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   TREY DOMATA
 
   SCOUTING REPORT
 
    
 
   Position: Quarterback
 
   Height: 6-4 Weight: 224 Age: 21
 
   Born: Oahu, HI
 
   College: UCLA
 
   High School: Pearl City High School
 
   Draft Declaration: November 28th 
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Awards
 
   SENIOR YEAR:
 
   Heisman Trophy
 
   Manning Award
 
   All-Conference 1st Team
 
   Academic All-Conference
 
   CFPA Quarterback Trophy
 
   Polynesian CF Player of the Year
 
   Sports Illustrated Cover (November 10)
 
   JUNIOR YEAR:
 
   Maxwell Award
 
   Sports Illustrated Cover (September 29)
 
   Manning Award
 
   Davey O’Brien Award
 
   Johnny Unitas Golden Arm Award
 
   SOPHOMORE YEAR:
 
   Sports Illustrated Cover (December 2)
 
   Maxwell Award
 
   Associated Press Player of the Year
 
   
Records
 
   Single Season Total Touchdowns
 
   61
 
   Passes Attempted w/out Interception
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   Career Total Passing Yards
 
   10,805
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   102
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   January 8th 
 
   College Football National Championship
 
   Miami, Florida 
 
    
 
   “You’re runnin’ outta time!”
 
   88, 42, 25, 13, 57, 21
 
   “Come out of the pocket, you pussy!”
 
   Waters, Berdette, Cummings, Defoe, Fredericks, Folk. 
 
   “You sweatin’ yet, Domata?!”
 
   I’m not. There are eleven reasons in red that I should be, over a thousand pounds of angry Alabama defense shouting at me over the line of scrimmage, but I’m not sweating. I’m not scared, and I have only six reasons why I shouldn’t be.
 
   88, 42, 25, 13, 57, 21
 
   Waters, Berdette, Cummings, Defoe, Fredericks, Folk.
 
   This is my offensive line. This is my family. My first, last, and only line of defense. 
 
   It’s all I need.
 
   ‘Bama hasn’t been able to touch me all night. Not one single sack. It’s pissing them off. I can see it in their eyes burning like fire; like the torches of an enemy camp. They want to burn me to the ground. They want to shut me down, but they should have done it sooner because now they’re out of time. This next play is the last play. The last play of the game, the last play of the season. The last play of my college career.
 
   Alabama 28 - UCLA 24.
 
   4th and Goal.
 
   Thirteen seconds on the clock.
 
   This is when quarterbacks crumble. Interceptions happen in crunch time. Nightmares are born in the Red Zone. In ’09 Bates threw high, bouncing it off the goal post; cost Texas the BCS title. In ’97 Griffith passed right into the hands of a cornerback; Stanford lost the Rose Bowl on the resulting 92 yard touchdown. Hassleback in ’94. Gensing in ’03. Yates last year at the Fiesta Bowl. 
 
   Choke. Choke. Choke.
 
   The magnitude of the moment is too much for so many. 
 
   But not for me.
 
   I crouch down, opening my hands to take the pass from Cummings the same way I’ve done a million times over the last four years, because this play is no different than any other. I’ll run it the same way I always have. Calm. Cool. Precise.
 
   I take a deep breath. I call for the snap.
 
   My heart is a metronome.
 
   Tick…The ball is in my hands…Tick…The line of scrimmage is a war zone…Tick…My receivers are on the move…Tick…Capshaw breaks loose…Tick…My pocket is gone…Tick…Capshaw is in the end zone.
 
   I pull up, planting my feet. In my peripheral I see chaos closing in. Red rushing at me. I feel them crowding me, but I take my time. I milk every second to make sure I’m right, and when I rear back to launch the ball down the field only inches ahead of Capshaw, I know it’s good. I can feel it in the release; it’s a perfect spiral. 
 
   It’s a touchdown.
 
   I feel it as sure as the air in my lungs. 
 
   As sure as the lineman crashing into my right side.
 
   As sure as the bones breaking in my hand.
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   January 9th
 
   The Ashford Agency
 
   Los Angeles, CA
 
    
 
   I perch on the arm of the white couch in Brad’s office. He’s miles away with a call on the other side of the country, on the other side of the room, the other side of the shining sea of black floor between us. The monochromatic surfaces of his office are dappled in watercolor pinks and grays from the coming dawn pouring in through the windows, and still it looks cold somehow. It must be the hour. It’s ungodly early. We’ve barely slept, but no one does this time of year. No one in the business, anyway.
 
   Last night was the final game of college football, meaning today is the first day of work for sports agents like myself and Brad Ashford, King of Killer Agents in L.A.; also known on Christmas cards as my dad. He started the Ashford Agency where I’ve been a junior agent for the last two years, but this is my year. This is the year I’ll land the client that will get me on the books. Get me out of Brad’s shadow.
 
   This is the year all of my hard work finally pays off.
 
   Brad hangs up the phone. Without missing a beat, he commands, “Talk to me about the hit on Domata. Do we have an update on his hand?”
 
   “It was bad,” I confirm, the info locked and loaded. “A late hit by Alabama’s biggest defensive tackle. He pulverized Domata. Almost knocked him unconscious. It’s not fractured, he doesn’t need surgery, but he’ll be in a splint for at least a month. Maybe longer.”
 
   Brad sits back slowly in his large leather chair. He laces his fingers together over his chest in that way he does when he’s thinking. When he’s plotting. 
 
   “Damn shame,” he mutters to himself.
 
   “He’ll heal,” I remind him defensively.
 
   “Not in time for the NFL Combine.”
 
   “He can do practically all of the drills with a broken hand.”
 
   “That doesn’t matter. Do you know what bothers me most?”
 
   I have a hunch.
 
   “He. Can’t. Pass.” 
 
   Yep, I think morosely. That’s it. And it bothers me too.
 
   “No, but he’ll go anyway,” I promise.
 
   Brad chuckles dryly. “He got an invite. He’d be an idiot not to, but the fact that he can’t throw is going to kill his draft stock.”
 
   “We don’t know that for sure. He’s been on everyone’s radar all year. He has hours of highlight reel. Coaches will remember that.”
 
   “Not while they’re staring at twenty other quarterbacks making a showing at the Combine. He’ll be over in the corner licking his wounds, being forgotten.”
 
   “Not if we remind them who he is.”
 
   He looks at me hard, his gaze appraising. “He’s been your pick from the start of the season, I know that, Sloane, but you have to be realistic. The kid got hurt at the worst possible time. He would have gone number three or four in the Draft, but he’s looking at having a splint on his hand at the Combine and a half-ass, rehab showing at UCLA’s Pro Day. Not to mention people had reservations about how well he’d fit in at the NFL level to start with.”
 
   “You have reservations. You said he’s not aggressive enough.”
 
   “He’s sunk,” Brad tells me plainly. “He’ll be lucky to draft in the second round.”
 
   “Are you saying we aren’t going to sign him?” I ask calmly, my blood pressure rising.
 
   He turns to gaze pensively out the window, but I know it for what it really is; a tactic. A stall. He’s making me sweat as he takes in the sprawling Los Angeles skyline banked in smog. A cloud of pollution hangs low over the streets twenty-eight stories below us like fog on a lake. When I was a teenager and I’d visit him here, dreaming of the day when I’d be just like him, I’d stare out those windows for hours watching people move like ants below. A lot has changed in my perspective since then, but one thing I know for sure; Dad still sees ants. 
 
   “You’ve been following him all year,” he muses. “Give me three good reasons why we should bank on him and I’ll consider it.”
 
   “Heisman,” I reply immediately.
 
   Brad raises one finger in the air, counting.
 
   I stand, rising to the challenge, because if he thinks I can’t give him a million reasons to bet on Trey Domata, let alone three, he’s out of his mind.
 
   I started tracking Trey during my sophomore year at Stanford. He was only a freshman at UCLA back then. A red shirt not allowed off the bench, but I knew what he had. I knew what he was capable of. I got ahold of his high school tapes, I memorized his every stat. I watched him make his debut the next year where he systematically blew everyone’s minds playing the high-pressure position of quarterback like a seasoned vet. I was there when he led UCLA to a decisive 38-17 victory over my Cardinals in our own stadium. The crowd went wild in anger against him, but I stood in the middle of it all and I smiled. I watched Trey walk through the crowd on the field, breaking the sea like Moses to seek out our coach, to shake his hand with a genuine grin. He was calm, composed, his mocha brown skin shimmering in the sunlight like gold. Like the ticket to everything I’d ever wanted.
 
   I knew then that I wanted to sign him. Even before I graduated from college, before I was hired on at my dad’s firm, before he won half his awards or broke a fraction of his records, I knew Trey Domata was exactly the big name waiting to happen that I needed to make my mark at the Ashford Agency. And now here we are, the day after his final college game when it’s finally legal to court him, and Brad is pumping the brakes.
 
   “One hundred and two passing touchdowns. Fourteen interceptions total for his college career.”
 
   Brad adds another finger.
 
   I scowl at him. “That was two.”
 
   “I want the real reason you’re so hung up on him, because if it’s just stubbornness, I’m not signing him. You’ve had your heart set on landing Domata for months and if you can’t let that go for emotional reasons, then your judgement is clouded and you’re not half the agent I thought you could be. We sign all-stars here. Men who can make money for themselves, for us, and for franchises. I say Domata is dead in the water, not because he can’t recover from his injury but because he can’t make a splash in front of coaches at the Combine. You say he can. Tell me why.”
 
   I can’t tell him why. I can’t explain the feeling I get in my gut when I look at Trey Domata. The rush of adrenaline when I see him play, the ghost of a grin when I hear his voice in interviews. The warmth of pride that spreads through my chest when I watch the play collapse around him and he stands there in the middle of madness, cool as ice. I’ve never met him, never spoken to him, but I know Trey will be great. I know it in my blood, but I can’t tell that to my dad. He’ll never understand that and he definitely won’t sign a lame horse based on my feelings.
 
   Brad curls his fingers into his palm, shaking his head slowly. “He’ll get picked up by an agent today, Sloane,” he consoles me coolly, “but it won’t be us.”
 
   I purse my lips, feeling my temper flare. Feeling my dream slip through my fingers onto the floor at my feet. “Okay,” I grind out.
 
   “Get with travel. Start making plans for the trip to Indianapolis for the Combine. How many clients do we have attending this year?”
 
   “Without Trey?” I ask bitterly. “Two.”
 
   His brow tightens. “Two then. I’ll be on Larkin. Hollis will be with Reed. You can either shadow me or Hollis. Your choice.”
 
   “I choose Hollis.”
 
   “Fine.”
 
   Brad sits forward, bringing his laptop to life. 
 
   I take that as my dismissal.
 
   My heels click loudly on the hardwood floor leading out into the hall. They snap decisively with each step as I trudge my way to my office on the far side of the building. It’s a long, angry walk to the other side of the world, the office size shrinking with every step. 
 
   Everyone thought when I got hired straight out of college that I’d be Daddy’s Little Girl. That he’d give me the best office, the best clients, the best salary in the business. That’s bullshit, though. That’s not my dad. He’s running a business here and if I can’t prove myself just like every other agent in this building, I’m out. I’m on my ass. If anything, I have to work harder because I’m his daughter. He doesn’t want to hand me anything, and if he tried I wouldn’t take it. I want to make my own name in this business. I even considered changing my last name to my mom’s maiden name, but she pitched a fit. Apparently once she left the low income Greenes behind, she never had any intention of looking back. Ever.
 
   Hollis is waiting in my office. He spins around in my chair dramatically, a bottle of champagne in his hands, a smile on his lips. 
 
   It fades the second he sees me. “Oh no.”
 
   “Oh yeah,” I growl low and angry, pulling the white oak door closed behind me.
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “You get one guess.”
 
   Hollis stands; tall, thin, impeccably dressed, and surreptitiously gay. His sexual orientation is nowhere in his appearance. It’s not in his speech, not in the way he handles himself. Not in his clothes or his carelessly mussed black hair. If you sat him down at a table with any straight guy in the city and told a stranger to play Find the Gay, they’d pick the other guy. Every time. Hollis is that kind of sleeper. He’s that scared of being found out.
 
   He frowns knowingly. “He shot you down.”
 
   “With both guns.”
 
   “Because of his hand?”
 
   “Because he’s an old hack who doesn’t follow his instincts anymore.”
 
   “I think we’re talking about different people.”
 
   I sigh, running my hand through my long, blond hair. “Yeah, because of Domata’s hand. Dad thinks it’s going to kill his draft stock because he can’t perform for the coaches and scouts at the Combine. He’ll probably be weak at Pro Day too.”
 
   “He’s got a point.”
 
   I glare at him. “Don’t you start too.”
 
   Hollis raises his hands in surrender, the unopened bottle of champagne still in his left hand. “Hey, I’m with you. I think Domata’s got talent for days. The coaches know that. They know a guy can recover from an injury.”
 
   “But…”
 
   He lowers his hands slowly. “I also think you can be forgotten in the excitement of the Combine. Including Domata, there are twenty-two quarterbacks going to Indianapolis next month. All of them heavily scouted. Maybe Domata was a draw before, but if he can’t prove himself by April, I see him drafting third round. Second at best.”
 
   I collapse in defeat on my couch. “That’s what Dad says.”
 
   “Great men and all that shit.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   Hollis sits down slowly, clunking the heavy bottle of bubbly down on my desk. “You still want him, don’t you?”
 
   “So fucking bad!” I cry in frustration. I sit forward, my elbows on the knees of my black linen slacks. “He’s the real deal, Hollis. I swear to God. He’s got the skill and the strength, but it’s his mentality that’s absolutely killer. He has ice in his veins and a computer in his brain. He processes situations like lightning. It’s unreal. And he never quits on a play. It’s not dead to him until the whistle blows. You can’t teach that. That’s instinct. It’s the stuff the greats are made of.”
 
   “Did you tell your dad that?”
 
   I snort. “That I can feel it in my gut that Domata’s a god? No. He wouldn’t want to hear it. He wants to see numbers. How far can he throw? How much can he bench? How much can he contract for?”
 
   “How much do you think he can contract for?” he asks, quizzing me. 
 
   He does this sometimes. When I was first hired Brad paired me with Hollis to be trained. We hit it off immediately and since that day we’ve been inseparable, even when Brad would like us to be. Hollis became my best friend in the world, and even though I’ve been with the agency for two years now I still go to him when I need advice or help with a deal. In return, he plays teacher sometimes for the fun of it, drilling me on stats and figures. 
 
   I never disappoint, especially when it comes to Trey.
 
   I look to the ceiling, imprinting the numbers in my mind across its blank surface. “If the draft was today I’d say at least eleven million guaranteed in signing bonuses. Probably nineteen mil over four years. The firm would pull a million dollars guaranteed.”
 
   “But the draft isn’t until April.”
 
   I fall back into my seat on a sigh. “By April, if he can’t make a mark at the Combine I’d agree that he’s second round. He’s not gonna get a signing bonus bigger than two million. Five over four years. The firm wouldn’t see more than two hundred thousand of that.”
 
   “An eight hundred thousand dollar pay cut,” Hollis clarifies for me. “That’s the number your dad sees. And it’s a big one.”
 
   “He’s wrong to pass on Domata,” I argue uselessly, unwilling to give up. Unable to call the play dead. Not until the whistle blows and Trey signs with another agent. “He’ll be huge someday. Another Brett Favre or Peyton Manning and Brad’s passing on him because Trey’s having a bad hair day.”
 
   Hollis stands to come around my desk, offering me a hand to help me up. I take it grudgingly. 
 
   “You know what you’ve gotta do, right?” he asks.
 
   “Go behind my dad’s back and sign him anyway?”
 
   “You could, but you’d pay for it. So would Trey.”
 
   “So what do I do?”
 
   “You find another angle. One your dad will understand.” 
 
   He squeezes my hand encouragingly before turning to head for the door.
 
   I gape at him. “What the shit was that?!”
 
   He pauses. “What?”
 
   “What you just said. What angle? What am I supposed to do, Yoda?”
 
   Hollis shrugs his shoulders lightly. “I have no clue. But you’re smart. You’ll figure it out.”
 
   “Are you for real? That’s your advice? ‘Figure it out’?”
 
   “Basically.”
 
   I groan, burying my face in my hands. “Oh my God, you’re worse than useless.”
 
   “And yet I still make more money than you. Weird.”
 
   I point to the door. “Get out.”
 
   He laughs, unimpressed with my hostility. “Lunch later?”
 
   “Sure, but you’re buying, Moneybags.”
 
   When Hollis is gone I sit at my computer for an hour. I watch the last quarter of the National Championship game over and over again. I watch it on every website Google says it’s playing on. ESPN, Fox Sports, CBS College Sports, NBC Sports, The PAC-12 Network, and The NFL. Every single one of them is streaming the highlights of the game on their homepage, and all of them have commentary. Different guys from different networks, but what they’re all saying is the same thing – Trey Domata has the coolest head on a quarterback anyone has seen in years. He saw a world of hurt closing in on him in the form of Alabama’s massive defensive line, yet he set his feet, held his ground, and made a rocket pass into the end zone that landed in the waiting hands of Eric Capshaw.
 
   Touchdown.
 
   The UCLA Bruins are the National Champions of College Football.
 
   “You saw it coming,” I whisper to the screen, watching him take that brutal hit for the twelfth time today. “You knew it would hurt but you didn’t run. You took it for the win. You wanted it that bad.”
 
   The final moments after the game are rolling. The crowd is on the field but the situation is somber. Medics are with Domata. He’s still on the ground, still dazed, but he’s clutching his right arm. Cradling that right hand. No one knew yet how bad it was. 
 
   Finally they get him on his feet. He’s wobbly but he’s up, and when he raises his left arm into the air, pumping it once for the crowd, they go crazy. They start chanting his name. His teammates swarm around him, creating a moving wall of man to keep him covered as they walk him to the tunnel. They’re protecting him even now, even when the game and their time as a team are over. They stay with him because they love him. Because they’d follow him anywhere, do anything for him.
 
   Just like he’d do anything for them.
 
   “You didn’t do it for the win,” I breathe, watching him disappear into the tunnel with his team. “You beautiful, selfless son of a bitch. You did it for the team.”
 
   That’s why he risked everything to take that hit – for his team. He did it because he was their captain and he was determined to go down with the ship. He did it because Domata is not in it for himself or the money or the fame. He does it for the family. He does it for the love of the game.
 
   I hate him for that. I hate him because it’s beautiful. It’s noble. 
 
   And it makes me want to sign him more than ever.
 
   I sit back in my seat, staring at my screen. All of the links are up. All of them running on repeat, that final play happening over and over again across the screen. Across the nation, because this is what the fans are thinking about. Not his hand or what it means for his salary. They’re talking about the win. Trey Domata is a household name today. They love him. He’s a rock star, a poster boy for football inside every home in America. And he could be seen there holding the right beverage, wearing the right gear, eating the right food – all for the right price.
 
   Domata might not be in it for the money, but I know at least one man who is. 
 
   I open an e-mail to my dad, copy all six links from all six websites, and send it to him with one word in the message. The one and only reason I can give him to sign on a gamble.
 
    
 
   #3 – Endorsements


 
   
  
 




 
   [image: ]
 
    
 
   February 26th
 
   Magnolia Apartments
 
   Los Angeles, CA
 
    
 
   4.72 seconds.
 
   Over the last four days, ten quarterbacks have already tested and drilled in the first group to attend the Combine, and so far 4.72 seconds is the fastest time any of them could run the 40 yard dash. Earlier today my roommate and center on the field, Cummings, clocked me at 4.64. My group leaves for the Combine tomorrow, and if I can hold onto that time I’ll be one of the fastest QBs to test.
 
