coffee.

Plus I had to get to school on time—7:34 turned to 7:35 faster than I would’ve liked.

I stepped up to the counter, reading the kid’s name tag. “Hi, Nate, I need a large caramel high rise with extra whipped cream and two dozen assorted bagels, please.”

He tapped my order into the register. “Thirty-three ninety-seven.”

I handed over my debit card. “And make it quick for me, okay?”

He nodded, offering me a smile. “Sure.”

He ran my card and had twenty-four plain, blueberry, and everything bagels packed up in no time. I grabbed my drink from the other end of the counter and headed out into the bright morning sun.

I’d moved to Minneapolis from Atlanta only a few days ago and had yet to find a place to live. All of my stuff was split between a Best Western hotel room and my car, but until school and my job as a physical education teacher began, I had no real income, which made it difficult to line up a more permanent home. I hoped I’d find a place soon—I was low on clean clothes and needed to do laundry, preferably in a place where I didn’t have some creepy guy checking out my underwear.

I pressed the unlock button on my key fob, and the lights of my red sedan blinked twice as I made my way across the parking lot. The sun blinded me, and without sunglasses, I had to balance the box of bagels and coffee in one hand to shade my eyes with the other. I broke into an unbalanced jog to close the distance to my car, but a blaring horn and a screech of tires had me jumping backward.

I whipped my head to the right, my heart beating a mile a minute, as a man poked his head out of his window. “What the hell are you doing?”

“What am I doin’?” The last thing I needed this morning was to have a near-death experience with some Jeff Gordon wannabe douchebag. “What are you doin’?”

“You ran out in front of me,” he shouted with a wild wave of his hand.

“And you’re racin’ around a Caribou Coffee drive-thru. This isn’t a speedway.”

His eyes were hidden by a baseball cap, but I could tell this guy was young. He dropped his arm out of the window, muscles clearly defined. “You make it a habit of running around parking lots like a lost animal?”

I huffed. “You almost killed me, yet this is my fault?”

He pointed and snickered at me. Confused, I glanced down and realized that when I’d jumped back, I’d lost control of my purchases. My bagels lay strewn on the asphalt in a crumbled mess while my iced caramel coffee with extra whipped cream had spilled down the front of my shirt in an uncanny replica of a Picasso painting.

Perfect.

Just perfect.

I growled and threw him double birds. “Enjoy your day, Mario Andretti. Try not to run anybody over.”

He readjusted the brim of his hat and I caught the piercing look in his eyes. He licked his lips, the corner kicking up to a cocky smirk. “Don’t hurt yourself, sweetheart. One foot in front of the other.”

“Fuck off,” I grumbled, and bent down to pick up the mess at my feet as he drove off. By the time I had the pebble-covered bagels and my empty cup thrown away, it was too late to go back inside and order more. Plus I needed to change my shirt. There was no way I’d impress anyone looking the way I did, especially coming into the meeting empty-handed now.

I fished through the backseat of my car for another T-shirt. Finding a single wrinkled one, stained with what looked like mustard, I shrugged—it’d have to do. A case of water bottles in my trunk would suffice as my gift to lay at my staff’s feet.

I raced over to the school and parked in the back by the gymnasium. The athletic director was there waiting for me.

“Hey, Jim,” I greeted him with a nod as I grabbed the water.

He smiled back, tender and empathetic. His dark-brown skin was weathered with sun and time, and if I had to guess, I’d assume he was in his fifties. But more forward-thinking than I’d give most middle-aged men—or men in general—credit for. “Hey. How’re you feeling this morning?”

“A wreck, but it’ll pass. I just want to get started.”

He gave me a quick once-over. Even with my stained shirt and red face, his confidence in me didn’t waver. He gently squeezed my arm. “You okay?”

Shifting uncomfortably, I cringed. “I spilled coffee all over my other shirt and didn’t have enough time to—you know what, never mind.”

He swiped a hand over his bald head. “Still looking for a place to live?”

“How could you tell?” I laughed in spite of myself.

“Want me to take that?” he asked, referring to the pallet of water I readjusted in my grip.

“No, I’m good.”

“Do you need help finding a place? I know a lot of people.”

I wasn’t normally one for taking charity, not even for accepting help carrying water, but I was desperate. And a door that didn’t open with a slide-in key card sounded lovely. “That would be great. Thanks.”