   “What else is left?” Cummings grunts, flopping down on the couch next to me.
 
   I glance over, doing a double take. I groan in disgust. “Jesus, man, where are your pants?”
 
   Cummings looks down at his stark white thighs protruding thick as tree trunks from his orange boxers. “I’m wearing underwear,” he protests.
 
   “Barely.”
 
   “This isn’t church. This is my apartment. I can wear what I want.”
 
   “If I see your dick I’m punching it.”
 
   “I’ll kick your ass if you do.”
 
   He’s talking shit, but I’d hate to see it come to that. Cummings is six feet, five inches of pure mass. I’ve seen him mess up guys almost a hundred pounds heavier than me, and I have no desire to know what that feels like.
 
   He nods to the TV. “Here comes Larkin.”
 
   I turn back just in time to see Andre Larkin, a running back from Ohio State, step up to the line. He’s about to run the 40 and I have no doubt in my mind his time will be better than mine. Normally it wouldn’t bother me because he’s not a quarterback, but he and I have been neck and neck, bouncing back and forth around each other in the Draft projections for the number three and four slots, and if he’s made a strong appearance at the Combine these last four days he’s bound to leap frog me solidly into that number three slot. It shouldn’t feel like a big deal. It’s one slot, and if I make a strong appearance at the Combine when my turn comes, I’ll get that distance between us down to nothing again. Besides, I’ve been labeled as the number four pick before. But it’s a step back, and with my injury holding me down, any backslide feels like quicksand under my feet. 
 
   “He’s been killing it so far,” I admit grudgingly. 
 
    “He looks good. Tight.”
 
   I flex my hand inside my splint, feeling a pinch in the joint on my index finger. “If you get a hard on, I’m leaving.”
 
   “I might,” Cummings fires back shamelessly. “Look at that dude. I think he had calf implants.”
 
   “He’s been at a Combine training camp since January. The agency sent him.”
 
   His brow furrows. “Brad Ashford is his agent too, right?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “He signed you and Larkin at the same time. Why didn’t he send you to camp?”
 
   I look at him wryly, holding up my splint.
 
   “Right, yeah,” he mumbles. “I forgot.”
 
    Larkin takes his position. He waits for the call, then he’s off like a shot. Like a bullet out of a gun.
 
   When they post his time, it’s no surprise.
 
   4.58
 
   “Fuck.”
 
   Cummings looks at me sideways. “You know what you need to do.”
 
   “Don’t say get laid. Don’t say get laid,” I chant quietly, my eyes on the TV. On that time. Tie a steak to my ass and let a lion loose behind me, and I still couldn’t run that fast.
 
   “You need to get laid.”
 
   I drop my head in defeat. “Let it go, dude.”
 
   “You haven’t had a piece of trim in months! It’s fucked up.”
 
   “I’m trying to focus.”
 
   “You’re focusing yourself right back into virginity.”
 
   “I don’t think that’s how it works.”
 
   “If you don’t use your dick, it will fall off. Scientific fact, bro.”
 
   I laugh. “I’m not taking scientific facts from a guy who failed chemistry.”
 
   “Man, fuck you,” he barks angrily. “You know that professor had it in for me.”
 
   “I know you tried to ask her out and she shut you down.”
 
   “Yeah, and she was a bitch to me for the rest of the term.”
 
   “Don’t tousle with a cougar if you can’t handle the claws.”
 
   “Shut up,” he grumbles. 
 
   My phone buzzes on the coffee table. Amber eyes and chocolate hair. 
 
   I silence it without answering.
 
   “They’re doing the shuttle run next,” I tell Cummings.
 
   “What’s your time on that?”
 
   “4.2.”
 
   He hisses through his teeth. “Not great.”
 
   “I know. It’s my worst test.”
 
   “Do you wanna go run it again? See if you can shave your time down?”
 
   My phone buzzes again. Same eyes. Same hair.
 
   I give it the same answer. Silence.
 
   “No. I’m taking today off, remember?”
 
   “Then you should stop watching this. You’re torturing yourself.”
 
   “I need to know what I’m up against,” I reply stubbornly. 
 
   “Your call, but you know what I think you should be doing.”
 
   My phone dings with a new text message.
 
   “And it’s her,” he adds, pointing to my phone. “Tish. You need to hit it and quit it before you get on the plane tomorrow. Get your head right, ‘cause you’re a mess right now.”
 
   I flip my phone over, hiding her face. “I’m not a mess.”
 
   “You’re jittery. You’re doing that thing you do when you can’t control shit. Same kind of crazy you got when you were waiting for the bowl games to start.”
 
   I fall back into the couch with a sigh, running my left hand over my face. “Sex isn’t going to help that,” I lie.
 
   “It couldn’t hurt.”
 
   If only he knew how wrong he is. 
 
   It’s not that I don’t want to have sex. He has no fucking idea how bad I want to. Anything to get my head out of the space it’s in right now, but it won’t last. It won’t fix me. It’d be like a drug, a quick hit that will give me oblivion for an hour or so, but the world will be waiting for me on the other side. The anxiety will still be there, no matter what I do.
 
   All I can do is wait and wonder, which is the thing that’s killing me. Being out of control isn’t my style. It makes me itchy. It makes me angry. Worst of all, it makes me stupid.
 
   “Did you go to the bank today?” Cummings asks, changing the subject.
 
   “Nah, not yet.”
 
   “They’re closed by now. You still haven’t packed yet, have you?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Dude.”
 
   “I know,” I growl, proving him right. I’m wound too tight. I take a deep breath, slowing myself down. “I know,” I repeat more gently.
 
   “How do you even cash a check that big?”
 
   “I don’t know. That’s why I haven’t done it yet. I’m scared to walk in there and have them stare at me like I’m an idiot. Like I showed up with one of those big cardboard checks they hand out at golf tournaments or some shit. I’ve never had that kind of money before. I don’t know what to do with it.”
 
   “A hundred and fifty thousand dollars is more money than a lot of people have had.” He laughs to himself in amazement. “And you didn’t even have to do shit for it.”
 
   “Not yet, no.”
 
   That’s the other reason I haven’t cashed the check from the Ashford Agency; I haven’t earned it yet. They gave it to me as an advance on future endorsement deals. Handed it to me like it was nothing on the day I signed with them, when I came into the office in the nicest clothes I own and felt like a peasant stepping inside the castle gates. Mr. Ashford was the one who greeted me. He was there in the lobby waiting for me, smiling. He’s always smiling. Old, white, rich, and sharp as a shark. He was intimidating the second he reached for my hand, but I guess that’s what I want; a guy who can walk into a room full of other old, white, rich sharks and make them squirm. 
 
   He sat me down with a lawyer and a bunch of other people I didn’t catch the names or titles of, and I felt like a pussy because all I could think was that I wished my mom was there. I felt alone and nervous signing my life away to these people in pleated everything in that stark white office. My skin had never felt darker. I’d never been more aware of the fact that I was only half white, like there was a divide between us that I could never cross, no matter how much money I made. Even if I made more than them, they’d still be richer somehow.
 
   Even with a hundred and fifty thousand dollars in my pocket and the chance to draft for over a million dollars on the horizon, I still feel like the poor kid from Oahu with second hand clothes and nothing but an old football to play with.
 
   “Fuck it,” I growl, reaching for my phone. 
 
   I bring up the text from Tish, but I don’t bother reading it. I tell her I’m coming over. She won’t argue. She never does, not with me. 
 
   I met her last year at a frat party, shared a bottle of Jack with her on the roof of the place, and by morning we were buddies, of every variety. She’s chill. Laid back and always down for a good time, but best of all she’s not easy. She’s not one of these groupies running around in the wake of the team giving it up for anyone with a jersey on their back. I’m the only guy she’s sleeping with on the team, though not the only guy at the school, but the team is what’s important to me. I share a lot with these guys. Probably too much. I don’t think it’s too much to ask to not dip my wick in the same well.
 
   I put my phone in my pocket without waiting for a reply. I go to the bathroom, pull two condoms out of the top drawer, and leave the apartment with a fist bump from Cummings. He doesn’t say anything. He doesn’t ask. He knows where I’m going.
 
   I’m a junkie going to my dealer. I’m getting my fix so I can sleep tonight. So I can shut down long enough to function. 
 
   It won’t last. I’ll feel worse when it’s over, but right now it doesn’t matter. As I climb into my truck in the fading light of the sunset, I don’t have much on my mind. I’m getting into the zone. I’m narrowing my focus to this and only this. To the game. To the smell of her perfume, the taste of her kiss. The feel of her skin under my hands; hot, taut, and wet. It’s like being in command of the field. It’s where I call the shots, where I feel in control. 
 
   Where I feel like a god.
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   February 27th
 
   Crowne Plaza Union Station
 
   Indianapolis, IN
 
    
 
   Kyle’s arm laces around my stomach, his palm pressing flat against it.
 
   “Stay,” he mumbles sleepily.
 
   I shake my head against the pillow. “I can’t.”
 
   “Yes, you can.”
 
   “No, I really can’t.” I tug at his hand, my fingers tripping over the Super Bowl ring planted permanently on his finger. He pulls harder against my stomach in response. Against my bladder. I suddenly really have to pee and my frustration leaps into aggravation. “Let go. I have to get up.”
 
   “It’s not even light out yet.”
 
   “If I waited for daylight to wake up, I’d never get anything done.”
 
   Kyle’s lips land on my naked shoulder. His hot breath bursts over my skin, giving me shivers. Giving me doubts. His hand slides lower down my body.
 
   “I know something we can get done without getting up,” he whispers seductively, grinding his dick into my back.
 
   “You’re already up,” I reply dryly.
 
   He slips his fingers inside the waistband of my underwear. “Stay.”
 
   I want to. Shit, do I want to. As his hand goes lower, his fingers finding what they’re looking for – what we’re both looking for – I feel myself waver. I bite my lower lip, stifling a moan that threatens to roll out of my throat as he rolls my clit between his fingertips. It wouldn’t take long. We could make it quick. I could be out the door in ten, just like I planned.
 
   That’s the problem, though – that’s not how I planned this, and I always stick to the plan. Last night when I invited Kyle up to my hotel room, I said it was one night only. The second the sun hit the sky, that’s when this ended. I’ll leave whatever this is in this room with him and I’ll never look back, no matter how good his hands feel. No matter how cut his abs are, how hard his arms are. No matter how badly I want to roll over, spread myself wide, and let him take me again the way he did last night with so much power and weight that I felt insignificant and deliciously out of control beneath him.
 
   But that’s not me. Not today. Today I have to work.
 
   I grab his hand, pulling it away from my body as I roll out of the bed quickly. I’m on my feet before he can blink because that’s the thing about defensive players – boys are big, but, baby, are they slow.
 
   I head leisurely for the bathroom, unconcerned with my naked body on full display. “I’m getting dressed. You should too. Check out time is now.”
 
   “Jesus, Sloane,” he chuckles. “Do you want me to me leave you money on the nightstand?”
 
   “No, but there’s a fifty in my wallet if you want it.” I turn in the bathroom door to smile at him sweetly. To take one last look at the mass of muscle laying tattooed and toned in my bed. “You definitely earned it.”
 
    “Do you know how much I earn on the field? Fifty dollars barely covers the time it took me to take my pants off.”
 
   “And if you got me off with the same skill you sack a quarterback, I’d be offering you as much as the Colts. It’s all about commitment.”
 
   Kyle laughs, standing up bare naked and beautiful. “You’re cold, sweetheart.”
 
   “And I’m running late. I’ll see you later.”
 
   “Tonight?”
 
   I hesitate, my hand on the cold doorknob. I’m in Indianapolis for another four days for the NFL Combine. Three more nights. And February nights in Indianapolis are notoriously cold. I could probably use the company.
 
   “Maybe,” I reply, turning away from him. “I’ll call you.”
 
   “No, you won’t. You never do.”
 
   “No, but you always call me.”
 
   I shut the door, ending the conversation and our… encounter? God, that sounds weird but I don’t know what else to call it. I never have. Our tryst? Our appointment? Our fuck? Nothing sounds right and it doesn’t matter. Whatever it is, it’s in the past. Same way we left it in the past last February. And the February before that.
 
   I hurry to clean up, giving myself a whore’s bath in the sink and reapplying my makeup quickly. I run my hands through my hair, smoothing the long blond strands back into a thick ponytail. My phone beeps in the other room. It’s an alarm going off to remind me to pick up the Ashford Agency’s clients from the airport, but I don’t need reminding. I haven’t needed an alarm to wake me up since I was twelve. Not since I started carrying a Blackberry and scheduling my entire life to the minute.
 
   At exactly six twenty-five I’m standing in the large lobby waiting for Hollis. He’s going to be three minutes late. He always is. It’s okay because I always tell him to be everywhere five minutes before he needs to be. He knows it, I know it, but it still works somehow. 
 
    Six twenty-eight and the doors to the elevator slide slowly open. Hollis is there, smiling at me behind the carefully cultivated five o’clock shadow darkly dusting his jaw. 
 
   “Have you been waiting long?” he asks airily, knowing damn well he’s late.
 
   “Today or as a total? Do you want me to tally up how long I’ve waited for you over the last two years, because it might surprise you?”
 
   Hollis smiles, lacing my arm through his to lead me toward the door. “You’ve already added it up, haven’t you?”
 
   “Nine hundred and thirty-six minutes,” I answer immediately. “Over fifteen hours total.”
 
   “That can’t be right.”
 
   “I have a spread sheet. I’ll email it to you.”
 
   “I can’t wait.”
 
   We step into the brisk morning air where a large white van is waiting for us at the curb. My California skin screams against the chilly air as I rush to get inside, sighing when the warmth of the heated interior envelopes me.
 
   Hollis settles in next to me, pulling his black leather messenger bag into his lap.
 
   “So,” he drawls lasciviously, “how was Ponyboy?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Ponyboy. Outsiders. ‘Stay gold’. It’s a book.”
 
   “I know the book, but I—“
 
   “And a movie. Emilio Esteves. Patrick Swayze. Rob Lowe.”
 
   “I’ve seen it, yeah. I know.”
 
   “Then why are you acting like you don’t know it?”
 
   The driver gets into the front seat, slamming his door against the cold.
 
   I look warily at Hollis because I know what’s happening. I know he’s going to embarrass me. “I know the story. I don’t get your reference, but you can explain your genius to me later when we’re alone and not—“
 
   “Okay,” he interrupts loudly. “You’re confused about why I called your latest one night stand ‘Ponyboy’. Is that right, Sloane?”
 
   “I’m going to kill you.”
 
   “It’s because he’s a Colt. A horse.”
 
   “I get it, asshole,” I snarl.
 
   “I bet you did. Get it, I mean. All of it. Repeatedly.”
 
   “You’re dead to me.”
 
   “How was he?”
 
   I give in, sighing, “He was good. He’s always good.”
 
   “Did he make it to the end zone?”
 
   “Let me guess. The end zone is a euphemism for my ass?”
 
   “No, that’s the Super Bowl,” he tells me as though it were obvious.
 
   “Right, of course. Okay, yes. He made it to the end zone.”
 
   “Touchdown?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Two point conversion?”
 
   I pause, trying to figure this one out. “You mean, did we…?” I use my hands to make a sixty-nine position, each of my middle fingers tickling the wrist of the opposite hand.
 
   “That’s the one.”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   Hollis lifts his hand for a high five. “Good game.”
 
   I slap it violently. “Thanks, Coach.”
 
   We ride in silence for a few minutes. A few miles. The driver, an older guy who reminds me uncomfortably of my grandpa, looks in the rearview at me a couple of times. I can’t tell if he’s judging or not, but it doesn’t matter. I won’t apologize for it. I like sex. I really like it with a hot guy who knows what he’s doing, and that is a combination that is surprisingly hard to find. Most guys with the body come into the situation thinking they can do no wrong. They think their mere presence is erotic enough for any woman. That they can step on the court and rock the house by virtue of being them. They’re the Kobe Bryants of sex. The divas. I like a rookie. A guy without a name or a contract who comes in willing to work, willing to learn the playbook and put in the hours at practice because he has to. He’s a seven at best but his game is on point. Kyle is a rare blend of the two; a body that won’t quit and the eager attitude to match. 
 
   The guy isn’t a Colt. He’s a fucking unicorn.
 
    “Are you going to see him again while we’re here?” Hollis asks seriously.
 
   I shrug. “Probably.”
 
   “Don’t sound so excited about it,” he chuckles.
 
   “Do you want me to do cartwheels?”
 
   “Save them for the airport when you see your boy.”
 
   My heart stutters at the thought. Trey Domata is one of the guys flying in today. Him and Brylan Reed, a tight end from Arizona State. Hollis is Reed’s agent, meaning I get to escort Domata. After years of watching him, studying him, and months of fighting for him, I finally get to meet him. I’m nervous like a girl going on a first date. I try not to think about it, but just the mention of him has tied my stomach into knots.
 
   “He’s not my boy,” I remind Hollis.
 
   His lips tighten in a thin line. “Yeah, I know.”
 
   “It’s fine. Don’t get worked up about it again.”
 
   “It’s bullshit. You should have had it out with your dad for that.”
 
   “He signed Domata. That’s all I care about.”
 
   Hollis looks at me impatiently. “You wanted to sign him. You put in all of the work, and he swooped in and took him as his client. It’s bullshit.”
 
   I nod reluctantly. “It’s kind of bullshit.”
 
   “It’s a steaming pile of it.”
 
   “Do you want to know the best part?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “He’s not going to be here today. Or tomorrow. Or the entire time Domata is at the Combine.”
 
   “That doesn’t surprise me as much as it should. Where is he?”
 
   “North Carolina. It was Michael Jordan’s birthday last week. He and mom are going to celebrate with Michael and Yvette.”
 
   “Of course they are.”
 
   I smile at his sarcasm. “Hopefully Trey is a Jordan fan, otherwise he might be kind of pissed his agent isn’t here.”
 
   Hollis nudges my shoulder with his. “He’s better off this way.”
 
   “God, I really hope so.”
 
   “Don’t lose your balls now. They’re what I love most about you, Ashford.”
 
   I grimace. “I really need to marry you already so I can take your last name.”
 
   “I’m ready when you are, Mrs. Kane.”
 
   “You just want me for my inheritance.”
 
   Hollis leans over to kiss me gently on the temple. “Yes.”
 
   I laugh, leaning into him. Laying my head on his shoulder and letting the steady jostle of the van rock me into a stupor. I feel safe like that, leaned up against Hollis. He’s the big brother I always wanted. The big gay brother who hides so deep in the closet he can barely see the light outside. It breaks my heart to think about. To know all of the things he’s missing out on while he’s hiding behind his fear.
 
   It wouldn’t ruin his career at the firm if everyone found out he was gay. Brad already knows and he doesn’t care, no one else in the office would either. But the clients might. He could lose people, because the NBA and the NFL are our biggest signs and they’re also a boy’s club. I struggle enough as a woman in this man’s world, but ask an NFL linebacker if he wants to work with a woman or a gay guy and he’s probably going to pick the woman and punch the gay. Or he’s going to pick another firm entirely. One with more men, all older and straighter and rich as shit, because that’s the lie people always believe; if you already have money, you know how to make more. 
 
   And everyone always wants more.
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   NFL Combine Day #1
 
   Indianapolis International Airport
 
    
 
   I forgot to pack my headphones. I realized it when we were in the air leaving L.A. When we made our connection in Denver I checked the shops, trying to buy a new pair, but all they had were Bose and Beats. A hundred and fifty bucks minimum. Even if I was willing to drop that much on emergency headphones, I don’t have the cash on me. And suddenly that uncashed check in my wallet feels huge, like it’s weighing me down. Like it’s laughing at me.
 
   It’s a stupid mistake, one I’ll pay for at the Combine. My music is how I get into the zone. It’s how I cool off and calm down, tuning out the world. I can’t function on the field feeling the way I do now; all emotion. Pure thought and worry and anxiety. I need the numb and I’ll never find it here. Not without my music. And now here I am two thousand miles away from Tish and every other girl on my roster, about to enter into an intensive program full of dudes. No girls. 
 
   I can’t even get right the wrong way.
 
   By the time we land in Indianapolis I’ve heavily considered draining my bank account to go buy a new pair of Beats, no matter how wasteful it feels. I’m eyeing the shops, checking out my options, when I hear my name in the empty corridor.
 
   “Trey.”
 
   I turn to find the warmest, brownest eyes I’ve ever seen in my life. That’s the first thing I notice about her; her eyes. It speaks volumes to their appeal because the rest of her is insane. Tan skin, blond hair, full breasts, and a tiny waist above long legs. They’re hidden under the dark pants she’s wearing, her clothes all business. Her smile though, that’s something else. It’s playful and pink. A party waiting to happen.
 
   From top to bottom she’s nothing like I imagined. When the Ashford Agency said they’d have someone at the airport waiting to pick me up I pictured an old fat guy with a beer gut and a goatee. Not a ten.
 
   She closes the distance between us, offering me her manicured hand. “Hi,” she says warmly. “I’m Sloane. I’m with the Ashford Agency.”
 
   I take her hand in mine, watching it disappear inside my grasp. “Hey. Nice to meet you.”
 
   “You too. How was your flight?”
 
   “Early.”
 
   She laughs, taking her hand back slowly. She tucks it under the thick coat in her arms. I can smell her perfume as she shifts it. Something subtle and muted that mingles with the warm coffee smell permeating the airport. It’s not in the least bit sweet. It’s almost masculine.
 
   “You didn’t sleep much last night, did you?” she asks knowingly.
 
    Images flood my mind before I can shut them down. Memories of Tish. Of her apartment. Her shower. Her body pressed up against the white wall, glistening wet in the steam from the spray. Her hair plastered over her face. Her mouth open and desperate for air, begging for more, taking everything I gave her until I was out of condoms and out of energy. Out of time. I made it home just after midnight, just in time to throw some shit in my duffel and pass out for a few hours. It was worth it at the time. It got me to sleep, but I’m paying for it today. I’m exhausted and as anxious as ever.
 
   And now I’m standing here staring at Sloane with a chub in my pants like I’m in middle school.
 
   I clear my throat, shifting my duffel on my shoulder until it hangs in front of my crotch. “No, I couldn’t sleep.”
 
   “Don’t worry, you’re not the only one. No one gets much sleep the night before the Combine. Trust me, you’ll sleep well tonight.” She nods to my duffel. “Is that your only bag?”
 
   “Yeah, this is it. It’s all I’ve got.”
 
   Just my bag and my boner.
 
   “Great. We’re good to go then.” Sloane motions for me to follow her, leading me toward the front of the airport. The place is filling up, the gray morning light illuminating sleepy travelers that shuffle numbly forward in line. “The van is parked out front waiting to take us to the hotel. Hollis, another of our agents, is waiting in the van with Brylan Reed. Do you know him?”
 
   “Arizona State, right?”
 
   “That’s right.”
 
   “I’ve only met him once. PAC-12 South playoff game. He’s good.”
 
   “That’s what he said about you too.” She looks up at me, craning her neck to cover the eight inches I tower over her. “Not that he knows you, I didn’t ask him. But he said that you’re good. It’s what everyone says about you.”
 
   I smirk. “They can’t all be wrong, right?”
 
   “I guess not, but I hope they are.”
 
   “You’re not gunnin’ for me to fail, are you?”
 
   “Not in a million years. I just mean I hope they’re wrong about you being ‘good’.” She smiles at me sideways, her eyes brilliant and beaming. “I’ve bet the farm on you being great.”
 
    I smile slowly. “I’ll try not to let you down.”
 
   “I’ll hold you to that.”
 
   When we hit the doors she shrugs into her coat, her slender frame disappearing in its bulk. I want to pull it off of her. I want to watch her as she walks, her hips swaying like the pendulum on a clock, rhythmic and hypnotizing. I’m imaging what she looks like when her clothes match her smile. When she’s all party and no business. All pink lips and ruffled blond hair. 
 
   An old man is waiting to open the door to the van when we get there. The passenger door opens as well, a guy in his late twenties, dark designer jeans, and a gray sweater jumping out to greet us. 
 
   He offers his hand to me along with a slight smile. “Hey, Domata, good to finally meet you. I’m Hollis Kane.”
 
   “Hey, man. What’s up?”
 
   “Have you met Brylan Reed?” he asks, pointing to the back seat of the van.
 
   “Yeah, we’ve met,” Brylan says quietly. He offers me a small nod, his dark eyes looking as tired as I feel. “What’s up, Domata?”
 
   I nod in return. “Reed.”
 
   I feel weird when the old man takes my duffel to stow it in the back. I offer to do it myself but he only smiles as he takes it from me. Hollis hops back into the passenger seat while Sloane slides into the first row bench in the back. I take the spot next to her, leaving space between us so I’m not crowding her.
 
   Hollis pulls out a notebook. “So, we’ll get you guys to the hotel where there’ll be an NFL scout at the front desk to check you in, show you where to stow your stuff and get you going on registration. There’ll be a Meet-n-Greet breakfast kind of thing for you guys to mingle with the other prospects. Later you’ll go to the hospital for the pre-exam and x-rays. Then lunch. Then it’s orientation at Lucas Oil Stadium. After that it’s interviews with coaches, scouts, and general managers. Dinner. Then you’re done for the day.”
 
   “I’d go to bed early,” Sloane cautions. “You have more interviews with teams tomorrow but you also have to sit down with the media. You’ll want to be sharp for that. Bombing an interview with a team burns you with that team. A bad interview with the media will go public. You could lose fans as well as prospects, and you should never underestimate how much a Draft pick is influenced by public opinion.”
 
   “When do we take the psych test?” Reed calls from behind me.
 
   “Third day,” Hollis answers. “You’ll take both the psychological evaluation and the Wonderlic IQ test. You’ll have more interviews. Then it’s the bench press.”
 
   “Quarterbacks are exempt from the bench press so you’re lucky there. Your injury won’t be an issue,” Sloane whispers to me discreetly. I lower my head, leaning closer to hear her better. “But you need to stay visible and on their minds so go watch the test. Mingle with other players, congratulate them on their scores. Always wear the gear the NFL gives you with your position, name, and number printed on it. If you leave your room, you’re in that gear. You want to be seen everywhere. Make them forget you didn’t participate in some tests by always being there. Always in their eye line.”
 
    I nod my head in silent understanding. Inside my stomach turns as my hand clenches reflexively against the splint, my index finger pinching angrily.
 
   “It won’t hurt you in the Draft.”
 
   I look at her, surprised by her tone. It’s quiet, but stern. Almost scolding.
 
   She looks to my hand, then back into my expectant eyes. “Your hand. It won’t matter. I promise.”
 
   “That’s not what I keep hearing.”
 
   “You’re listening to the wrong people.”
 
   “How can you be sure it won’t hurt me?” I ask low and deep, my nerves winding tight around the topic.
 
   Sloane leans in closer, so close it feels invasive. Intimate. 
 
   “Because I’ll make sure of it,” she promises. “If you let me do my job, I’ll make sure it doesn’t hurt you.”
 
   I have no reason to trust her. I just met her. I don’t know her at all, but the way she says it, the confidence in her voice that goes beyond self-assurance and delves deep into a well of certainty, it puts me at ease. It settles the roll in my stomach, eases the tension in my hand, and even if it’s bullshit, I’m grateful to her for it. For this fleeting moment of peace.
 
   My phone rings in my pocket. I pull it out, immediately answering it because this is the one woman I’ll never screen. I’ll never tell her to call back later. I’ll never brush her off, because she’s the only woman in the world I respect enough to give her all of my time. All of my love.
 
   “Hey, Mom,” I answer quietly. 
 
   “Hi, honey. How was your flight?”
 
   “It was good. I slept for most of it.”
 
   “Were they waiting for you at the airport?”
 
   “Yeah. I’m in the van on the way to the hotel now.”
 
   “Are you nervous?”
 
   “No,” I lie.
 
   She doesn’t buy it. “Keep your head up, Trey. You belong there. You don’t have to worry.”
 
   “I’m not.”
 
   “Alright, have it your way. Your cousins said to tell you good luck. We’re all going to watch when they have it on TV.”
 
   “Where are you going to watch it?” I ask curiously. My parents have one TV in their apartment and it’s not connected to any kind of cable. They can’t afford ESPN. 
 
   “My manager at the hotel said we could watch it in the breakroom. The Draft too.”
 
   “Mom, I told you, I’m going to fly you in for that.”
 
   “I don’t want to argue with you about this again,” she tells me firmly. “There’s no money for it, and if you have any you need to save it. It’s yours. You earned it.”
 
   I bite my tongue even though I want to argue. Even though I want to send her the entire check in my wallet.
 
   “Trey?”
 
   “I’m here.”
 
   “Do you understand me?”
 
   “Yeah,” I answer obediently. “Maopopo i aʻu.”
 
   “Now you’re trying to soften me up. Don’t think I don’t know you and your dad speak the language when you want something.”
 
   “Aloha au ia ‘oe, makuahine.”
 
   “Stop, stop, it’s too much,” she laughs. “I love you too, Trey. Try and have fun while you’re there, okay? Remember, it’s supposed to be a game.”
 
   “I’ll try.”
 
   “Bye, baby.”
 
   “Aloha.”
 
   “Kiss ass,” she scolds.
 
   Then she hangs up on me.
 
   I stow my phone in my pocket. I’m very aware of the silence in the car and the fact that everyone heard at least my side of that conversation. Sloane probably heard my mom’s side too, but if she did she doesn’t let on. She sits stick straight, her face blank as she stares out the front windshield at the city surrounding us. Behind me Reed starts to snore peacefully.
 
   I envy him.
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   March 1st
 
   NFL Combine Day #3
 
   Crowne Plaza Union Station
 
    
 
   Trey is a surprise in a lot of ways. Some of them good. Some of them bad. Some of them nothing but trouble.
 
   The good news is he’s comfortable in interviews. With the coaches, the GMs, the scouts, the media. Everybody. They love him with his cocky smile and his relentless swagger. It doesn’t look good on everyone. On some it’s a hideous color, but on Trey Domata, swagger is a little black dress. He can wear it anywhere, anytime, and every guy in the room gets hard just looking at him working it.
 
   The bad news is that he’s nervous and it shows. Not in interviews, not when it counts, but in the quiet moments when he’s alone with his thoughts, he starts to twitch. I always thought he was Mr. Freeze, a bronzed statue as still and composed as the Heisman, but nobody can live like that all the time. It’s a problem, one I’m pretty sure is made worse by his injury and the uncertainty of his situation. Luckily he only has to make it through the Combine. The splint comes off soon. He should be in fighting form by Pro Day, and I really hope that’s true because the form he’s in now is stressing me out.
 
   And the trouble? Oh my God, the trouble… It’s in his eyes. It’s his thick brown hair. His caramel skin. His deep, rumbling voice, his large, elegant hands, his flat stomach, the rounded rolling muscle on his arms. It’s his smile, his big laugh, his little flirtations. The brush of his hand on my back leading me through a door. Into an elevator where I’m trapped with him. Where I can smell him. I can feel him. 
 
   It’s the fact that I haven’t returned Kyle’s calls since Trey showed up.
 
   “Boyfriend?” Trey asks casually.
 
   I silence my phone, dropping it back into my pocket. My eyes stay focused forward on the elevator doors, but the damn things are mirrored. I’m looking right at him no matter what I do.
 
   “No,” I reply coolly. “He’s not my boyfriend.”
 
   “But it is a guy,” his reflection challenges with a grin.
 
   “I know a lot of guys.”
 
   “How many? Ballpark.”
 
   “I’m a sports agent. How many do you think?”
 
   “How many are in your phone?”
 
   I narrow my eyes at him. “How many girls are in your phone? Ballpark.”
 
   He laughs, shaking his head. “Never mind. I shouldn’t have asked.”
 
   “Obviously.”
 
    We ride in silence for three floors. They tick off slowly, dinging over the gentle hum of the elevator. Over the rhythmic sound of his breath.
 
   “I bet I have more than you.”
 
   I scowl at him in the mirror. “Are you for real?”
 
   His mouth is curved in a half-smile, his face so arrogant it hurts. “I’m competitive. What can I say?”
 
   “Save it for the Combine.”
 
   “I’d rather give it to you.”
 
   I shake my head, refusing to rise to the bait.
 
   “Come on, Sloane,” he taunts quietly. “Play with me.”
 
   I swallow thickly, taming my heart. It beats erratically, threatening to run away from me. To leave me hollow and stupid in this box with him.
 
   He’s not the first guy to flirt with me here. I get it all the time. Agents, coaches, scouts, reporters, players. It’s one of the reasons why my dad doesn’t think I can do this job effectively. He’s convinced I’ll get pulled in by some guy’s line, get knocked up, and fall out of the game. 
 
   I’m not about to let that son of a bitch be right.
 
   “How’d your interviews go yesterday?” I ask cordially, ignoring Trey’s line.
 
   His smile widens, but he straightens. He shrugs. “Good. It’s hard to tell, you know? They don’t give you much to go on.”
 
   “Who’s your favorite pick?”
 
   “It doesn’t matter who I like. It matters who likes me.”
 
   “That’s not true. You have more control than you know, but you’ve got to give me something to go on. Who should I be talking you up to?”
 
   “Shouldn’t your boss be asking me that?”
 
   I roll my tongue inside my mouth, willing it to stay put. To keep quiet. 
 
   I nod my head slowly. “It would be better if he was here, yes. I agree. But he’s not, and I am. I’m here and I’m asking. Where do you want to go?”
 
   This isn’t the first time I’ve asked him this question. I asked him twice the first day. Once last night. He never answers, and this time doesn’t look like it’s shaping up to be any different.
 
   We hit the ground floor in silence, the doors opening slowly. Outside the lobby is bustling with other prospects, other agents. GMs and scouts and media. His future is there waiting for him, but he has to tell me where to guide it. I want to open up doors for him if he would only tell me which one, but he won’t. 
 
   I turn in the elevator, putting my back to the lobby. Focusing my attention on him. “What are you afraid of?” I ask quietly.
 
   He pinches his lips between his teeth, turning them ghostly white. When he releases them they burst with color, fluttering faintly on an exhale. 
 
   “I don’t want to pick a team and have them not pick me,” he answers reluctantly. “I know where I want to go, but it’s not up to me. It’s up to everyone except me and I fucking hate that feeling.”
 
   I’m floored. It’s not the answer I expected. I knew there was a problem, but I thought he was torn between two teams or he didn’t like any of the ones looking at him and maybe he didn’t want to say anything. I had no idea his issue was so… emotional. I’ve never imagined him this way, not in all the time I dreamt of representing him. I saw the bravado and the bluster, the girls and the god on the field, and I thought that was all there was. That, and a boatload of talent. I never knew there was this vulnerability underneath it all. This angry, anxious guy holding himself back.
 
   “You feel powerless,” I tell him quietly. “I get that. Everyone does. Everyone feels that way, but, Trey, I swear to you, you are not powerless.” 
 
   “Last night ESPN said I’m going in the second round in the Draft,” he whispers vehemently. “Maybe the third.”
 
   “Brett Favre went in the second,” I respond calmly. “Tom Brady went in the sixth. Hell, Tony Romo wasn’t even drafted. The Draft doesn’t mean anything. It’s a chance for the NFL to televise drama, drumming up viewers for the next season. It’s a starting salary, that’s it.”
 
   “Yeah, well maybe that matters to some of us. Maybe some of us need a paycheck.”
 
   “We all need a paycheck.”
 
   “Not all of us. Not when daddy’s the boss.”
 
   I pull up short, my momentum lost in surprise, derailed by the sting of his words. “Did Hollis tell you that?”
 
   “Nope. That was on ESPN last night too. They got a picture of you laughing with the Commissioner of the NFL, his arm slung over your shoulders, and I thought, ‘How the hell does she know the Commissioner?’ Then they showed your full name and I got it.” He chuckles, running the back of his fingers over his mouth. “I thought for a minute that you were his wife.”
 
   “Gross.”
 
   “Some guys like ‘em young.”
 
   “Still gross.”
 
   He nods his head, not looking at me.
 
   “Does it matter?” I ask, terrified that he’ll say yes. That he’ll tell me he wants another agent.
 
   Trey looks down at me patiently. “It depends on why you tried to hide it.”
 
   “I didn’t try to hide it. I just didn’t tell you my last name.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   I sigh, shifting my shoulders restlessly. “I didn’t tell you because everyone always assumes that since ‘daddy is the boss’ that means I get everything handed to me. What they don’t know is that this is all I’ve ever wanted to do, and I can’t stand anyone thinking that I didn’t earn it, because believe me, I earn this every day. I was earning it before I even started working for him.” I feel my heart race in my chest as I choose my next words. As I make my confession that could send him running. “Do you know I’ve seen footage of every game you’ve played since your junior year of high school? I don’t know my own my sister’s phone number off the top of my head, but I can quote UCLA’s season wins and losses for the last four years because I watched every game. I watched you every game. I brought you to Brad’s attention. I pushed you down his throat for years to get him to sign you because I’ve believed in you and your talent more than any other athlete we’ve seen in years.
 
   “And the Commissioner? I don’t know him through my dad. He hates my dad. He loves me because I went to college with his daughter. We pledged the same sorority and when she got in over her head with partying and started slipping in her classes, I helped her get back on track. I spent the last half of a semester in the library with her every night to make sure she graduated. It’s been two years and he still thanks me every time he sees me.”
 
   “And hugs you,” he reminds me.
 
   I shrug. “I’m very huggable.”
 
   Trey grins, looking behind me as the doors to the elevator slowly slide shut. I know it’s happening by the way the sound changes. The way the noise fades slowly away and the walls feel like they’re closing in on me. Pressing me in closer to him.
 
   “Looks like we’re going for another ride,” he mutters.
 
   “Maybe it’ll give you the time you need to figure out whose ass I’m supposed to be all up inside pushing for you.”
 
   Trey’s lip curls in disgust. “That’s a sick image.”
 
   “It’s my job, one I’m good at if you let me do it, because trust me when I say I’ll work harder for you than Brad ever will. I already have.”
 
   He searches my face. He breathes in and out slowly, but I can see the tension rising in his eyes like the sun on the horizon.
 
   “The California Kodiaks,” he finally admits decisively. “I want to stay in L.A. to play for the Kodiaks. It’s the only team I’ve ever imagined being on.”
 
   I smile large and uncontained, my excitement too much to keep at bay. I was worried he’d say some top tier team with a Super Bowl under their belt in the last five years. Good luck getting them to sign a rookie quarterback. But this, the Kodiaks, this I can manage. 
 
   Plans are immediately thrashing through my head. Angles and odds. Trades. Numbers. Ranks. Everything I need to make this happen, but that’s the beauty of it. I’m almost dead sure that I can in fact make it happen.
 