Jim nodded and led me through the gym to a long hallway with the girls’ locker room to the left and the boys’ locker room on the right, but we walked past both. “There’s an office in the locker room,” he said, his thumb pointing back over his shoulder to the sign that read MEN. “But some people were uncomfortable with you being in there, even though the office isn’t anywhere near the changing rooms or showers.”

With all my years coaching football, I’d gotten used to entering men’s locker rooms without a second thought, but in this new place I understood the apprehension. What I didn’t understand was why we’d stopped in front of what looked like a closet.

“I tried to get you a different room but . . .” Jim’s face fell, and I gulped back the foreboding feeling stuck in my throat. He opened the door with a key and gestured for me to go in first. It was a closet—clean and empty save for a small desk and chair, but still a closet.

“This is my office?”

He dropped the key on the desk. “Yeah, it used to be the equipment closet.” His obvious sheepishness at the school’s not-so-great solution made me feel just a tiny bit better. “You could fit another chair or two, maybe.”

I refrained from rolling my eyes and reminded myself to be grateful. I’d long ago gotten used to these types of inconveniences in order for the men who surrounded me to feel comfortable, but there were times when I didn’t want to be happy with the crumbs. I wanted the whole pie.

As a head coach deserved.

Shaking off the momentary dissatisfaction, I smiled. I’d get over this. I always did, being the odd woman out in the game. After all, it might have previously been a closet, but now this room was my own.

Mine.

“I’ll make it work,” I said, and he nodded.

“Mrs. LaRue, in the main office, will set you up with a key to let you in the building.” He put his hand on my shoulder. “You ready to go upstairs and make history here?”

When he put it like that, my nerves got the best of me, and I blurted out the first thing that came to my mind: “No.” When he drew back, confused, I corrected myself. “I’m not here for the accolades, but I’d settle for a winning season.”

We walked upstairs to the main hall and took a right to room 113. “This is Coach McGuire’s room. Dick used to show film in here,” he said; the latter, I knew, was the previous head coach.

He stopped just outside to pat my shoulder. “You’ll do great.”

“Thanks,” I said, steeling my nerves before he opened the door. Five pairs of eyes snapped their attention to me.

I’d played football with boys and coached with men my entire life. When people told me I couldn’t, I’d smiled and politely listed my qualifications. This wasn’t about proving anything to anyone. I didn’t care what people thought of me anyway. I’d been raised in the game. I was good at the game. I just wanted to do what I was best at.

But in this moment, my knees knocked like they were fighting each other.

I kept my head up, brave face on. “Mornin’, gentlemen.”

Jim stood next to me, the lone friendly presence in the room. “Guys, I’d like to finally introduce you to our new head coach, Charlie Gibb.”

“I brought everyone some refreshin’ water to start off our meetin’,” I said, placing the pallet on the desk in front of me before taking in the faces of my support staff. My focus drifted from one man to the next, each of them regarding me with a mix of curiosity and contempt. All except for the last man. No, the last man’s face held only contempt for me. It was Mario Andretti from the pickup truck.

“I’d planned on bagels, but I had a little trouble this morning. Consider it an I.O.U.” I smiled.

The guy with the lead foot shook his head deliberately, as if disappointed in me. But he’d created this whole mess to begin with. Son of a bitch.

“Don’t worry. I brought some for everyone.” He gestured to the open box of bagels in the middle of the table at the front of the room. “Help yourself.”

I ground my teeth. No way would I eat his bagels after he almost ran me over. And especially not after he stood up and stretched his hand out to me with a self-satisfied smirk. “I’m Connor McGuire, offensive coordinator.”

I met his rough palm with my own, squeezing his knuckles with as much strength as I could muster. Obviously this man was out for my blood. He might have won the battle, but I’d win the war.

I was the general of this squad. And I played to win.
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2

Charlie

I dropped McGuire’s hand and turned back to Jim, who smiled. “I’ll leave you to it then, all right?”

He stepped out of the room, leaving me alone with these five strangers whose wave of incredulity tried to drown me out. I pulled a desk over to sit in front of them, like a buoy keeping me afloat.

“So, I know all y’all are probably shocked to see me.”

“Jim told us who you are, Lloyd Gibb’s daughter,” the one on the end said. He looked young, like he couldn’t even rent a car.