   “The Kodiaks it is,” I tell him confidently. “First round.”
 
   Trey isn’t convinced. “They don’t have any first round draft picks. They gave them up last year in exchange for the eighth pick overall and they’re looking to take a tight end in the second round. If I have to sit around waiting for the third round, I might as well go home.”
 
   “Have some faith, Trey,” I scold lightly. I pull out my phone, swiping past another missed call from Kyle to bring up my phonebook. “No, L.A. doesn’t have a first round pick, but what they do have is Duncan Walker, and Coach Allen can’t stand Duncan Walker. He thinks Duncan Walker is a showboating little shit. Don’t tell anyone I told you that. But, do you know who starts frothing at the mouth every time he hears the name Duncan Walker?”
 
   “You’re saying Duncan Walker a lot.”
 
   “Coach Nuesbaum in Montana. He fucking fanboys for Duncan Walker.”
 
   “You’re still doing it.”
 
   I turn around, punching the L button to send us back down to the lobby. “You had your interview with Coach Allen yesterday. How was it?”
 
   “Good.”
 
   I roll my eyes and my hand, giving him the signal to elaborate. 
 
   “Really good?” Trey responds uncertainly.
 
   “Coach Allen went to UCLA. Did you guys talk about that?”
 
   “Yeah, for a minute.”
 
   “What’d you say?”
 
   “He told me, ‘I’m a Bruin.’ and I told him, ‘Me too.’”
 
   I stare at him blankly, waiting for him to finish. Right up until I realize that he already did. “That was it?”
 
   “He laughed. He thought I was funny.”
 
   “Jesus, Trey.”
 
   “What’d you want me to do?” he demands. “Ask him what bars he hit when he was on campus? How much ass he got? He’s a hundred years old. He was probably at the school the year it was founded.”
 
   “He’s not a hundred. He’s seventy something and he’s healthier than both of us.”
 
   “I doubt that.”
 
   The elevator doors open. 
 
   I walk with Trey out into the lobby, searching for Hollis. “Okay, look, I’ve gotta go talk to some people about a few things before I go to the stadium, but I’ll be there later. You’ll be okay heading over alone?”
 
   “Yes, Mom, I can make it to school all on my own,” he replies sarcastically.
 
   “Good. Oh, here, I almost forgot. I packed you a lunch.”
 
   I pull my hand out of my pocket, flipping him off.
 
   Trey grins, amusement dancing in his eyes. “My favorite.”
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   When Trey is gone I spot Hollis on the far side of the lobby. I cut across the room to where he’s talking to an older man in his fifties. He’s dressed well but his hair is long and a little wild. So are his eyes. His face is familiar but I can’t place him. Hollis casts me a relieved look when he sees me coming his way. He abruptly cuts his conversation short to meet me.
 
   “Thank God,” he mumbles, taking my arm to turn me around and put distance between us and the man. “He would not shut up.”
 
   “Who is that?”
 
   “Berny Dawe.”
 
   “Oh my God,” I gasp, turning my head to get a better look at him. “Are you serious? I’ve never seen him in person.”
 
   Hollis tightens his hold on my arm. “Do not look back,” he hisses. “It’s bad enough he got ahold of me. If he gets Brad Ashford’s daughter in his grip, he’ll never let go.”
 
   “What’d he say to you?”
 
   “What he always says to Ashford agents. That we work for the Devil and we should jump ship to go work for him instead.”
 
   “He should put that on a billboard. Brad would consider it free advertising.”
 
   “It’s not funny. The poor guy used to be a legend in this business before his agency all but collapsed.”
 
   “Thanks to my dad,” I mutter, feeling more than a little ashamed. 
 
   “It’s a cutthroat business.”
 
   “Yeah. Hey, speaking of, I need to talk to you.”
 
   “What about?”
 
   “Kurtis Matthews. Is he still unhappy in Montana?”
 
   Hollis grimaces. “Miserable. Thanks for bringing it up.”
 
   “What if I told you I knew a way to make him and you a whole lot happier?”
 
   “I’d ask what’s in it for you?”
 
   “Trey Domata going first round to the Kodiaks.”
 
   He looks at me sideways, his eyes dubious but intrigued. “I’m listening.”
 
   “Good,” I tell him, guiding him toward the dining hall, “because I need you to get Coach Allen listening too.”
 
   I break my plan down for Hollis as we weave through the hotel. It’s simple and sweet, an easy sell to him and his miserable client, but the trick will be convincing a coach to play along. We need Allen on our side.
 
   We find him just finishing his breakfast, alone in a corner in the sunshine. He watches us approach, his wrinkled face kept carefully blank.
 
   Coach Allen is an old man. Trey exaggerated when he said he was a hundred, but there’s a reason he threw out that number; that’s about how old he legitimately looks. His head is completely bald and wrinkled, his face sags with heavy jowls, and the skin on his hands has that thin, papery look that the elderly get, their bones protruding prominently through the surface in an almost disconcerting way. But while his body is showing more wear than his years should allow, his mind is sharp as a knife. I can see it in his eyes, in the way he watches me sit down across from him and his breakfast.
 
   Hollis pulls my chair out for me, a show of manners that makes me cringe a little inside knowing the entire room saw it, but I let him do it because Coach Allen is old school. He doesn’t subscribe to the new thinking of men and women being equal. He thinks a man should be a gentleman and a woman should be a lady, so I remind myself to watch my fucking mouth.
 
   “Coach Allen,” I greet him with a cordial smile.
 
   He nods to me. “Ms. Ashford. Hollis. I’m not surprised to see you two. I hear I met with two of your guys already.”
 
   Hollis smiles proudly. “Three if you count Larkin.”
 
   “He’s a good player,” Allen replies vaguely. “Is he why you’re here or are we talking about one of the others?”
 
   I turn to Hollis, waiting for him to take the lead. He’s the senior agent, and while I know Coach Allen socially, Hollis has worked with him before. It’s better if he’s the one to present the initial package.
 
   He sits forward on the table, folding his hands together. “Actually, Coach, I’d like to talk to you about Kurtis Matthews.”
 
   Coach Allen’s eyes show his excitement for all of .3 seconds. A blip on the screen is all it is, but it’s there. It’s exactly what we were looking for and it’s all we need.
 
   “What about him?” he asks calmly.
 
   “How would you like to get him back in California?”
 
   “I wouldn’t.”
 
   “Come on, Coach,” Hollis scolds. “We both know you regret giving him up.”
 
   “I regret that I had to give him up, but it had to happen.”
 
   “He’s ready to come back.”
 
   Coach Allen narrows his eyes at Hollis. “Do you know why he left?”
 
   “I do. And he has it under control.”
 
   “In Montana.”
 
   “Where he’s unhappy and misused. He can control it here. He’s older now. Wiser. It’s been two years. He’s ready to come home.”
 
   “You’ve talked to him about this?”
 
   “Not what we’re proposing specifically, but I’ve talked to him about getting out of Montana almost every day for the last year. He says he’d go anywhere, and if I tell him he’s got a shot at playing for you again, he’d be on the next plane out.”
 
   Allen ponders Hollis’ words, his eyes never leaving the younger man’s face. I sit motionless while they size each other up until finally the coach shoves his plate to the side, reaching for his coffee.
 
   “Talk to me about what you’re thinking.”
 
   “I want to get you Trey Domata,” I tell the coach confidently.
 
   He chuckles dryly. “First you tell me I can have Matthews back, now you’re offering me Domata? What’s next? A first round Draft pick?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   He quiets as it occurs to him that I’m serious. He takes a sobering sip of his coffee. “How?”
 
   “Trade with Montana for their number four pick as well as Kurtis Matthews. You can take Trey in the first round and get the quarterback you need as well as the tight end you never should have been without.”
 
   “And what would I have to give up to get all of this?”
 
   “Duncan Walker.”
 
   Coach sets his cup down heavily. “You want me to trade away a super star for a first round draft pick and a tight end who has barely touched toe to field in the last year?”
 
   “Yes,” I reply, undaunted by his minimization of the benefits. It’s a tactic, not the truth, and we all know it. “With Matthews you know what you’re getting. A star almost as bright as Walker. He shined in your program, but the Miners don’t know how to use him. He’s dying in there, his talents completely wasted. He could be just as valuable to you as Walker once he’s up and running again. And the first round pick gets you Trey Domata, a quarterback with a cannon that we all know you desperately need. There’s no way he’ll still be around by the time your second round pick comes up. Your only shot at him is in the first, and all you have to give up is a thorn in your side and your program is flush again.”
 
   “Except I’ll be short a running back.”
 
   “Pick up a new one in the second round. You’ll still have your pick.”
 
   He chews on that for a minute, leveling me in that startling blue stare of his. Finally he stands. Hollis and I stand with him.
 
   “I’ll think about it,” he promises vaguely. “You get Kurtis on the horn and confirm for me that he wants to come back to California, and I’ll give it some real thought.”
 
   Hollis offers him his hand. “I will. Thank you, Coach.”
 
   “Thank you,” I echo, shaking his hand as well.
 
   He picks up his orange baseball hat off the table, centers it on his shining dome, and exits the dining hall without another word.
 
   I turn to Hollis nervously. “What do you think?”
 
   He grins. “I think you did good.”
 
   “Do you think he’ll go for it?”
 
   “If Matthews agrees to come to California I think Coach Allen will make it happen.”
 
   “Do you think he wants Trey?”
 
   “I think he’d be an idiot not to. And Coach Allen isn’t an idiot. Unfortunately, it’s not entirely up to him. The GM has the final say on all trades and Draft picks for the Kodiaks.”
 
   My shoulders slump, my enthusiasm deflating. “Keith Wilton.”
 
   “Yep. And that guy is an idiot.”
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   NFL Combine Day #3
 
   Lucas Oil Stadium
 
    
 
   My brain is numb. I’m exhausted, but it’s the best I’ve felt in days. 
 
   Today has been nothing but brain work for me. The psych test, the IQ test, a small break where I stood by watching the other guys bench press, then it was into interviews with media and teams. I haven’t talked to Sloane since we got out of the elevator but I see her everywhere. I stopped to watch her for a second on my way to the head after the bench press was finished, and she was commanding a conversation with four men in different team colors. Two of them were staring at her tits, but the other two were listening. They were laughing and nodding. I don’t know if she’s got the skills to get me on the Kodiaks, but she’s definitely trying. That’s more than her dad is doing for me.
 
   I got a very impersonal e-mail from him last night, along with a basket full of shit from Subway. I guess they’re talking with him about an endorsement deal. I couldn’t eat any of it though, not while I’m here in training. I ended up giving it all to the maid to share with the hotel staff.
 
   “You sign with him but he’s not your agent,” Reed tells me during dinner. “Not really. He comes in and shakes your hand, shows up for the pictures, and then he’s gone.”
 
   “Is that what’s happening to you too?”
 
   “Hell no. I made sure I signed up with the guy who’s doing the work. I got the heads up from Kenny Myers after he signed with Ashford two years ago. Same thing happened to him. Old man Ashford wined and dined him, brought him into the agency, and signed him under his name. After that Kenny pretty much never heard from him again. Not until it was time to renegotiate his contract. Hollis is the one Ashford pushed Kenny on back then, making him do all the work while he collected the commission. That’s what he’s doing to your girl now.”
 
   “Did you know she’s his daughter?”
 
   Reed’s eyebrows shoot up in surprise. “No shit? That’s cold.”
 
   “Yeah, I’m starting to think that’s the kind of guy he is.”
 
   “No doubt.” He shovels a forkful of salmon in his mouth, grinning. “Did I see her flip you off this morning?”
 
   I chuckle. “Yeah. I think she was annoyed with me.”
 
   “You didn’t fuck her, did you?”
 
   “Nah, man, she’s my agent. I’ve gotta work with her.”
 
   “She’s hot though.”
 
   “Yeah, no shit.”
 
   “And technically she’s not your agent. Old man Ashford is. You just can’t fuck him.”
 
   “There goes my weekend.”
 
   I finish dinner with Reed, shoot the shit with some of the other guys, and head to the lobby. The place is full of people milling around, voices rising up into the vaulted ceilings. The building used to be a train station and they left a lot of the architecture in place when they converted it to a hotel. The tall rolling ceilings, pillars made of bare steel or covered in subway tile. There’s even a set of rooms inside an old train. It’s a nice place full of rich people and heavy colognes. Piercing perfumes. 
 
   Suddenly the calm I’ve built from a day full of brain teasers is starting to wear off. The constant crowd is getting to be too much. I could go to my room where it’s quiet, but I’m not ready to go to bed yet. I need to move. I need to walk or run, something physical.
 
   It only takes a minute to ask the receptionist how to get to the hotel gym. It takes another five to actually find it. I’m following the signs for it, heading down a long corridor, when I catch a whiff of chlorine. I follow the smell, detouring to the pool. It’s small, sitting in an open courtyard full of potted plants and trees, surrounded by chairs, but most importantly it’s empty. It’s silent.
 
   I scan the area, checking the windows on the rooms looking down on me. No one is around. No one will see.
 
   Quickly I strip down to my boxers. I leave my clothes in a heap on a chair as I step to the edge. At its deepest the water is only seven feet. I can’t dive so instead I turn around, spread my arms, and fall back onto the perfectly smooth surface.
 
   It stings when the water slaps my back. When it connects with my hand still inside its massive, plastic splint. I let myself sink without fighting while the water fills my ears. It covers my eyes, invades my nose until it’s everywhere. Until it has me entirely and the outside world is only present in my lungs. In the air I release in a rush of bubbles up over my face. I let it all go. Everything I have in me as I fall deeper and deeper into the pool.
 
   I’m an island kid. I’ve been in the water my entire life. I can hold my breath longer than should be natural, and when the burn starts in my lungs I don’t listen to it. I control it. I push myself to the edge, to the point where my chest is aching and my heart is screaming.
 
   It’s screaming my name.
 
   A splash erupts to my right. It sends a current crashing toward me, jostling me out of my stupor. I kick for the surface just as hands reach for me, taking hold of my arm and tugging hard. I open my eyes in surprise to find a small, blurry body attached to me.
 
   We break the surface together. I gasp and sputter, blinking to clear my blurry vision. To find Sloane glaring at me.
 
   “What are you doing?!” she screams angrily.
 
   I run my hand over my eyes to clear them. “I’m swimming.”
 
   “You were drowning.”
 
   “I was a long way from drowning,” I laugh breathlessly. 
 
   “It’s not funny, you asshole! I thought you were dead.”
 
   I pause to look at her, really look at her, and I’m stunned by the anger and hurt on her face. Her eyes are tight at the edges, her soft mouth drawn in a hard line, her blond hair plastered wet and heavy over her skin. Over her shoulders still covered by her black blouse. She jumped in the pool in her clothes. She honestly thought she’d found me dead.
 
   “Sloane, I’m sorry,” I apologize earnestly. I reach for her to comfort her, but she jerks away. “I mean it. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.”
 
   “What the hell were you doing?”
 
   “Just chilling.”
 
   “Chilling?” she parrots incredulously.
 
   “I needed a break from everyone.”
 
   “So you tried to drown yourself?”
 
   “I told you, I wasn’t drowning,” I remind her bitingly. “I grew up in the ocean. I can handle myself in this kiddie pool.”
 
   Sloane watches me for a long time. I stare back patiently as I wait for her to sort out whatever it is she needs to figure out here. We tread water as we assess each other, gently kicking and swirling with our hands. Slowly the anger, the fear, leaches out of her eyes until they’re the shining brown orbs I remember from the airport, full of intelligence and warmth. 
 
   “You’re sure you’re okay?” she asks gently.
 
   I nod my head decisively. “I’m solid. I promise.”
 
   “Because you can talk to me if you need to.”
 
   “About what?”
 
   “Whatever is eating at you.”
 
   “It’s the same shit as before. I’m handling it.”
 
   “That powerless feeling?”
 
   “It’s the waiting game,” I confirm. I briskly run my hand over my hair, down my face, swiping the dripping water away. “I get like this when I have to sit back and wait for life to happen. I like being in the driver’s seat. I don’t passenger very well.”
 
   “I told you I have it under control. You can trust me to take care of it.”
 
   “I don’t passenger well,” I reiterate clearly. 
 
   She nods her head, accepting that truth. “How do you usually deal with it? What can I do to help?”
 
   My head goes where it shouldn’t; both of them do. She’s inches away from me, wet to the bone. She’s hot as hell and the content of every fleeting fantasy I’ve had for the last three days. I know how I want to get right. I know exactly what would calm my nerves, but it’s the easy way out and this time it wouldn’t be just a quick fix. I can’t fuck her and walk away to go on with my day. She’s here with me to work and who knows how much we’ll be working together in the future. Not to mention she has my career in her hands, and I can’t mess with that. I can’t let myself get that stupid.
 
   “Music,” I tell her evasively but honestly. “I listen to music to get in the right headspace before a game.”
 
   “Where’s your music?” She peers down into the undulating water between us. “Please tell me it’s not on the bottom of the pool.”
 
   “It’s in my room in my bag.”
 
   “Why aren’t you listening to it instead of swimming in… are you in your underwear?”
 
   “I didn’t pack my trunks. My headphones either.”
 
   “Oh my God,” she groans.
 
   “’Oh my God’ the headphones or the underwear?”
 
   “The underwear, Trey! Of course the underwear.”
 
   “You’re really getting squeamish about this?” I chuckle.
 
   “No, I’m really thinking of the mess I’ll have to clean up when one of the many members of the media in this hotel finds you in this family establishment swimming in your underwear. Do you want me to see if I can find a kid to bring down here? Make it really scandalous?”
 
   “Depends. A little boy or a little girl?”
 
   She glares at me for exactly three seconds before turning away in disgust.
 
   I launch myself after her, finding footing on the bottom of the pool long before she can. I’m able to take hold of her arm before she can get away. “Calm down! I’m only kidding.”
 
   She lets me pull her around to face me, but she’s still glaring at me when I do.
 
   “Keep your voice down,” she hisses. 
 
   “You’re the one who was screaming before.”
 
   “Because I thought you were dead.”
 
   “Don’t go. Stay and swim with me.”
 
   “Some of us are in our clothes here. We didn’t all have time to strip down to nothing.”
 
   “You’re already wet. You might as well stay.”
 
   “And do what? Swim laps?”
 
   “We could play Marco Polo.”
 
   “No thanks.”
 
   “Come on, Sloane,” I plead softly. “Play with me.”
 
   Her lips part slightly, a surprised rush of air escaping them. It smells like mint and chocolate. So sweet I want to taste it, to taste her. 
 
   I pull her in close, because as smart as I want to be, I can’t help myself. 
 
   “I don’t want to be alone,” I tell her, my voice quiet and deep.
 
   “I thought you were tired of everyone.”
 
   “You’re not everyone.”
 
   She blinks, her lids dropping languidly as her hands rise to my chest, hesitant and hot. They slip over my skin, so small. So uncertain. I wait for her to push against me, to push me away, but she doesn’t. My hand is firm on her arm, my other hand wrapping around her waist.
 
   “I should go,” she whispers. 
 
   “Not yet.”
 
   “Trey,”
 
   “Not yet,” I repeat gruffly.
 
   I watch her swallow. Watch her thin neck constrict under her perfect skin that leads down over her collar bone. Over her breastplate. That disappears in the round, wet swell of her breasts inside her shirt.
 
    I’m immediately hard. She does this to me so easily it’s sick. It’s almost too much to handle, but I use it. I take control of it. I can’t fuck her but I can do this. I can feel her, taste her, and drive myself to the point of screaming the way my lungs screamed for air. But I won’t let them have it because I’m in control. Because I’m bigger than all of this, stronger than my need. My want.
 
   I kiss her. I lick bitter water from her lips, dip my tongue inside her mouth and savor that sweet chocolate taste. The clean minty gasp that escapes her lips and runs down my throat is like warm honey. Her hands clench on my chest. They grip at my me, looking for purchase but all they find is smooth, wet skin. Still she pulls at me. She reaches for me until she’s gripping my neck and pulling my mouth hard against hers.  
 
   I kiss her until she’s breathless. Until we’re both desperate for more. I find my brink in her body against mine, the soft push of her breasts against my chest, and I hit the brakes hard. I shut it down in an instant by pushing her gently away from me. 
 
   I feel strong. Proud and powerful. I’m in the driver’s seat as I distance myself from her, but the look on her face sends me into a skid. It’s conflicted, pinched like she was pained as she kissed me. As we took what we shouldn’t have.
 
   Her hands fall lifeless from my neck. “I have to go.”
 
   She’s not looking at me.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I hear myself whisper. 
 
   I have no idea why I feel it, but I do.
 
   “Me too.”
 
   I watch her go. I watch her walk out of the water, her dark shirt clinging to her narrow waist. Her cream colored pants plastered to the curve of her hips, over her ass. I won’t ever picture her naked again because this, Sloane shrouded in next to nothing, is the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen in my life. 
 
   And the sadness surrounding her is the heaviest weight I’ve ever carried.
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   March 2nd
 
   NFL Combine Day #4
 
   Lucas Oil Stadium
 
    
 
   Stupid. Stupid. Stupid. Stupid.
 
   I can’t stop. I keep chanting the word, chastising myself for being such an idiot. I kissed him. In a swimming pool. In his underwear. 
 
   If any of the reporters in the hotel got a picture of that or even caught wind of a rumor about it, I’d be done for. I’d be the agent/slut who can’t keep her hands off her clients. Who can’t keep her legs together long enough to complete her first Combine without her dad there to chaperone. 
 
   The worst part is that if it gets back to Brad I’ll lose Trey. He’ll pawn him off on another agent and I won’t get to finish what I started four years ago. I’ll have to watch my dream walk away from me. I won’t be taken seriously by other agents or coaches or scouts. It’ll take years for this one kiss, one careless moment, to blow over, and that’s just the outside world. My dad will never forget it.
 
   “You’re acting weird,” Hollis comments.
 
   I shake my head numbly. “I’m not. I’m fine.”
 
   “You’re ignoring Trey. You’ve been stalking him forever—“
 
   “I haven’t been stalking him.”
 
   “Whatever you say, Swim Fan. My point is that you haven’t shut up about this guy for the last six months and now here he is exactly where you wanted him and you’re hanging out with me next to a gym bag that smells like sardines.”
 
   “I was thinking clams.”
 
   “I’m thinking about burning it.”
 
   I cast him a wan smile. “I will pay you so much money to follow through with that thought.”
 
   “Or you could walk away to avoid the stench. Maybe thirty feet to your right.”
 
   My smile falls as I look away. “I’m good here.”
 
   “Sloane.”
 
   “I kissed him,” I whisper.
 
   Hollis freezes, his eyes focused straight ahead at the athletes running drills across the field. “Are you shitting me?” he whispers back.
 
   “I wish I was.”
 
   “Bad move, Ashford.”
 
   “I very much know that.”
 
   “Is that all you did?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Did anyone see?”
 
   “No.”
 
   He nods slowly. “Okay, it’s not that bad. Just forget about it and—“
 
   “I keep reliving it. I keep thinking about it and every time I do I…” I close my eyes, licking my lips gently. They were swollen when I went to sleep last night. Nearly bruised from the press of his kiss. “You’re right, I have to stop thinking about it.”
 
   “No shit,” he agrees vehemently.
 
   “I have to stay away from him.”
 
   “You can’t.”
 
   “Yes, I can. It’s the last day. He has these drills and then that’s it. You can take him to the airport for me when you take Reed. Tell them I’m in a meeting or I’m sick or dead. I don’t care what you say.”
 
   “No, I’m serious, you can’t avoid him. Look at him.”
 
   I glance reluctantly to my right where Trey stands against the wall. His eyes are honed downfield where a cluster of quarterbacks are lazily tossing the ball around. After every throw they take a step back, widening the gap between them. Launching the ball farther and farther down the field. Pinpoint accuracy to every toss and the entire building sees it. Every coach and scout in the room is watching them, processing their skill.
 
   And it’s killing Trey.
 
   His face is cut hard, his eyes burning. His hands are clenched. He’s tugging at his splint.
 
   “Ah dammit,” I curse under my breath.
 
   “You better go talk to him. People are going to notice something’s up with him if he doesn’t knock it off soon, and if there’s one thing coaches hate, it’s emotional quarterbacks.”
 
   “I know, I know,” I grumble. 
 
   I grab my bag, slinging it over my shoulder before I close the distance between myself and Trey. He doesn’t break his stare on the competition. He holds his rigid posture, his eyes hard on them as they scrimmage, but he knows I’m there. He can feel me lean against the wall next to him.
 
   “I could pull my splint off. It’s coming off next week anyway.”
 
   “You’re not doing that,” I reply calmly.
 
   He licks his lips. “I can throw today.”
 
   “No, you can’t. You throw with an untested, unpracticed hand and you’ll ruin yourself, not to mention all the work I’ve done over the last couple days.”
 
   “Are you kidding me?” He points downfield. “Look at that. Two of those guys are already ahead of me in the Draft even on a good day when I’m still ranked number four. Every time they throw a pass I disappear a little more. I fall a little farther.”
 
   I reach for his arm, laying my hand on it to gently push it down. “Stop pointing and stop staring. You’re cracking.”
 
   “Hell yeah, I’m cracking. I’m a ghost here today!”
 
   “Would you calm your shit,” I whisper harshly, turning to stand in front of him. To try to block his view of the other players. It shouldn’t work. He towers over me, but his eyes are on mine when I glare up at him. He looks desperate. Restless. “Breathe. Chill out. You’ve got to keep it together for one more afternoon, then it’s over. The next time any of them will see you is on Pro Day when you’re out of the splint and back in action, so take it easy.”
 
   “Not all of them are coming to Pro Day.”
 
   “Coach Allen is.”
 
   He blinks in surprise. “He’s really coming?”
 
   “Of course he’s coming. He’s a UCLA alum, he lives in L.A., and he’s crazy in love with you.” He nods his head, not convinced. I decide to play my ace in the hole. “He’s already made a trade.”
 
   Trey’s eyes snap to mine. “A trade for what?”
 
   I smile. “A first round draft pick.”
 
   “You’re fucking with me.”
 
   “I’m not. He made it official late last night. He traded Duncan Walker and his second round draft pick this year to the Montana Miners for their first round pick and tight end Kurtis Matthews. Now the Kodiaks have the number four pick and they’re in the market for a quarterback.”
 
   I expect Trey to smile, but his face is unreadable. His tone, however, is very clear. He’s worried. “And without Walker, they’re also in the market for a running back. One like Andre Larkin.”
 
    “It’s not going to happen, Trey,” I promise him evenly. “I don’t care what they keep projecting Larkin at. No one takes a running back in the first round. It’s not worth it. Their injury rate is too high to burn a first round pick on them. Coach Allen would be a fool to pick him over you.”
 
   “He gave up his second round pick?”
 
   “Yes,” I admit reluctantly. It wasn’t part of my original plan, but nothing about the pre-Draft shuffle goes the way you want it to. Not perfectly.
 
   Trey shakes his head tightly. “Coach Allen would have to wait until the third to fill the hole in his roster. He won’t find another running back like Walker in the third round.”
 
   “He’s not looking for one. In his mind a stellar quarterback and a great tight end are worth the loss. I’ve got this under control, okay? Just relax.”
 
   “I’m having trouble with that today.”
 
   “Do you need to go take another swim?”
 
   He grins faintly. “I think that would make it worse.”
 
   “Then you should listen to music. Did you bring your iPod down with you?”
 
   “No, I forgot my headphones, remember?”
 
   “Lucky for you, I do. And even luckier for you, I got you a present last night.” I dig into my large purse dangling at my side. I pull out a pair of Beats headphones and hand them to him. 
 
   Trey takes them from me slowly. His face changes as he does, lightening by degrees. Loosening ever so slightly. “You went out and got these for me?”
 
   “After I dried off and changed clothes, yeah,” I joke, immediately wishing I hadn’t. The memory of the kiss hits me like a truck. It’s so much worse than before now that I’m standing in front of him. I shift on my feet, fighting the urge to turn away. “I got you orange, one of the Kodiak’s colors. Is that okay?”
 
   He grins crookedly. “It’s tight. Thanks. I’ll pay you back.”
 
   “They’re on the agency. No paybacks. You need them, I got them for you. It’s my job. But now you need your music. Do you want to give me your key and I’ll run up to your room?”
 
   “There’s not enough time. I’ll be up for the 40 yard test in a few minutes. I’ll be okay without it.”
 
   “Like hell. You’re talking about ripping your splint off and throwing cold in front of every GM in the NFL. You’re definitely not ‘okay’.” I pull out my phone, bringing up my most recent playlist. “We’re going to have to improvise. Put the headphones on.”
 
   “What am I listening to?”
 
   “Something calming.”
 
   I hit PLAY. Alessia Cara’s Here bursts through the headphones.
 
   He casts me a wary look, but I ignore him. I lean back against the wall next to him, nodding my head to the beat I can hear thrumming low and steady through the cans on his ears. It takes him a few seconds but eventually he relaxes against the wall next to me, his head bobbing in time with mine. 
 
   When the song ends he glances down at me, a half smile on his lips. “Chick music, huh?”
 
   “It’s this or nothing. Are you complaining?”
 
   He rolls his hand, calling for me to play it again. When I do he closes his eyes. He sways back and forth, his arm bumping against my shoulder every time he comes my way. It’s mesmerizing and enticing. Hypnotic to the point that I catch myself swaying with him, pushing into him each time we move. He’s solid, a mountain of a man beside me, but he rocks me softly. He’s careful and intentional in his contact. Controlled. Calm. 
 
   Suddenly his eyes open, finding mine. Catching me watching him. I feel an apprehensive flutter in my stomach as he stares at me for a second too long. As we linger a moment beyond comfortable.
 
   As I remember the ten TV cameras watching every inch of the arena.
 
   I look away, putting a step between us. My arm feels cold without him, my stomach drops, but his eyes are still on me. He’s tracking me the way he follows players on the field. Like a hawk in the sky. Like an animal on the prowl.
 
   He’s himself again; the god on the field full of focus, but he’s something else too. Something I never saw before, no matter how many hours of footage I watched or how deep into his life I thought I delved. I didn’t know because I’d never been in a room with him. I’d never smelled his sweat, felt his skin against mine. He’s more than a Heisman trophy come to life. He’s a man full of faults and flaws. He’s worried eyes and a troubled brow, an anxiously beating heart. He’s impossibly long fingers on large hands, long limbs, hot skin, smooth and tatted, dark and winding around corded muscle wrapped over broad bone. 
 
   I’ve never broken him down before, never taken in his parts piece by piece, but when I do it’s intimidating and exciting. So fucking alluring I’m numb with need. Need to touch him, need to hear him, to understand him. To help him. It’s a magnetism I’ve never felt before, not for anyone.
 
   It scares the shit out of me.
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   April 12th
 
   UCLA Campus
 
   Los Angeles, CA
 
    
 
   “Eight… nine… ten… come on, you pussy, one more. One more!”
 
   I growl in the back of my throat as my muscles convulse under the weight of the bar on my chest. It’s two hundred and twenty-five pounds of steel weighing down on me. The same weight they had at the Draft that I wasn’t asked to lift. The same weight I pushed here at UCLA on Pro Day. Ten was as many as I could manage before my body gave out. I won’t be happy with anything less than eleven today. Tomorrow it will be twelve.
 
   “Come on, come, come on,” Folk chants, wiggling his fingers eagerly under the bar as it slowly starts to rise. “Do it, bitch! Do it!”
 
   Sweat streams down my face, dripping onto the floor. I yell from between my gritted teeth. I give it everything I have. I see stars in my vision. I feel myself getting faded, my peripheral going dark. I’m worried I’ll pass out or shit myself on the bench the way Defoe did last month. 
 
   And yet still I push. Still I strive.
 
   I’m halfway there, my arms shaking. My right hand is screaming. Just a little farther. A little bit more…
 
   “Ahhh!” I cry, pushing myself to the edge. 
 
   My arms straighten. I’m there. I made it.
 
   I’m back.
 
   “Yeah, Trey! Fuck yeah!”
 
   Folk cheers me on as he helps me lay the bar down on the supports. I breathe out in a painful rush when the weight is gone. My arms collapse onto my chest, quivering uncontrollably.
 
   Folk grips my shoulders, shaking me excitedly. “Good job, man. You killed it.”
 
   I chuckle breathlessly. “You can do twenty-two reps. I almost died doing eleven.”
 
   “And you can pull Grade A pussy any day of the week. We all got our strengths, baby.”
 
   “I don’t get why you’re killing yourself,” Defoe calls from across the weight room. He’s sitting on his ass on the leg press watching Sports Center on the big flat screen. “The Combine is over, Pro Day is done, and you don’t have to worry about training camp until after the Draft.”
 
   I groan, sitting up on the bench. “I’m getting ready.”
 
   “You should be relaxing.”
 
   “Yeah, I don’t do that very well,” I mumble. 
 
   “I’ll teach you.”
 
   “You’ll teach him to be a fat ass,” Cummings snaps.
 
   “He could use some weight on him. Make it harder to sack him.”
 
   “If you did your job protecting him, he wouldn’t have to worry about being sacked.”
 
   “He does his job,” I argue. “Remember that girl at the bar? The tall one with the red hair and the… the, uh… shit, what is it called?”
 
   “A scrunchy,” Defoe reminds me proudly. He remembers.
 
   I snap my fingers, pointing at him. “Yeah, that’s it. The scrunchy thing with my number on it. She wouldn’t get off my ass all night, and when she licked my ear on the dance floor Defoe was in there, man. He bounced her right out of that bar.”
 
   “He banged her,” Cummings says, unimpressed with my story.
 
   “What? No, he didn’t.”
 
   “He did,” Folk confirms. “In your car.”
 
   I scowl at Defoe. “You fucked that psycho in my truck?”
 
   “I got her off your back, didn’t I?” he demands defensively.
 
   Cummings snorts. “Yeah, and onto hers in his ride.”
 
   I shake my head in disbelief. “You asshole.”
 
   “What?” Defoe cries. “She was into it. I told her it was your truck and she got all excited. What was I supposed to do?”
 
   “The bed or the cab?”
 
   “Come on, Trey, don’t be pissed.”
 
   “The bed or the cab?” I repeat clearly.
 
   His shoulders slump. “The cab.”
 
   “Asshole.”
 
   “It was too cold for the bed!”
 
   “You’re scrubbing my seats. Today.”
 
   “It’s been months.”
 
   “I don’t care. You’re doing it.”
 
   “That truck is a piece of shit anyway. I don’t know why you’re getting so mad. Go buy a new one.”
 
   “I’m with him on that,” Cummings agrees. “That beast is trash, Trey. You have the money. Go buy a new one.”
 
   I ignore him and this argument that never ends. They all want me to blow through the money in a matter of hours buying a car, buying a house, buying all new clothes and watches. Folk has been on my ass to get a pimp cane every hour of every day for a week. I’m tempted to buy one just to beat him in the head with.
 
   What I really want to do is send the money to my parents, at least part of it, but they won’t take anything. It’s driving me crazy. Not cash, not gifts, and not plane tickets to the Draft in two weeks. They said they’ll watch it the way they watched the Combine – on the TV in the breakroom at the hotel where my mom works the front desk. I’d rather they were here. I’d rather not be alone.
 
   The guys are always around, but not all of them are graduating with me. Cummings and Folk, they’re sticking around for another year. Defoe is graduating but he isn’t entering the Draft. His career is over, which is probably why he’s parked on the leg press, sitting there like none of this matters, because for him it doesn’t. Once he’s graduated he’s going back home to Texas. The guy has been my family for four years and I’ll probably never see him again.
 
   I only have one class this term, one class next term just to keep me on campus and eligible for graduation in June. The class is weight training. I’m in it right now. This is me learning. 
 
   This is me leaving.
 
   I feel lonely. It’s a weird feeling when you’re surrounded by people. When your face is on the cover of magazines, on billboards and websites. It doesn’t seem right that you be alone when the whole world knows your name, but I am. The media makes it more obvious to me, because every time they take my picture who am I with?
 
   No one.
 
   “Dude, isn’t that your agent?” Cummings asks, pointing to the TV.
 
   When I look up I expect to see Sloane, and I’m surprised by how eager I am. I haven’t seen her since Pro Day, and even then it was only for a minute. She gave me a hug that caught me off guard, told me I’d be great, and disappeared into the crowd of coaches. I saw her later walking across the field with the offensive coordinator for the Buccaneers. Some early thirties asshole that kept touching her shoulder. Kept making her laugh. 
 
   I’m excited to see her face on the screen, but it’s not her. It’s Brad Ashford. He’s on Sports Center talking to an analyst about the upcoming Draft. The logo for the California Kodiaks is in the corner by his face.
 
   So is a stern faced photo of Andre Larkin.
 
   “What the fuck is this?” I whisper to myself.
 
   I grab the remote from Defoe with shaking hands, cranking the volume.
 
   “…superstar in the making,” Ashford explains arrogantly. “The Kodiaks are a great program and now that they’ve traded Duncan Walker for this first round pick, they’re in the market for a running back. Andre Larkin is the clear choice, and Keith agrees with me.”
 
   “Keith Wilton, the Kodiak’s General Manager?”
 
   “He and I had a very in depth conversation about it and we both came to the same conclusion; Andre Larkin.
 
   The announcer, a balding black man with a vibrant green tie, shakes his head. “Now, I have to disagree with you, Brad, and I think a lot of other people will too. The smart move on a first round pick is almost never a running back. A quarterback is the backbone of your team. A great one can make or break a program and the Kodiaks have been desperate for a good one for two seasons. I think you go Trey Domata. No question.”
 
   “Fucking-a,” Folk rumbles.
 
   “I’m not going to argue with you, Josh. He’s a great athlete. He’s another client of mine and he’s an incredible player, but I don’t see him being a good fit for California, and Keith agrees with me. The Kodiaks need an explosive quarterback. The kind of guy who will run the ball and make the big plays, and Domata just isn’t that player. He’ll do great somewhere, but if it were up to me, it wouldn’t be with the Kodiaks.”
 
   “Don’t be modest, Brad,” the announcer laughs. “You’ve been in the business a long time and we all know your reach is long. You have at least a little say in where your clients land.”
 
   “I may hold some sway with some people, I’ll admit it, but in the end it’s down to the coaches and the GMs making the right choices. I would caution them to remember that while a player can be flashy and feel like the popular choice, he’s not always the right one for your program.”
 
   “And you feel like Andre Larkin is hands down the best first round choice for the Kodiaks? Worth giving up star player Duncan Walker?”
 
   “Absolutely, Josh. It’s why I suggested the trade. There’s no doubt in my mind. Andre Larkin is a Kodiak.”
 
   “Trey, where are you going?” Cummings asks nervously.
 
   I’m already off the mats, heading for the door. “I’m going to the agency.”
 
   “He’s not there, man! He was just on TV. He could be in New York for all you know.”
 