A simple Google search could have told them my dad was Georgia Tech’s head coach, but it wouldn’t have said much about me besides the couple of seasons I’d played in the Independent Women’s Football League and the assistant coaching spot at Tech.

Most people thought I’d gotten to where I was because of my father’s reputation, but I resented that. I’d gone through a hell of a lot more in this sport than any of these men could imagine. I had to work harder, break stereotypes, face sexism and harassment, and do it all with a smile on my face. I’d gotten to where I was because of me. Not because my father was Lloyd Gibb.

Next to McGuire, the man with a gray-speckled beard snickered. “Couldn’t hack it at a Division One school anymore?”

“What’s your name?” I asked him.

“Al Berg. Defensive coordinator. Been here for thirty-two years.”

“Thirty-two years is a long time,” I said. “Just about as long as I’ve been alive.” Folding my arms across my chest, I tilted my head. “In the last eight years, this team hasn’t won more than four games a season. The last time they made it to the playoffs was fifteen years ago, and they’ve never won a state championship. I know I’ve got a lot to prove, but as far as I’m concerned, y’all got a lot to prove to me too.”

Al looked like I’d slapped his mama.

I went on. “I may not be who you thought you were getting, but if you can’t let that go, you’re free to leave.”

When Al closed his mouth and sat back in his chair, I met each of the coaches’ eyes in turn. “I’ve already heard all the whispered rumors and passive-aggressive insults, so if you have an issue with the fact that I wear a bra instead of a jockstrap, you can come to me directly. I have no tolerance for bullshit.”

None of them objected, and I folded my hands on the desk, offering a smile. “Yes, my father is Lloyd Gibb, but I have played football almost my entire life, through college and then on a professional women’s team.” I side-eyed Al when he mumbled something about girls on the field and cheerleaders. “Where did you play professionally, Al?”

His eyes darted away as he wiped the stupid grin off his face.

“Now, since y’all know me, why don’t you introduce yourselves?” I looked to my left where McGuire sat, eyes narrowed on me underneath a perfectly worn hat. “Anything else you’d like to tell me about yourself?”

Palm down, he motioned like he didn’t want any more cards in a game of poker. The resentment was palpable. But I’d deal with him later.

Al was next, acting less than thrilled to have to speak to me. “I teach biology and earth science here too.”

I faced the man directly in front of me. He wore a pleasant smile. “I’m Ken Yang. I’m a transplant from the West Coast. I’ve been with the team for five years, running receivers and helping out on offense, but I don’t work here. I’m a chemical engineer at PVT Resources. Nice to have you with us.”

“Thanks.”

Next to him, a big, meaty guy ate a bagel “Erik Johnson,” he said, wiping cream cheese from his fingers on his shorts. “Line coach, special education teacher at the middle school.”

“Nice to meet you.”

“You too,” he answered, mouth full.

My southern manners had me cringing inwardly. I was no Georgia peach or delicate flower, but my grandma had always taught me that one of the things that separated us from the monkeys was our table manners.

“Last but not least,” I said, turning to the youngest coach on the end.

“I’m Ronnie Rosario.” He scratched his head where three lines were shaved into his hair by his temple. “I played for Coach Nelson a few years ago and needed some income. He took me on for special teams.”

I noticed his solid build and big hands. “Did you play anywhere after?”

He shook his head. “My family owns an HVAC company. I went to work after I graduated.”

“Hell of a tailback,” McGuire said, his first words to me that weren’t laced with wrath.

Ronnie gave me an embarrassed smile. “Didn’t help us much then.”

“Let’s try to get your team some wins then, huh?” I stood up and patted his shoulder before taking another long look at all the coaches. “I’m gonna give this team one hundred and ten percent. I expect the same from you. I appreciate y’all comin’ to meet me early. Tomorrow I want to go over the playbook, see what changes we could make. Same time okay?”

“But tomorrow is Saturday,” Erik said between bites of his second bagel.

“Correct.” I gave him a hard glare so he’d know I wasn’t here to mess around. These five men hadn’t managed to lead their football team to a winning season in years. I was here to do that. And that meant no sleeping in on Saturdays.

He grunted as he chewed, and I assumed that was his confirmation he’d be there. I eyed the rest of the men before moving my desk back into place. “Bring your ideas and skills development plans. This is a rebuildin’ year, fellas, I want to start it off on the right foot. See you in my office tomorrow mornin’.”