   “Sports Center broadcasts from the ESPN offices in L.A.,” Folk corrects. 
 
   “Why would you know that?”
 
   “I took Broadcasting fall term. We had a field trip to their studio.”
 
   “A fucking field trip in college, are you shi—Trey, get back here! You can’t ambush your agent!”
 
   Heavy metal doors slam shut behind me, silencing his protests. 
 
   Inside me voices roar angry and chaotic. I can’t understand them, can’t get a clear grip on my thoughts. It’s a buzz between my ears, like wild bees on bath salts.
 
    I drive too fast. I change lanes without thinking. Without looking. I’m in the driver’s seat but I’m a passenger in my own body. I’m grabbing for the wheel but I can’t get my hands on it. I can’t slow myself down.
 
   I’m out of control.
 
   I park on the curb in front of the office building where the Ashford Agency sits high in the sky. My parking spot is a red zone. It’s illegal and I don’t give a shit. 
 
   After an agonizingly slow ride up the elevator, I burst through the glass doors leading into the lobby. I haven’t been back since I signed with them. It’s whiter than I remember.
 
   A startled receptionist with brown hair and dark rimmed glasses greets me nervously. “Welcome to the Ash—“
 
   “I want to talk to Brad Ashford right now.” I step up to her tall, curved desk, slapping my hands down loudly on it’s cold top. “Right. Fucking. Now.”
 
   She shakes her head. “Mr. Ashford isn’t in. I can leave him a message.”
 
   “When is he coming back?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “I’ll wait in his office.”
 
   “You can’t do that.”
 
   “You better find somewhere to park me and tell his old ass to get down here because I’m not leaving this office until I talk to him!”
 
   “I can try calling him,” she offers halfheartedly. 
 
   “No. I want him here in person. He’ll face me like a man.”
 
   “I’m sorry, I can’t—“
 
   “Trey.”
 
   I jerk to my right. Sloane is in the hallway. She’s perfectly dressed, perfectly pressed, and utterly calm. 
 
   It pisses me off worse than I already am.
 
   “Where’s your dad?” I demand.
 
   She frowns at me impatiently. “Mr. Ashford isn’t in the office today.”
 
   “Get him here.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Well one of you better get him on the phone because I want to know what the fuck is happening with the Draft!”
 
   Sloane takes three slow steps toward me, her expression annoyed. “Lower your voice and watch your language. This is a business, not a locker room.”
 
   “Don’t turn frigid on me, Sloane. Talk to me. What’s going on?!”
 
   “Come with me to my office and we’ll talk about it.”
 
   She doesn’t wait for me to agree. She turns on her heel, the black spike on her shoe snapping sharply with each decisive step down the hall. She holds the door open for me as she waits stone-faced for me to storm angrily inside. Once the door is slammed shut behind me, she loses her composure.
 
   “What are you thinking?” she hisses viciously.
 
   “I’m thinking your dad is a goddam traitor!”
 
   “Keep your voice down.”
 
   “What’s going on with the Draft?!”
 
   Sloane shakes her head stubbornly, crossing her arms over her chest. “I won’t talk to you when you’re like this. Calm down.”
 
   “I can’t!”
 
   “Lower. Your. Voice.”
 
   “Answer. Me.”
 
   “I have it under control. You have to trust me.”
 
   I point to the small flat panel TV mounted against the wall. “How can I trust that you have it under control when your own dad is telling the world I’m not the right guy for the job?”
 
   “He doesn’t know what he’s talking about. He’s never known with you. I had to fight for you for years to get him to sign you because he wouldn’t listen!”
 
   “Well, you know who’s listening now? The fucking GM of the Kodiaks! He’s listening to your dad telling him I’m no good!”
 
   “And Coach Allen and I are telling him you are! Nothing has been decided yet!”
 
   I turn, pacing the small room with my hands in my hair as my head pounds painfully. “I can’t handle this. I can’t take this shit.”
 
   “Trey, what is with you?” Sloane asks hesitantly. “I’ve seen you uptight before but never like this.”
 
   I can hardly hear her. I barely see her. All I can think is that I’m spiraling. I’m falling. The lights in the room are too bright. The air is too thin. The walls too close. It’s all crashing down on me, pulling me under, and I’m going to pass out. I’m going to die.
 
   “What can I do to help you?”
 
   Her hand is on my shoulder. 
 
   Her smell is in my nose. 
 
   Her face is in my hands.
 
   Her breath is on my lips.
 
   I kiss her zealously, pouring my anxiety into her. Letting myself go as I cling to her. I pull her to me until I’m worried I’ve hurt her, but she doesn’t complain. Her arms tangle with mine as I try to get a better grip on her. Try to get closer to her so I can be farther from myself. Clothes are shoved aside, teeth clash and clatter as we come together and break apart violently shedding our shells. She can’t reach high enough to get my shirt off over my head but I don’t help her. I make her struggle to touch me under the fabric. I make her work for it as I take from her greedily, tugging her clothes aside until she’s bare and beautiful. Breathless and begging.
 
   It’s frantic, too violent and rushed to be remembered with any clarity, but it’s everything I need.
 
   Everything I want.
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   “Oh my God, no.”
 
   Oh my God, yes. Trey, yes. Don’t stop.
 
   “No, no, no, no, no.”
 
   Yes, yes, yes, yes, yes!
 
   “Fuck me.”
 
   Fuck me, Sloane. That’s right, baby, ride it. Ride me. 
 
   “Stop,” Trey tells me heavily.
 
   I have to push my hair out of my face to look at him. He’s lying on his back on the floor next to me, his eyes on the ceiling. His face is totally calm. Completely blank. 
 
   “You’re freaking out. You have to stop.”
 
   “How are you not freaking out?” I demand. “What we just did was so insanely—“
 
   “Hot.”
 
   I close my eyes against the memories, but it’s useless. They’re so fresh, only minutes old, and they’re too vivid to ignore. I can see it all, feel it all, in perfect clarity. Trey’s hands on my thighs, his long fingers finding the edge of my skirt, lifting it higher and higher. Pulling my underwear lower and lower. Then they were gone along with everything else I was wearing. Blouse, bra, sense of shame. We tossed it all aside until our bodies collided. Until his tongue was in my mouth, his hands in my hair. On my breasts. Between my legs. He sent my breath scattered through the room, lost to me as he spun me around. As he bent me over the arm of the couch. As he slid inside me in one rough thrust that would have made me scream if I had air left in my lungs. His touch was coarse, every inch of his body hard and demanding as he commanded me, moved me through position after position, never letting me have what I was dying for, never giving either of us the release we chased until I was lost, whimpering and pleading for him. 
 
   For every. Last. Inch.
 
   I lick my lips, opening my eyes reluctantly. “It was pretty hot.”
 
   “It was smoking hot.”
 
   “Habanero hot.”
 
   “Magma hot.”
 
   “Fell off the back of a truck hot.”
 
   He turns his head to look at me, a smile on his lips. “Sloane Ashford hot.”
 
   “Trey Domata hot.”
 
   “That’s pretty damn hot.”
 
   I laugh, but the sound is lost in his mouth when he kisses me. Then I’m lost in his hands as they weave into my hair to the back of my head, pulling me to him. My hand lands on his chest. It’s peppered with stiff, dark hair over the curved steel of his muscles. Every piece of him is toned and hard, calloused and coarse, but his mouth is incredibly soft. His tongue asks permission gently, an unbelievable contrast to the way he kissed me only minutes before, but I open myself to him readily, letting him take control the way he likes. The way that feels so deliciously free.
 
   He places one last chaste kiss on my lips before releasing me. His face is serious and familiar as he lays his head back down. This is the man on the field. The self-assured QB with all the right moves. All the answers.
 
   “Don’t overthink this, Sloane,” he tells me gently, smoothing my hair back from my face. “It’s not the end of everything.”
 
   I shake my head ardently. “We can’t work together and do this. Brad would make me stop working with you. Everyone would assume I sleep with all my clients. I’m already seen as nothing but a pair of tits from most of the men I meet. The last thing I need is for them to start thinking about my vagina and how much dick it catches.”
 
   “Slow down.”
 
   “How are you so calm all of the sudden? I honestly thought you were having a panic attack earlier and now you’re… you’re different.”
 
   Trey sits up suddenly. He pulls his shirt down from where I tangled it up around his neck and searches for his underwear. His pants. His socks. His shoes. I’ve cast his belongings to the winds and I worry that somehow something made it out into the hall. Maybe out the window. We were that kind of careless when the moment was on us, but now that it’s fading away I’m worried about what’s on the other side of it. I’m worried about the dramatic shift in his attitude.
 
   “Trey, have you ever talked to a doctor about your attacks?” I ask gently.
 
   “I don’t have attacks.”
 
   His tone is even. Dead and uninterested.
 
   “You have something going on. This isn’t the first time I’ve seen you panic before, but it was definitely the worst. I think you need to talk to someone.”
 
   “I’m talking to you.”
 
   “Not really, no. You’re not.”
 
   He hands me my bra, going to the other side of my desk to look for his left shoe. “What’d you mean when you said you had to convince your dad to sign me? What’d you have to convince him of?”
 
   “Guess we’re done talking about it,” I mutter, yanking my black camisole down over my stomach.
 
   “Why didn’t he want to sign me?” Trey presses.
 
   “Because he didn’t think you were NFL material. He thought you were too calm. Not explosive enough. He says you’re too soft to be big in the NFL. I told him he was wrong. I never let up on him, even after you hurt your hand. I refused to give up because I knew going into this job that you were going to be big one day, and I wanted to be the one to help make that happen for you.”
 
   “For both of us.”
 
   “Yeah. I wanted it for me too. I wanted my moment, the one that would make everyone take notice and realize I could do this job without my dad, because you were my pick. I saw you coming. I knew you were going to be great.”
 
   “Kodiak’s GM doesn’t agree with you.”
 
   “Keith is a spineless douche,” I reply with disdain, standing up to pull on my skirt. “Brad tells him you’re no good for the program, he agrees. Coach Allen told him last week you were the only pick he’d take in the first round, and Keith agreed. He’ll nod his head for whoever is yelling at him the loudest.”
 
   Trey hands me my shoes. “Are you yelling at him?”
 
   “I don’t yell. That’s my dad’s way, not mine. I’m more subtle.”
 
   “I’ll go talk to him.”
 
   I shake my head, stepping into my heels. “Wrong. You’ll go home, shut off the power, and lock yourself in an isolated room until Draft day. You did your job on the field for the last four years, Trey. It’s time to let me do mine.”
 
   His jaw tightens. “I don’t passenger.”
 
   “I remember, and I’m not asking you to. I’m asking you to idle the car. I’ll keep you informed on everything as it happens, I promise, but you have to promise me that when you see shit like my dad on TV talking out his ass, you’ll pump the breaks and talk to me before getting stupid.”
 
    “Yeah, alright,” he agrees halfheartedly. 
 
   I take a step toward him, staring up into his eyes. “I’m going to ask you something and you’re not going to like it, but I have to know. You have to be honest with me, alright?”
 
   He lifts his chin, looking down on me. Going on the defensive. “What?” 
 
   “The personality test they did on you at the Combine, is that going to throw up any red flags?”
 
   He knows what I’m asking. Will they see the panic? Did his anxiety shine through?
 
   Trey shakes his head, his face calm. “It’s clean.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “Positive. I was tight that day. I had my head right.”
 
   “That’s good.”
 
   “Yeah.” He scratches at his shoulder, glancing at the door. “Hey, look, I better go. People are going to start to wonder what’s going on in here.”
 
   I go to step out of his way, but he grabs my arm. His hand is lightning fast. I don’t see it coming, but all of the sudden I’m chest to chest with him, rising up on my toes as he leans down over me, covering my mouth with his. The kiss is brief but soft, and even though he disappears as soon as he lets me go, I can still feel him. Everywhere.
 
   I smooth my hair back as I sit down at my desk, trying to find normal. Trying to find a place in my body where I’m not blushing. Not humming from head to toe. 
 
   There’s nowhere.
 
   He left so abruptly, his presence still lingers in the air. On my skin. I can’t be in here. I can’t think straight with his tall, naked body behind my eyelids every time I blink. The ghost of my orgasm ripping through me like lightning flashing across my mind every two seconds.
 
   I stand up to hurry out of the room, down the hall, and into the first door on the left. I close it quickly behind me, leaning back against it breathlessly.
 
   Hollis doesn’t look up from his laptop. 
 
   “Please, come in,” he drones.
 
   “I slept with him,” I blurt out. “I just slept with Trey Domata. In my office. Just now.”
 
   His eyes rise slowly to mine, his face shocked. “Dude.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Dude,” he scolds.
 
   “I know!”
 
   His mouth pinches sympathetically. “Dude.”
 
   I nod slowly, falling down into the seat across from him. “I know.”
 
   “Do you think anyone knows?”
 
   “No. Hardly anyone is here today and my office is in fucking Narnia. If you didn’t hear it, no one did.”
 
   “I didn’t, thank God, but I’m worried for poor Mr. Tumnus.”
 
   “Can we not talk about goats while we’re talking about my sex life?”
 
   “You’re the Ice Queen,” he adds quickly, unable to stop himself.
 
   “Why do I talk to you?!”
 
   Hollis sits back in his chair with a smug smile, appraising me. “What are you gonna do?”
 
   “Marry him. Have his babies. Spend the rest of my life watching him jump from city to city, girl to girl, bed to bed, and father bastards across this great nation. It’s my every dream finally realized.” I lean forward, pressing my fingers excitedly to my lips. “Hollis, I’m so happy.”
 
   “God, you can be such a bitch,” he sighs.
 
   I drop my hands, falling back into the chair. “I’m going to pretend it never happened. What else can I do?”
 
   “You could not be a bitch about it.”
 
   “I wouldn’t know where to begin with that.”
 
   “I wouldn’t recognize you if you did. And can I point out the folly in that plan?”
 
   “I’d rather you didn’t since it’s my only plan at this point.”
 
   “You said you were going to pretend the kiss at the Combine didn’t happen. How’d that go?”
 
   “Not great.”
 
   “Not at all, that’s how it went. You didn’t even try to avoid this.” He shakes his head, swiveling back and forth slowly in his seat. “You’re not going to be able to gloss over it. There’s no going back. You’re going to have to find another way to deal with it.”
 
   “We’ll be friends,” I compromise. “That’s what we’ll do. We’ll sit down, we’ll have dinner, and we’ll talk about how we have to be friends. I can be friends with a client. Just look at Demarcus and I. If he lived in California I’d be hanging out with him all the time.”
 
   “Not the same.”
 
   “It’s close enough.”
 
   “Not even a little.”
 
   My phone rings in my hand, making me jump. I hadn’t realized I was carrying it. I look down nervously at the screen, terrified it’s my dad calling to tell me that he knows and I’m fired and I’m a whore.
 
   “It’s Trey,” I whisper in shock.
 
   Hollis waits for it to ring again. “Are you going to answer it?”
 
   “He just left. Why is he calling me right now?”
 
   “Probably to tell you he wants to be friends. It’s the only thing that makes sense.”
 
   I glare at him as I nervously swipe my finger over the screen, lifting it to my ear. “Hello?”
 
   “Hey,” Trey replies, his voice calm and deep. “Sorry to call you like this already, but I’ve got a problem.”
 
   “Don’t we all?”
 
   He pauses. “Yeah, well, I need to ask you a favor.”
 
   “What do you need?”
 
   “A ride. I can’t get home.”
 
   “How’d you get here?”
 
   “My truck.”
 
   “And your truck is…”
 
   “Gone. Towed.”
 
   I stand up, heading for the door. “Why did it get towed?”
 
   “Good talk, Sloane!” Hollis calls after me. “Goodnight to you too!”
 
   I wave at him over my shoulder before I disappear into the hall.
 
   The sound of traffic echoes behind Trey’s voice in my ear. “I might have parked it illegally.”
 
   “How illegally?”
 
   “On the curb in the fire lane illegally.”
 
   I laugh before I can stop myself. I press the back of my hand over my smile to quiet it. “That’s… that’s a choice, Trey.”
 
   “I was mad,” he replies defensively, but I can hear him smiling too. “I was in a hurry to yell at your dad for being a dick.”
 
   “Let’s be sure to expense the cost of freeing your truck from impound to the agency.”
 
   “Fuck it. Let them keep it.”
 
   I grab my purse out of my office. I lock the door behind me as I leave and I hope to God it doesn’t smell like sex when the janitors come by tonight. Of course the used condom in my wastebasket might be a dead giveaway. I consider going back for it but wonder what the hell I’d do with it? Walk out of the building with it in my hand?
 
   I’d rather roll the dice with the janitor.
 
   “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?” I ask Trey excitedly. “Are you finally buying a new car?”
 
   “I’m saying I need a ride tonight. That’s all.” He drops his voice until I can barely hear him. “What do you say, Sloane? Will you save me?”
 
   “I’m already on my way. Where am I taking you?”
 
   “Magnolia Apartments.”
 
   “You’re still living with Cummings, huh?” I ask, cruising through the lobby and out the door without making eye contact with the receptionist.
 
   “You know, if you weren’t my agent, the amount of shit you know about me would be really creepy.”
 
   “If it makes you feel any better, for every scrap of knowledge I have on you, I’ll give you the same on me. Call it trust building.”
 
   “You have a lot of scraps. That could take a while.” He pauses, the sound of the traffic fading away then coming back with a roar. “How about we swap scraps over dinner? I’m starving.”
 
   I smile at the elevator door, my distorted reflection smiling back at me. She looks like an idiot. “So am I. I’ll be down in a minute.”
 
   “I’ll be waiting.”
 
   I drop my phone into my purse feeling strange. Feeling light and off kilter, like I’m floating. It’s dangerous, what I’m doing. I won’t lie to myself and say I think this dinner is going to be all business, but I promise myself I’ll make a point of laying down the law with us. For both our sakes.
 
   What happened in my office can never happen again. Not as long as I’m his agent. And I’m not about to give that up, not for anything. Not when I’m so close to making both our dreams come true. 
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   Wurst Bar
 
   Los Angeles, CA
 
    
 
   “Worst Bar?” I ask skeptically. “That’s for real. That’s its name.”
 
   Sloane smiles. “Vurst Bar. It’s German. They pronounce the W as a V.”
 
   “That’s weird.”
 
   “Blame Latin. They started it. Anyway, it’s delicious. You’re going to love it.”
 
   “I would have loved a burrito from Taco Bell.”
 
   She slides her silver Mercedes into an open spot across the street from the bar, smiling at me sideways. “Then you don’t know what love is. Don’t worry. I’ll show you.”
 
   I maneuver myself out of her car, feeling like I have too much leg for the thing. I have to adjust my pants when I finally make it vertical. Sloane drove me by my apartment on the way to the restaurant so I could change out of my workout gear. I put on an old pair of jeans, a plain gray T-shirt, and my nicest Nikes. I also slapped on deodorant and cologne to cover what sweat scent I could, and dodged back out before the guys could get back from the gym. I don’t want to tell them what I’ve done or where I’m going. Who I’m going with. I don’t want to do that to Sloane.
 
    The building is plain on the outside. It looks like an office except for the large, blocky letters spelling out Wurst Bar in gold and blue across the front. I follow Sloane inside, immediately hit with the smell of bread and beer when the door opens. It’s dimly lit under high ceilings with large exposed beams running the length of the room. Long wood tables with matching benches mirror the beams, spanning to the back where a bar dominates the wall with glowing bottles and neon lights in a language I can’t read. 
 
   The place is packed. It buzzes with the clink of glass and endless chatter. A huge TV is set into one wall. It’s broadcasting football highlights, probably more of the endless coverage of the upcoming Draft, and I immediately want to leave. I’m about to tell Sloane I can’t stay when she takes my hand in hers and pulls me toward a door on the right side of the room. She’s taking me away from the TV. I follow her mutely.
 
   The door leads outside to a patio area with brilliant green grass, more long tables, and a gold and green canopy filled with humming heat lamps. The late evening light filters through the canopy giving the interior a mellow golden glow. 
 
   “I thought we could eat outside,” she tells me, releasing my hand. A small gust of wind rolls through her hair, pressing the strands to her chest. “Get away from the crowd and the TV.”
 
   “Yeah, that’d be good.”
 
   She smiles as she pulls her hair over her shoulder, out of the reach of the wind. 
 
   Some strange part of me wishes I had done it for her.
 
   On our way to the tent, Sloane stops at a small white shed covered in ornate black writing. A girl in full beer garden costume smiles at her sweetly, asking for her order. She gets us a couple of beers, handing them to me as she adds on two massive, curved pretzels. 
 
   “I got it,” I tell her, looking for a spot to set down the beer so I can reach my wallet.
 
   Sloane waves me away. “No, the agency has it. This is a business dinner. Let daddy pay for it.”
 
   I frown, feeling like a dick. “I’m sorry about that.”
 
   “Don’t be. You’re not the only one to bring it up. Happens all the time.”
 
   “That makes me feel even worse.”
 
   “You’ll find a way to make it up to me someday.” She picks up the pretzels, nodding to the tent. “Do you mind if we sit under a heat lamp? I didn’t bring a jacket and the wind is chilly.”
 
   “Lead the way.”
 
   The patio isn’t empty. Couples and groups are spaced out over the tables. Sloane chooses a spot toward the back, under a lamp and far from the crowd.
 
   “We’re gonna talk about it, aren’t we?” I ask, slowly sitting down across from her in our secluded corner.
 
   She shrugs. “There’s not much to say, but I think we have to say it anyway.”
 
   “Didn’t we say it in the office?”
 
   “While we were naked,” she reminds me dully. “I think a little distance and a layer of clothing is a good buffer, and it won’t hurt to say it again.”
 
   “We can’t sleep together,” I supply, getting it out of the way.
 
   “No, we can’t. It’s too risky for both of us. And right now, this close to the Draft, surprises can hurt you.”
 
   “Got it. We won’t do it again.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   I lean forward on the table, taking a sip of my beer as I look her over with interest. “Now, about those scraps…”
 
   I love it when she smiles. When her pink lips curve into that wicked grin that’s real and honest and ready. “What do you want to know?”
 
   “Let’s start with what you have on me. How many siblings do I have?”
 
   “None,” she answers immediately. “You’re an only child to Donna and Lono Domata. Your mom is from Idaho originally. Your dad is a Hawaiian native.”
 
   “All true. Now you.”
 
    “I have a sister. Ellen. She’s younger. She’s studying abroad in Italy.” Her smile slips a little as her hands pick at the salt on her pretzel. “My dad you know. He grew up in L.A. No surprises there. My mom’s name is Bridge, but she tells everyone its Bri. She’s from Louisiana. She came to L.A. to be an actress when she was seventeen. It didn’t work out, but my dad did so she’s happy.”
 
   “Was your dad already a sports agent when they met?”
 
   “Yep. He was working for another agency back then. One he snaked clients away from to open his own firm six years later. Mom was working as a cheerleader for some low division basketball team. He was scouting a guy on the team, spotted her, and the rest is history.”
 
   “Love at first sight, huh?”
 
   “Sure.” She takes a long drag from her beer. “What other scraps do you want?”
 
   “Where did I go to school?”
 
   “Come on,” she laughs. “Everyone knows that. Give me something challenging.”
 
   “Nah, I want to know where you went so I have to ask. Scrap for scrap.”
 
   “You went to UCLA. I went to Stanford.”
 
   “Fancy.”
 
   “At times.”
 
   “Pets?”
 
   “You had a bird in Hawaii. He died two years ago. That was a rough week for you.”
 
   I flex my hand around my glass, surprised by her insight. “Why was it rough?”
 
   “It was the same week your parents were evicted from their house,” she answers quietly. She’s watching the bubbles roll up through her glass, giving me a break from her eyes. “They were on the streets for two weeks, bouncing between relatives. Your dad eventually got a job at an auto body shop and they were able to get into an apartment, but it was a bad time for you. You threw your first interception during the second week.”
 
   I stare at her face, stunned by her knowledge but not offended. It’s surprising how nice it feels to have someone know. I never told anyone on the team. “I couldn’t do anything to help them. I was in this nice apartment in Los Angeles, paid for by the school and my scholarship, and my parents were homeless. I didn’t have any extra cash to give them, and they wouldn’t have taken it even if I did. They’ll never take money from me. Not even to come see me be Drafted.” I take a breath, pulling up short before my frustration runs away with me. “I was going crazy that month, you’re right. It was a bad time.”
 
   “Because you were in the passenger seat.”
 
   “Yeah. I spent every day waiting and wondering. I couldn’t take it.” I clear my throat, ripping a chunk of pretzel free and gesturing to her with it. “Now you.”
 
   Sloane meets my eyes warily, her head cocked to the side. “Trey, we don’t have to do this.”
 
   “Nah, it’s good. Come on. I want to know. Trust, right?”
 
   She pinches her lips together briefly. “I don’t have any pets. I never have. My mom says she’s allergic to everything with fur and feathers. My parents live in a house in the hills. Same house Ellen and I grew up in.”
 
   “Big?”
 
   “Huge,” she answers honestly, refusing to elaborate.
 
   “Your family has never had any money trouble?”
 
   “I heard my dad complaining when I was in high school that he ‘made too much fucking money’ and the IRS was taxing his ‘fucking balls off for it’.”
 
   “Those are the kind of problems you want to have.”
 
   “You’re about to,” she tells me seriously. “When you sign up with a team you’re going to be a millionaire in a matter of seconds. Have you thought about what that means?”
 
   I sit back, shaking my head. “No.”
 
   “Have you sat down with a financial advisor?”
 
   “I don’t even know what that is.”
 
   “It’s an accountant. Someone who will help you manage your money.” Sloane’s face falls, shadowed by worry. “Brad didn’t send you a pamphlet on managing your finances?”
 
   “No. I didn’t even know what to do with that check he wrote me. I was too nervous to ask.”
 
   “The advance on your endorsements?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Did you cash it?”
 
   “Finally, yeah. The money is sitting in my bank. I haven’t done anything with it.”
 
   “It’s sitting in your checking account?”
 
   “Yeah.” I frown, put off by her amazed tone. “Should it not be?”
 
   “It’s fine there, but it could be working for you if it was somewhere else.” Sloane pulls out her phone, tapping wildly. “I’ll set up an appointment with my financial advisor. He can give you some ideas on what to do with the money to make it grow. He can help you handle the money you’re going to get after the Draft.”
 
   “Will you go with me to meet him?”
 
   She looks up in surprise. “If you want me to.”
 
   “You’re my agent, right? Seems like you should be there.”
 
   Sloane lowers her phone slowly. “Technically I’m not. Your agent, I mean. I’ll go with you, absolutely, but you’ve got to remember that I’m not your agent. Brad is.”
 
   “Is it hard to do that?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Remember when to call him Brad and when to call him Dad?”
 
   She snorts. “I’ve called him Brad longer than anything else. The real trick is remembering to call him Dad. Mom insists on it whenever she’s around. Sometimes I slip up just to piss her off.”
 
   A waitress appears, all cleavage and ruffles in the plunging neckline of her Bavarian costume. She smiles down at me happily. “Hey. Are you guys doing okay over here or can I get you something to eat?”
 
   “Yeah, can we get a menu?”
 
   “We don’t need a menu,” Sloane interrupts. “We’ll have a number seven and a number fifteen to share so we’ll need an extra plate or two. Thanks.”
 
   The waitress smiles politely at Sloane before retreating slowly. 
 
   I cast her a wary glance. “I’m not used to having people order for me.”
 
   “It’s all part of the trust exercise. Speaking of which, where were we?”
 
   We pick up somewhere new, leaving the heavy conversations about money and family behind. We quiz each other on books and music. What movies we love. TV shows we’ve been addicted to. These are where the gaps in her info on me are. She doesn’t have any of this, but I give it to her as she shares hers with me, fleshing out the scraps for each other until they’re more meat than bone. By the time the food arrives we’ve exhausted almost every topic. All but the big one. The important one.
 
   Football.
 
   “You’re a traitor,” I inform her, stuffing a forkful of schnitzel into my mouth.
 
   She was right to order for us. Her pick is perfection.
 
   Sloane laughs, shaking her head. Her hair floats around her face in the firelight from the heat lamp, glistening and golden. “I’m not! I’m just… the Kodiaks are not my team.”
 
   “You were born here. You grew up here. You have no excuse for not loving them.”
 
   “They’re not any good.”
 
   “They’re about to get a whole lot better.”
 
   “And when they do, I’ll reconsider them.”
 
   “That’s how you choose your team?” I ask her doubtfully. “By how good they are?”
 
   “I’m superficial like that.”
 
   “I think you’re lying.”
 
   “I think you want me to be lying.”
 
   “When I’m a Kodiak, are you gonna cheer for them?”
 
   “Every game. Every season,” she swears.
 
   I point my fork at her menacingly. “I’m gonna hold you to that.”
 
   She bats my fork away with her own, swooping in to steal a gravy coated fry from my plate. “Put it in my contract.”
 
   “Show me where to sign.”
 
   Sloane smiles wanly, the expression falling before it gets off the ground. “You already did. With Brad.”
 
   “What if I wanted to change that?”
 
   She shakes her head, wiping gravy from her lip with her napkin. “No, don’t even ask that.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Because it’s a bad idea. You signed with Brad. He’s bringing you endorsements. His name alone can open doors for you. You don’t want to burn that bridge and I don’t want him to think I’m snaking clients.”
 
   “You’re not snaking me when you’re doing all of the work,” I tell her tightly.
 
   She shakes her head again, not listening.
 
   “Sloane, you deserve the credit when I sign.”
 
   “Trey, don’t, okay?” she pleads, looking at me imploringly. “Promise me you won’t bring this up to my dad. We can’t do something like this, not after what we’ve already done. Let’s just sit tight, try not to rock the boat any more than we already have, and make it through Draft day without any drama. Can you promise me that?”
 
   I lick my lips, sucking a deep breath in through my nose. I’m trying to stay calm, but the idea of her being shafted after everything she’s done for me leaves me hot inside. Boiling and angry in my veins. 
 
   “What number was I in high school?” I ask her quietly. 
 
   Her brow pinches in confusion. “Eighty-seven. Why?”
 
   “No reason.”
 
   She doesn’t believe me. She knows I’m lying because she’s smart. “Trey,”
 
   I reach across the table, taking her hand. It’s warm from the lamp. Soft and small in mine. “Whatever happens with the Draft, I want you to know I appreciate you. I know you did everything you could for me.”
 
   “I’m not done yet,” she promises with a brash smile. “I won’t quit until your name is called.”
 
   “I know. That’s why I trust you.” 
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   April 15th
 
   Ashford Agency
 
   Los Angeles, CA
 
    
 
   I’m done with today. I’m done with this month. With this year. I want the Draft to hurry up and get here so it can hurry up and end so I can hurry up and get working on my next job. My next client. My next shot at jumpstarting my career. 
 
   Trey is a dream client turned nightmare. First his injury, then his panic attacks, and now this, the fact that I slept with him. The fact that I wanted it. That I liked it. That I’d do it again.
 
   He’ll go in the first round, I’ll make damn sure of that, but whether or not it’s to the Kodiak’s I can’t be a hundred percent sure. I’ve done all I can to make it happen and with the trade with the Miner’s in place, I have a lot of hope that it will, but I’m not dumb enough to bank on the Kodiak’s alone. I tell Trey I’m getting safety nets into place, but I downplay how important I think they are. Precautions only, that’s what I tell him. I’m thorough. He knows that.
 
   Meanwhile I’m gathering them like a squirrel looking for nuts to get her through the winter, banking them like my life depends on it because Trey’s actually does and that matters to me more than anything else. I’ve been talking to the Ravens. The Seahawks. The Browns. I flew out to Cincinnati yesterday to take a meeting with the GM. I have the head coach from the Vikings flying in tomorrow to talk business. He’s bringing his kids, all six of them. I scored them all day passes to Disneyland, no lines. No waiting. There’s a box in the corner of my office with mouse ears already embroidered with their names because I do my research. I do my job.
 
   I’m busting my ass talking to every team with a first round pick and a quarterback that could use an update. Endless research, endless phone calls and e-mails and repeating myself over and over again. Laughing at jokes that aren’t funny. Complimenting careers that are in the toilet. Constant assurances that Trey’s hand is strong, totally healed. Hours of overtime, late nights and early days to accommodate east coast time zones. All of it to make good on the promise I made to him at the Combine and the promise I made to myself four years ago.
 
   And all of it will go on my dad’s books.
 
   Whether he’ll give me credit for it and start taking me seriously as an agent, I don’t know. I won’t know until it’s done, but whatever happens to me, I’m proud of Trey. I’m proud of what he’s accomplished, what we’ll accomplish together in two weeks, and even if he’s the only person in the world who acknowledges how hard I worked for him, it’ll all be worth it to me. He is worth it to me.
 
   My main line rings on my desk, shrill like a siren. Brad has them programmed that way to keep us quick on answering the phones. All of them but his.
 
   I recognize the number on the caller ID, smiling immediately.
 
   “Demarcus Sawyer, how are you?” I answer affectionately.
 
   “I’m fucking cold, Sly,” he answers harshly. “It’s snowing. Is it snowing in Los Angeles?”
 
   “It never snows in Los Angeles.”
 
   “It never stops in Ottawa.”
 
   “That’s not true. I heard there’s a week in August that’s very nice.”
 
   “You’re hilarious,” he replies dully. “You should quit as my agent and start doing stand up.”
 
   “Who says I don’t already? Did you not catch my show at the Apollo?”
 
   Demarcus laughs. “I would pay to see your skinny ass in the Apollo. Tell me when. I’ll buy my ticket today.”
 
   “You’ll be the first to hear about it when it happens. In the meantime, what can I do for you, D? Do you need me to send you some gloves? A puffy coat?”
 
   “I need you to get me the fuck out of here.”
 
   “I’m working on it.”
 
   “That’s what you say every time I call.”
 
   “And every time it’s true. Shake ups are happening with the Draft coming up. If teams can’t get what they need from the rookies, they’ll start looking elsewhere and I’ll be there with your highlight reel in my hand and your name on my lips, I promise you that.”
 
   He’s silent for a long time, but I don’t push. We have this same conversation every few weeks. I hate doing it because I know he’s unhappy and I want to do whatever I can to get him to a better place, but I can’t sell what no one is shopping for. 
 
   Demarcus is one of those unfortunate stories about a talented kid who went undrafted out of college. He was a ‘dud’ according to Brad, a sign that he thought would pay off but ended up pulling only fifty thousand a year in the Canadian Football League. Unwilling to cut him loose until he’d earned back as much of the marketing advance as he could, Brad handed him off to me. He was my first client and I managed to get him bumped up to sixty-five thousand last year, but I haven’t been able to bring him home. He wants to keep playing football but no one in the States wants him to play for them. It’s a sad story, but a common one in this business. There are only so many teams, only so many positions, and every year fresh players enter the mix looking for a slot. Like I told Trey, the Draft is drama. It’s not a guarantee of anything. Just because you’re in it doesn’t mean you’re going to be a millionaire.
 
   “I know, I know,” Demarcus mutters quietly, his attitude downshifting. “You’re doing right by me, I know that.”
 
   “Why don’t you come home? Fly back to Florida, spend some time in the sun with your family, and I’ll come out to meet with you after the Draft. We’ll talk strategy.”
 
   “What’s up? You don’t want to fly up here to Canada?”
 
   “No, I do not. I will buy your ticket to get you to Florida if it means I don’t have to go to Canada.”
 
   I can hear him chuckling softly. “Yeah, I hear that. I can’t get my girl to come up here either.”
 
   “So go see her. I’ll book you a flight on the agency and I’ll see you in three weeks. Deal?”
 
   “Yeah. Yeah, it’s a deal.” He pauses, his wheels turning so hard I can almost hear them. “I don’t know if I wanna keep doing this, Sloane. I miss my family. I miss my girl. I miss America. Hell, I even miss the fucking Gators. I don’t know if this is worth it, ya know?”
 
   I nod my head even though he can’t see it. “It’s not for everyone. You’ve gotta make that choice for yourself. I think a trip home is a good way to get some clarity on what you want out of life. Do you want a paycheck? Or do you want to be happy?”
 
   “I want both.”
 
   “And I’ll never stop trying to make that happen for you, D.”
 
   He sighs heavily. “Yeah, I know. Hit me with that ticket. I’m coming home.”
 
   “You got it. And I’ll see you in March, alright? I wanna do dinner with you and your family.”
 
   “My mom’s gonna try to hook you up with my brother again,” he warns.
 
   “I look forward to it.”
 
   “You’re twisted, Sly, but I like it. I’ll see you soon.”
 
   “See you soon.”
 
   I hang up the phone with a heavy heart. 
 
   Demarcus is one of two official clients I have in my roster. The other is Paul Gibson, a free safety riding the pine for the Panthers. He wasn’t especially exceptional in college and he got on with the Panthers only because I shoved him down their throat for months and his dad is an NFL legend from the eighties. He got on with the bare minimum rookie salary of four hundred thirty-five thousand dollars and no contract. They could kick him off the team tomorrow if they wanted to, and every day I’m surprised that they don’t. The guy is a total tool, dropping his dad’s name left and right. He’s everything I hope to never be in this world and when my dad took him on as a favor to Mike Gibson, he was quick to hand him off to me, wiping his hands clean of the entire deal. I think Brad saw some kind of poetry in that. Or maybe he saw it as a slight. An insult to have me representing Mike’s son.
 
   Either way, neither Paul nor I should be happy about it.
 
   Everyone has that one client, though. The one that you’re emotionally invested in. That you want to see succeed more than any of the others. You’d think for me it would be Trey, but even if he was officially ‘mine’, I’d always be pulling harder in my heart for Demarcus. He’s a good guy with a big personality and an incredible work ethic. As unhappy as he is, he still gives it everything he’s got every game. Every practice. The coaches in Canada love him. I know for a fact I can get an extra five to seven grand on his salary next year, but I’m not sure D wants it, and that breaks my heart. I hate to think of him giving up something he loves, but if you’re unhappy where you are you can’t ignore that. Eventually something’s got to give.
 
   My phone vibrates on my desk with a new message. It’s from Trey.
 
   I gave my truck away.
 
   I scoff, amazed. There’s no way he parted with the useless piece of shit.
 
   Whoever you gave it to, you owe them money.
 
   Very funny.
 
   I’m told I should do stand up.
 
   Someone is lying to you.
 
   I think it might be you. Did you really get rid of it?
 
   Gave it to charity just now.
 
   That’s very philanthropic of you.
 
   It was stupid of me. I didn’t think it through.
 
   I smile, shaking my head. Already pretty sure I know where this is going. You don’t have a ride home, do you?
 
   You know me so well.
 
   I know you like to get stranded. Call a cab.
 
   That’s cold.
 
   Uber?
 
   Arctic.
 
   Text me the address. I’ll send you the bus route to get home.
 