“Your office?” McGuire asked with a raised brow. The silence of the rest of the coaches let me know they were all aware of what his question implied.

I clenched my fists and blinked to the windows. My office didn’t have windows.

There was no way we could all meet in my closet like some sad Harry Potter imitation of an office. “Fine. We’ll meet here.”

McGuire smirked, but I didn’t give him the satisfaction of reacting and turned to leave.

“Thanks, Coach,” Ronnie said, and I smiled at him over my shoulder. At least I had one of them in my corner.

I made my way straight to the main office, where I met Mrs. LaRue. She had me fill out some papers for a parking pass and key to the building before I headed back to my office. Which was much different from the one I’d had last spring.

When I’d sat my dad down a few months ago, I’d asked him point-blank, “Do I have a chance here to move up at all? I’ve been at Tech for five years now, and I’m assistant special teams.”

“And recruitin’ coordinator,” he had reminded me.

“Assistant recruitin’ coordinator,” I’d corrected him. The difference between assistant and head recruiter was quite a bit.

He’d given in with a reluctant nod.

“You know I can do more.”

My dad had rubbed his cheek and taken a deep breath. He’d glanced at me, down to his desk, then back at me. “Charlotte, you’re swimming upstream.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I’d asked, my voice raising enough that a couple guys outside his office noticed.

He’d gotten up to close the door. “You’re an excellent coach, but you’ve got two things workin’ against you: your first and your last name.”

I’d huffed, my face heating with anger. He had begrudgingly taught me everything I knew from the time I was a child, and also liked to keep me firmly aware of just how much I had to overcome. “I’ve had to work twice as hard my entire life because of my first name,” I said. “I think I’ve shown you and everyone else that I can do it.”

“And it’s still not enough to change the world.” He’d sat in his chair with a weary exhale. “Maybe in a few years the world will be different because of what you’ve accomplished, but for now you’re goin’ to remain assistant special teams coach.”

I’d sat forward, trying not to sound pathetic as I asked, “What am I supposed to do?”

“That’s up to you.”

I’d left his office in a mood and gone home to open up my computer for a job search.

That’s how I’d ended up here, in Minneapolis, Minnesota, in a diverse and forward-thinking city, with an athletic director who wasn’t afraid to hire a woman and a principal who didn’t care if I was a man, woman, fox, or hound, just as long as he could finally brag about a couple of wins for the lagging school sport. And I could do that for him. For the team. For me.

As I sat down behind my desk, the old leather chair creaked, and I decided I’d make the most of this room. An office did not a coach make.

But in the meantime, I’d grab just a few things: a whiteboard, some markers, magnets, shelves, plastic organizers, a big calendar, and a giant bottle of wine.
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Connor

“ ‘This is a rebuilding year,’ ” Al said in a snickering imitation of Charlie Gibb.

The new head coach.

Charlie Gibb, a woman and the new head coach.

I shook my head. It seemed like I’d been living in the twilight zone since we were informed she was coming on board. To find out I hadn’t gotten the job was a gut punch. To find out I’d lost it to a woman was worse. Then to learn she was Lloyd Gibb’s daughter, it was like I had been run over by a truck. I was sure the only reason they went with her was for name recognition. There was no way she could be good at this job, she was a girl.

I mean, I knew women can do anything men can do. In fact, most of the women I knew were smarter and better people than most men I knew—but football was different.

Football was . . . football. It was rough-and-tumble, violent and aggressive, helmets smashing and bodies slamming in an effort to try to rip the heads off of opponents. Something that I couldn’t imagine she knew anything about, no matter who her father was.

“She’s not wrong on that account,” I said, standing up. The rest of the coaches did too. I handed the box of bagels to Erik. “Take ’em home.”

“Thanks.” He jerked his chin in my direction and lumbered out of my classroom, past the United States map hanging lopsided on the wall next to the door. Ronnie and Ken followed him, but Al hung back even after I went to sit at my desk, turning on my computer to send the hint I didn’t want any company.

“What do you think of her?” he asked as I brought up my e-mail.

I thought she’d stolen this job from me, but before I even opened my mouth, Al went on.

“I can’t believe Jim brought her here. This is all just a publicity stunt.”

I briefly met his eyes before going back to my screen.

“It’s not right. It’s not right that you got passed over.”

I didn’t disagree with him, but Al was a gasbag and on his way out in a few years. I wasn’t about to open my mouth in front of him.

“It’s just not right.” He accentuated his words with knuckle raps on the desk.

I deleted an e-mail about a conference and opened up another message from Ms. Bose, Jaylin’s mom. She wrote to let me know that he had a high ankle sprain and would most likely miss the first week of doubles. It was equally irritating and ironic that the players and their guardians had come to know me as the de facto coach. I’d expected—hell, everyone had expected—me to get the job.

Not her.

I sent Ms. Bose a reply wishing Jaylin a speedy recovery—he was our best running back—then shut down the computer. I grabbed my keys. “I’m out of here.”

Al shuffled up, struggling a bit to get out of the attached desk and chair. “Yeah. We’ll talk later . . . see what we can do about this situation.”

“Sure.” I shut and locked my classroom door by habit. No one was going to steal my poster of the Declaration of Independence. The only people hanging around the building at this time were some administrative assistants and a handful of teachers trying to get a leg up before the school year started. But Al hung around as if I’d change my mind about talking to him. I wasn’t going to. I wanted to go home and nurse my bruised ego with a few beers and ESPN.

I liked to think of myself as a good guy with a strong character, not easily ruffled, but this decision really pissed me off. For so many reasons, not the least of which was that I deserved this. I’d been at Douglass coaching and teaching since I’d graduated college. I’d put my heart into the team, was patient through eight losing seasons, waiting for my time to move up when Nelson retired. And now that the time had arrived, I’d lost out to a woman.

Did that make me sound like a whiny asshole? Probably. But it was honest.

  •  •  •  

I’D SULKED around the house for the better part of the day before Blake called me. He’d been one of my best friends since high school, and he refused to take no for an answer when I said I wasn’t interested in hanging out.

“We’re picking you up,” he said. “Bear’s got the boat ready, and we’ve got the booze. Be there in twenty.”

I grumbled but hung up and grabbed my shoes, hoping to forget about my frustration for a night.

Before long, I was relaxed against the middle seat of Bear’s sailboat on Lake Minnetonka. Bear was the third point in this friendship triangle, and his boat was one of the main reasons I loved him. Besides the fact that I’d known him since we were fourteen and he was like a brother to me.

“Aye, McGuire, rig up the jib on the starboard side.”

With my sunglasses and hat on, I knew Bear couldn’t see my raised eyebrow, but I stared at him nonetheless. I couldn’t rig up the jib on the starboard side even if I knew what that meant, and instead tipped my head back to enjoy the breeze coming off the water. Since Bear had retired from professional hockey, he’d taken up a lot of hobbies, but I had to say, sailing was my favorite. With the perfect, cloudless sky above and blue water below, there was no better way to spend a summer evening. Even if I was in a bad mood.

“You lazy piece of shit,” Bear called from his spot by the wheel. “You’re my second-in-command. How can I be the captain without a first mate?”

“Make Blake your first mate,” I said, closing my eyes.

“He’s too busy making out with Red.”

Red, meaning Piper, beer brewer and Blake’s girlfriend. They’d met when he stocked some of her beer in his bar, and she’d become a constant in his life, as well as ours.

I heard a muffled sound from the front of the boat, but I was too content to crane my head up. Blake’s voice carried over from where I knew he’d been sitting with Piper. “You know we can hear you, right?”

“Yeah,” Bear said. “Get over here, I need a new Gilligan.”

Light footsteps trod toward me before Piper said, “If he’s Gilligan, does that make me Mary Ann or Ginger?”

“You’re Mary Ann, definitely a Mary Ann,” Blake said, his voice close to me now too.

Piper laughed. “I don’t know if I should be offended by that or not.”

I wasn’t real keen on old TV shows, and even less keen on doing anything but drowning my sorrows in alcohol.

“I don’t like this game,” Sonja said as a light kick landed against my calf. I sat up to find her looking at me from under a wide-brimmed fedora. “Talk to me about something.”

Sonja was Piper’s best friend, a personal trainer and boxer. And if we didn’t make up a ragtag group of friends, I didn’t know who did. I, being a teacher and coach, was the only one among us with a nine-to-five job. And apparently the only one with any current stress.

“Not in the mood,” I replied after a sip of beer.

Sonja ignored me with a wry grin. “What’s up with your football team? What are they again? The Woodchucks?”

I groaned, knowing Sonja was relentless when she wanted something, and gave in. “The mighty, mighty Otters.”

I snapped my teeth for good measure, and she tilted her head with a laugh. “You meet the new coach yet?”

This time I turned my face away from her. I didn’t want to talk about this. I scrubbed my hand over my jaw. I’d been told in the past that I needed to work on my communication skills, that I wasn’t good at expressing emotion. Like I gave a shit.

“Did I hit a nerve?” She sat forward, guessing correctly why I didn’t want to chat.

“I’m surprised Bear didn’t tell you.” Because Bear and Sonja were two peas in a pod, and because Bear couldn’t keep a secret.

She briefly looked over her shoulder at the man in question before turning back to me. “We don’t tell each other everything.”

“Yeah, just like I wasn’t looking forward to getting this job at all.”

She moved next to me and smacked my shoulder. I wasn’t used to having girls as friends, but Sonja was pretty cool. Piper too. Except they constantly badgered me with questions.

“What happened?”

“They didn’t promote me.”

She stared at me, waiting for more, and I huffed. “They gave the job to Charlie Gibb.”

The words tasted bitter as I said them, and I cringed.

“Well, what do you know about this guy?” she asked.

“Charlie isn’t a guy.”

A few seconds went by before Sonja picked up her phone and typed. I couldn’t believe she could get Wi-Fi out on the lake. “Charlie Gibb is a woman,” she affirmed, a smile on her face. “Badass.”

As Sonja rejoiced in female empowerment, I seethed in silence. I didn’t get emotional over much, but football had been the one constant in my life, and it mollified me when other parts of my life went to shit. It was predictable even in its competitiveness. There were rules, and downs, and an end zone you knew you could work toward. Life wasn’t like that. Crap happened, goalposts moved.

The head coach position was my end zone. I was within five yards. I’d thought it was mine.

Until it wasn’t, and that was a tough loss to accept.

“Hey.” Sonja turned toward Blake and Bear. “Why didn’t either of you two say the person who is going to coach the Otters is a woman?”

“A woman?” Piper laughed, clapping. “That’s awesome.” Then she caught herself. “I mean, not awesome for you, Connor, I’m sorry you didn’t get the job. It’s just awesome for her, you know?”

“Yeah, awesome.” I gulped down the rest of my beer and tossed the bottle into a bucket.

Bear scratched his head, his long hair up in a stupid man-bun that he thought looked good. “Didn’t think it was important. That was McGuire’s job. She took it from him—”

“Watch your vocabulary, Thomas Behr,” Sonja said, pointing a finger at him. “Charlie Gibb is not a villain. She didn’t do anything besides accept a job as a football coach.”

“I’m just defending my friend,” he countered.

“You can defend without being condescending.”

“That’s true,” Blake said as he leaned forward to slap my shoulder. “Could be worse, yeah? Could be—”

“You really want to finish that statement?” Piper asked sweetly, the daggers from her eyes contradicting her tone. “Want to compare a female coach to something worse?”

Blake pasted on a cheesy grin. “I was just going to say it could be worse than being able to learn from a most likely wonderful head coach with plenty of years of experience.”

Piper playfully thumped his head. “Yeah, right.”

Blake glanced back over to me. He understood that, no matter what way we looked at this, there was no way not to turn my situation into a battle of the sexes. Better to just keep our mouths shut.

Blake grabbed Piper’s hand, whispering into her ear, loud enough for us all to hear, “Come on, Sunshine, I’ll show you how to raise my jib.”

Sonja mumbled, “Oh God,” as Bear high-fived Blake. I stared off into the distance. There was no going backward, so I needed to figure out how to move forward. Guess I’d have to take my own advice that I often told the team: one play at a time, one down at a time.



CHAPTER

4

Charlie

We’d spent a solid four hours going over plays and discussing next week’s practices in McGuire’s classroom. I was met mostly with silence as I told the coaches my plans, but I wasn’t going to be intimidated. Ronnie was on my side. Pretty sure I had Ken too. Erik seemed amenable to whoever brought him food. That only left Al and Connor, although I didn’t think I’d ever be able to fully win them over. Even with the lunch of subs and chips I’d provided.

I cleared my throat, waiting until all eyes turned to me. “Before we finish up, I wanted to let you know there’s gonna be a press conference this afternoon. I’m not a fan of bein’ in front of the cameras so it’s gonna be short and sweet, but I wanted to ask that you not respond to any requests from the media. I don’t want this team turning into a circus act just because I’m here.”

Al whispered something under his breath, and Connor breathed out a laugh as he lounged in his chair. Like he couldn’t care less about any of this. I was tired of it.

“So, guys, if you’ll excuse me, I need to get ready.” I stood to leave. “McGuire, I’d like to speak to you in the hall, please.”

A secretive expression passed between him and Al as he stood up.

I closed the door and stood directly in front of Connor. He had no choice but to look at me, and to his credit, he did. Most men avoided eye contact when I confronted them. All bark and no bite, this male species.

“I couldn’t help but notice you were quiet this mornin’.”

“I’m a quiet guy,” he said, his eyes narrowing. He didn’t have his hat on, and I could see every line and curve of his face—the sharp angle of his jaw, the subtle slope of his cheekbone, the long line of his nose. Not that it mattered. He was a hard one to read with or without a hat on.

“I appreciate that,” I started. “But what I don’t appreciate is your little snorts and eye rolls and the way you sit.”

“The way I sit?” He laughed, low and breathy. An annoying sound, a tease of something much bigger, but enough to know it was directed at me. “Jesus, you’re a real piece of work.”

“Yeah, you sit like you don’t have a care in the world. This is the football team you’ve been a part of for eight years, right? You’re just gonna sit there like you have no energy, and nothin’ to contribute to our meetin’?”

I didn’t wait for him to answer. Whatever he had to say, it wouldn’t have been enough.

“I don’t care what your reason is for not likin’ me. If you want to continue as offensive coordinator here, you need to act like the damn offensive coordinator. So either speak up now or forever hold your peace.”

A second passed. And then ten more.

“Jaylin Bose is out for a week at least, with a high ankle sprain. His mom told me yesterday. Jaylin’s the best back on the team.”

I knew why these were the first words out of his mouth. He wanted me to know he was the coach the parents went to. It was a cheap shot to show he was the supposed top dog.

“I’ll make sure to call her tonight. You don’t need to worry about contacting parents.”

He unfolded his arms and shifted his weight between his feet for a moment before rolling his shoulders back. He had a good four inches on me, but I wasn’t intimidated by his size. I’d stood up to bigger and tougher-looking dudes before.

“This job was supposed to be mine,” he said finally. “I’ve been here for eight years. I know the players, I know where they need to improve and what they excel at. I know this team inside and out, like the back of my hand.”

“Then why didn’t they hire you, huh? If you’re so good at your job, why aren’t you in this position?” I didn’t back down from his stare. He was a good-looking, blond, blue-eyed guy from the middle of America. I was sure this was the first time he hadn’t gotten what he wanted. And he’d lost it to a woman.

Oh, the horror.

Connor seemed to chew on his words before spitting them out at me with a raised voice. “How can you possibly coach a bunch of adolescent high school boys, much less raise our average score per game? What the fuck do you know about football besides your daddy’s last name?”

See, I’d done what Connor McGuire hadn’t. I’d studied—on everyone and everything. If he thought I was coming into this blind, he was an idiot.

I smiled, making sure my features were set into place before I unleashed the fury.

“What do I know about football? Let me tell you. I know you attended Divine Mercy in St. Paul and held the state’s record in rushing yards your junior and senior year. I know you were recruited by the University of Indianapolis, where you had a good couple of years as quarterback until you tore your MCL and ACL from a bad tackle. I’m sure you took that pretty hard, but as far as I can tell, you weren’t gonna get drafted to the NFL. Far from it. So this thing where you think the world owes you somethin’ is bullshit. The world owes you nothing.”

I stepped closer to him, close enough to see his nostrils flare, and went on.

“I wore football pads my entire life. I was a receiver at a championship high school until I was fifteen years old. When boys outgrew me, I became the lead placekicker, scoring the most field goal points three years in a row. I was a walk-on at a top D-One school in Florida and played professional football in the women’s league for three years before becoming an assistant coach at Georgia Tech. Yes, I worked for my father, but I’ve recruited and worked with collegiate players for years, and have had a hell of a lot more experience winning than you’ve ever had. But what do I know about football?”
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