   Quit playing. Come get me.
 
   I’m working.
 
   This is work. I need help buying a new truck.
 
   I’m tempted. That’s why he’s doing this; because Trey Domata is a master of temptation.
 
   I really can’t, I tell him, holding my ground. I’m swamped.
 
   I saw my name on a headline on NFL.com
 
   DON’T READ IT! You promised a full media blackout!
 
   I’m feeling weak.
 
   Stop.
 
   I shouldn’t be alone.
 
   You’re a grown man. You’ll be fine.
 
   Come on, Sloane.
 
   Don’t say it.
 
   Play with me.
 
   He fucking said it. My body flushes, my hands holding my phone a little too tightly, and suddenly I’m the one who’s weak.
 
   Send me the address.
 
   You sending a limo?
 
   No.
 
   I stand from my desk. I grab my purse. 
 
   I know it’s wrong.
 
   I’m coming, I tell him.
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   Miles Chevrolet and Cadillac
 
   Los Angeles, CA
 
    
 
   Sloane helps me check out a brand new Chevy Colorado. It’s red. It has leather seats, satellite radio, and Wi-Fi. That shit blows my mind. My old truck didn’t even have air conditioning. This one is pulling music from satellites in outer space. 
 
   I feel weird getting behind the wheel for the first time. I almost back out, almost tell the sales guy to forget it, but Sloane hops in the passenger seat and sits there looking like money, like she belongs, and when she casts me that playful smile of hers, I wonder if I don’t belong too. It’s at least worth giving it a shot.
 
   “Take it for a spin,” the old guy tells me, closing my door for me like a valet. He’s clearly not going with us, a fact that I don’t understand at all. “Take your time. Enjoy the afternoon. See how she feels.”
 
   I run my thumb over the key fob in my palm. It’s beginning to sweat. “Just around the block or…”
 
   “Take it on the freeway at least,” Sloane suggests. “You want to know how it accelerates.”
 
   The guy taps my door twice as a send off. He’s already backing away. “Like I said, enjoy the afternoon. Call us if you’re going to keep it overnight.”
 
   “What the fuck is happening?” I whisper to Sloane. “What’s to stop us from stealing this thing?”
 
   “Morals?”
 
   “Seriously though.”
 
   She chuckles as she snaps her seatbelt over her chest. “He photocopied my driver’s license while you were checking out the colors. They know who has the car. Plus it has a GPS tracker chip so you can find it if it does get stolen. Don’t worry about it. Just drive it.”
 
   “I already feel like I’m stealing it.”
 
   “They want you to feel like it’s yours. That’s why they don’t go with you. They want you to get comfortable in it, so get comfortable. Adjust the seat, change the radio presets. Take us for a long drive, Trey. Relax. Enjoy yourself.”
 
    I gently put the key in the ignition. When I turn it over the truck rumbles to life, throaty and easy like it’s singing. “How far should I go?”
 
   She leans back, lowering her big black sunglasses over her eyes. “Until you’re happy.”
 
   I take us to the ocean. I drive as far and as hard up against the California coastline as I can get, as close to Hawaii as the land will allow. Sloane rolls down her window to let the ocean in. She changes the music on the radio from contemporary pop to a classic rock station and leaves it there as we weave our way north up the Pacific Coast highway. It takes almost an hour to find Malibu.
 
   “Should we turn back?” I ask her.
 
   “Are you happy yet?” she replies.
 
   I keep going.
 
   I drive until we lose the ocean, diverted inland at Oxnard, led up to Ventura where we cut west and find it again. Blue and green and glistening in the fading afternoon sun. It’ll be on fire soon. I don’t want to miss that.
 
   Thirty minutes later I pull off at a viewpoint on the outskirts of a tiny town called Isla Azul. Several cars are parked by the access path to the beach. None of them are very new. None of them are very shiny. All of them have a roof rack on top, perfect for surf boards. I park the very new, very shiny truck far away from them on the other side of the lot where there’s a food truck serving tacos and warm Fanta. Sloane and I take our orders to a gray picnic table at the base of a wind-bent tree. She sits next to me, shoulder to shoulder, her hair blowing long and free behind her. We watch the surfers out in the water as we eat.
 
   “Are you any good at it?” she asks.
 
   “At surfing?”
 
   She wipes a bit of guac off her lip with a thin brown napkin. “Yeah.”
 
   “Wow. Just because I’m from Hawaii, I know how to surf, huh?”
 
   “Do you not?”
 
   “That’s not the point.”
 
   “What is the point?”
 
   “Your assumptions. That’s a stereotype. Next thing you know you’ll be asking me if I know how to hula and roast a pig in the sand.”
 
   Sloane pauses, silently chewing on her picadillo and my indignation. “You know how to do all of that, don’t you?”
 
   I grin into my drink. “I know how to do everything.”
 
   “You’re an asshole.”
 
   “I am, yeah. But I’m a happy asshole.”
 
   Out of the corner of my eye I catch a small smile on her lips.
 
   “I’m glad.”
 
   When we’re done eating and the blazing sun has been extinguished in the cool waters of the Pacific, Sloane calls the dealership to tell them we’ll be bringing the car back first thing in the morning.
 
   “Are you going to buy it?” she asks as we climb back inside.
 
   I look out the windshield at the water turning dark. Some of the surfers are still out, the serious ones. The crazy ones. Others are coming back in and latching their boards to the roof of their cars. 
 
   I ask Sloane, “Do you know how to surf?”
 
   “Badly, but yes.”
 
   “Do you want to get better?”
 
   “Are you offering to teach me?”
 
   “I’m asking you to go with me.”
 
   She considers the sky before agreeing, “Yes.”
 
   “Do you think a couple boards would fit in the bed of this truck?”
 
   “I think most of the inventory for a small surf shop would fit in the bed of this truck.”
 
   I turn the key, making the engine growl. “Then I’d be an idiot not to buy it.”
 
   I take her home. It takes hours. It feels like minutes. She invites me up to her apartment and we drink beers on the balcony of her condo in the dark, looking out silently over the glittering Los Angeles skyline. It’s different from the ocean, but it’s still beautiful in its own way. In ways that are growing on me.
 
   I hug her goodbye when I go. She smells like sea salt. Like home.
 
   In the morning I take her with me to buy the truck. It takes longer than I expected, but she stays with me the entire time. It reminds me of the day in the Ashford Agency when I signed my life away and wished I hadn’t been alone, because this time I’m not. She doesn’t say or do anything other than sit there beside me, but it’s enough. It’s what I need. It’s what I’ve been missing. 
 
   I’ve talked to her every day since then. Every afternoon I get a text from her, checking in to make sure I’m not sitting around watching Sports Center. I make sure that I’m not because I promised her I’d try.
 
   Can I check ESPN? I plead.
 
   No.
 
   NFL.com?
 
   No!
 
   FOX Sports?
 
   Do you even know what a media blackout is?
 
   It seems self-explanatory.
 
   It does, doesn’t it? she replies. Her sarcasm is heavy even through text.
 
   CBS Sports?
 
   Get a hobby!
 
   This is my hobby!
 
   Bugging me?! 
 
   Following sports! Playing sports!
 
   Obsessing over sports.
 
   It’s how you get good at it.
 
   Well, I need to get good at my job, so…
 
   Sloane.
 
   Silence.
 
   Sloane.
 
   Silence.
 
   Sloane.
 
   OH MY GOD!
 
   Our conversations go back and forth this way well into the evening. They always end with us having dinner. She doesn’t expense it the agency anymore. One night she even lets me pay.
 
   Some nights we go back to her place for a beer and the view. Other nights that feels too dangerous. Nights when we’ve been in a corner booth for two hours laughing and talking shit about people we shouldn’t be talking about. When we sit too close for too long. Those are the nights when I tell her goodbye on the sidewalk. I don’t hug her. I don’t touch her if I can help it, because once I start I’m not sure I can stop.
 
   She’s busy during the day. She’s working hard, taking lunches and meetings all day as we get closer to the Draft. She’s scouting other teams, making more connections. Giving me a fall back in the second round. She’s more worried about the Kodiaks situation than she’s letting on, but I feel better knowing she’s on top of it. I’m calmer than I have been in ages.
 
   I’m also conflicted as hell.
 
   We’re spending all of this time together, I crave her like a drug, but we’re coming to a point where the talking and the laughing isn’t enough. I want to have sex with her again. And again. And again. But I know I can’t. I remind myself of that every time she smiles and it makes my stomach drop. I have to be careful because there’s too much at stake for both of us. We’re already toeing the line, pushing our luck, but I can’t stop because I can’t sleep without her. Her voice is my new music.
 
   It sounds sweet, but when you get real about it, we’re basically a clusterfuck.
 
   Normally if I have a problem, I take it to my mom. Maybe my dad. But not this one. I can’t talk to them about this because I can’t tell them what I’ve done. That’s an awkward conversation none of us want to have. The guys are worthless because they’ll only tell me to fuck her again. There’s really only one other person on the planet I respect enough to ask their opinion.
 
   “Coach Reagan.”
 
   He turns from the white board he was pouring over, smiling when he sees me.
 
   “Trey, what are you doing here this late?”
 
   “I came to talk to you, if that’s okay?”
 
   “Of course it is. What about? Graduation?”
 
   “No, I’m all set.”
 
   “What time is your ceremony?”
 
   “Two in the afternoon on the tenth.”
 
   “I’ll be there.”
 
   “Thanks, Coach.”
 
   He caps his red marker, studying me. “If it’s not a question about commencement, what can I help you with?”
 
   I search the large office just to be sure we’re alone. No one is sitting in the corners with a playbook. No one is hunched behind his computer. With the season over the place is a ghost town. One I’m haunting by being here.
 
   I close the door behind me as I take a steadying breath. “I might have done something stupid.”
 
   “How stupid?”
 
   I meet his eyes head on. “I had sex with my agent.”
 
   Coach Reagan pulls nervously on the bill of his hat until it all but covers his weathered green eyes. “I hope you mean you slept with your agent’s daughter.”
 
   “Yeah. I do. I did.”
 
   “You shouldn’t have done that.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Did you use protection?”
 
   “Yeah, of course. I always do.”
 
   “You knew it was wrong to sleep with her, you took the time to put on a condom, and you didn’t stop yourself? Trey, you’re smarter than that.”
 
   I swallow thickly. “I was panicking.”
 
   I can see his body sag slightly, weighed down by the secret he’s kept for four years. He’s lied for me. He’s pretended and covered for me, never letting on to a soul that the prize pony the world was salivating over was lame. 
 
   “You need to see a doctor, Trey,” he says tiredly. He folds his arms over his chest, shaking his head. “It’s not getting any better.”
 
   “If I see a doctor for it, I’m done for. My career is over.”
 
   “You can’t keep going like this. I shouldn’t have helped you hide it as long as I did.”
 
   “I appreciate everything you’ve done for me.”
 
   “I don’t know that it was right. I’ll always wonder if I did right by you.”
 
   “Coach, I’m fine. I—“
 
   “The pressure in the NFL is only going to get worse,” he interrupts angrily. “Your attacks will only get worse, and I’m worried someday I’m going to see a news story about you saying that you went on a bender, got coked out of your mind trying to find an escape, and you wrapped your truck around a tree. And I’ll always wish I had done things differently.”
 
   I square my shoulders, my jaw tensing painfully. “I won’t. I wouldn’t have things any other way. I wouldn’t be in the Draft if you hadn’t hidden this for me, and if I don’t draft I can’t take care of my family. Everything depends on this.”
 
   He shakes his head again, his shadowed eyes sad. “It’s too much pressure for a kid. All of it, it’s too much to put on any of you.”
 
   “Well, it’s too late now,” I tell him hotly. 
 
   Coach Reagan sighs in glum agreement. “You’re right. And that’s exactly what I’ll say to you about Sloane. It’s too late now.”
 
   “That’s your advice?”
 
   “You didn’t ask my advice. You unloaded your burden. If you want advice, you should ask for it.”
 
   “I want your advice.”
 
   “On what exactly?”
 
   “What to do about Sloane,” I snap, feeling exasperated. “Do I keep letting her work her ass off as my agent or do I walk away because it’s getting complicated?”
 
   “Have you even seen Brad Ashford since he signed you?”
 
   I pause, stunned to realize that, no. I haven’t. It hasn’t bothered me much because the endorsement deals keep coming in. Gatorade and Subway are locked and contracted. Sloane has been handling all of my career work. I can’t believe I didn’t realize that Brad Ashford is officially my agent and I haven’t laid eyes on him or heard his voice in months.
 
   “No,” I admit grudgingly. “But Sloane is always around.”
 
   “You should have signed with her.”
 
   “Yeah, I know that now.”
 
   “I’ve never gotten a call from Brad about you, but I’ve been on Sloane’s speed dial for the last two years. She was one of the first people to call me when you got hurt in the National Championship game, and she was one of the only calls I returned that night.”
 
   “You hate talking to agents.”
 
   “Well, I like her. Stick with her. That’s my advice. Brad Ashford is a fat, happy cat sitting in the sun. That girl is a hungry pit bull.”
 
   I snort, picturing her car. Her designer clothes. “She doesn’t look hungry.”
 
   “Believe me, she is. She’s a woman in a man’s world, and to make it worse she’s beautiful. People don’t take her seriously. They have no idea she’s smarter than most of them. She’s hungry to prove that she is. She has to prove she knows the game both on and off the field, and she has to play it better than everybody or they’ll all dismiss her. Even her dad. She’s flat out starving to prove her worth to him, so do whatever you gotta do to stay with her. That’s the best advice I’ll ever give you.”
 
   “But I’m not with her now.”
 
   “Then you better find a way to be, and fast. Otherwise all of her hard work and yours will pay off for her dad and I don’t trust him for one second. He’s looking out for himself, no one else. He’ll burn you eventually.”
 
   “He’s already tried.”
 
   “Then get out while you can.”
 
   “But what do I do about everything else? What do I do about Sloane?”
 
   “Fall in love with her for all that it matters, but you keep your dick in your pants, Trey,” he tells me bluntly. “If not for your sake, do it for hers.”
 
   “I’m not falling in love with her.”
 
   “No,” he chuckles to himself. “Of course you’re not.”
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   April 24th
 
   Ashford Agency
 
   Los Angeles, CA
 
    
 
   I make an emergency appointment with Brad Ashford. He’s a tough guy to pin down so ‘emergency’ ends up being three days after I talked to Coach Reagan. I’ve had a lot of time to think about the situation. To stew on it. To worry about it. Stress it. 
 
   I’m not in my finest form when I show up at his office the night I finally catch him in town. My mood is made worse by the fact that I have to hurry before he leaves to make a flight to New York. Apparently he has Knicks tickets. Courtside. 
 
   He reminds me of it the second I step into his office.
 
   “What number was I in high school?” I ask him in reply.
 
   Brad smiles. It’s full of white teeth. It’s empty. “What are you talking about, son?”
 
   “My jersey number in high school. What was it?”
 
   “I can find that out easily enough. Let me find your file.”
 
   “No, I’m not asking you what your file says about me. I’m asking you what number I was. I’m asking if you know.”
 
   He watches me carefully as he leans slowly back in his chair. “Not off the top of my head, no.”
 
   “I want out of my contract.”
 
   He studies me patiently, intentionally drawing out the moment. He’s doing it to rattle me. To put himself back in control and shake my confidence. 
 
   He has no idea who he’s dealing with.
 
   “Are you unsatisfied with your representation?” he finally asks coolly.
 
   “From you? Yeah. I am.”
 
   “Not good enough.”
 
   “It’s good enough for me. Cut me loose,” I repeat, hating that I have to. I don’t like asking twice. It’s one step away from when I start telling. When I start yelling.
 
   “It won’t be good enough for the lawyers.” Ashford sits forward in his chair. He rests his arms on the top of his massive black desk that sits like a wall between us. “You can only exit your contract if you have proof that the Ashford Agency as a whole has been negligent in your representation. Are you ready to make that claim?”
 
   I breathe in sharply, my nostrils flaring. “No.”
 
   “I wouldn’t think so. Not after I delivered Subway and Gatorade to your door, and got Oakley circling the block. And if I’m not mistaken, another agent has been in talks with the Kodiaks to get you taken in the first round.”
 
   “Sloane,” I remind him, saying her name with force, willing her presence into the room with me where she belongs. “Sloane did that. And you tried to blow it the fuck up.”
 
   “I made a suggestion in the name of representation for another client. It’s all part of the job. So many athletes, so few teams; eventually interests will run contrary. I do what I can to be fair when that happens.”
 
   I shake my head tightly, my anger rising faster than I could have imagined. I knew I’d be angry talking to Ashford, but now that I’m here, now that he’s telling me no, telling me I’m trapped, I’m spiraling out. I’m losing control. 
 
   “You threw me under the bus to get a bigger pay day out of Larkin,” I growl.
 
   “Yes,” Ashford agrees, unashamed. “Of course I did. Larkin doesn’t have half the charisma that you do, and after the DUI last year I wouldn’t be able to get Walmart to advertise with him. His only strength is his skill, so that’s what we’re playing to. You’ll do well in the draft, Trey. I have no doubt about it. And whatever amount of money you feel you’ll lose by not going in the first round, I’ll help you make up in endorsements.”
 
   “You’re going to earn me nine million dollars in endorsements?”
 
   His smile is patronizing. “No, but I’ll sure try.”
 
   “I won’t sign a contract with a team if you’re my agent,” I tell him angrily, surprised by my own words. 
 
   His smile tightens as it fades. “That’s a bold threat, son.”
 
   “It’s a promise, not a threat. I won’t go forward with my career with you as my agent.”
 
   “That’s a breach of contract. I could, and would, sue you.” He shakes his head sadly. “Stand down, son. You’re locked in. Enjoy the ride.”
 
   I’m breathing too quickly. It’s making my head spin. “An injury isn’t a breach.”
 
   “You’re not injured.”
 
   I hold up my right hand, curling it into a fist so tight my knuckles go white. I stalk to the opposite side of his office. To the stark white stucco wall. One hard snap of my arm and my fist crumbles the clay surface. Powder falls onto the dark floor, white as snow. Dusted with red. 
 
   Pain explodes from my knuckles where they cut against the rough surface. My hand is caked in white around the gashes, but some sick part of me is calmed by it. It’s happy because this is an exit. This is control, and I’m taking it back, no matter what the cost. 
 
   I turn to Ashford, my face perfectly calm.
 
   His is not. 
 
   “What the fuck are you doing?!” he exclaims, exploding out of his chair.
 
   “Exiting my contract.”
 
   “You crazy son of a bitch, you’ll throw your career away. Your whole life!”
 
   I pull my arm back, reloading. 
 
   “Stop!”
 
   “I want you off my contract,” I remind him. I don’t look at him. My eyes are focused on the wall where my hand has left a crater in the surface. I’ll leave another if he doesn’t listen. And another. I’ll go until my hand is mangled and useless and he’ll be forced to let me go, because I’m not walking out of this office with him standing on Sloane’s shoulders the way he has been.
 
   “I’ll meet you halfway,” Ashford offers.
 
   I throw the punch. A second hole. A new round of cuts across my knuckles.
 
   “Jesus Christ, stop and talk to me!” he demands angrily.
 
   “You’re not listening, but you better start. Eventually I’ll hit a stud.”
 
   The door bursts open on my left.
 
   “Sir, are you alright? I heard shouting and the wall…” His assistant’s voice trails off as she takes in the scene. The wall. My hand. The blood. “I—do you want me to call security?”
 
   “No, Missy. It’s alright. Mr. Domata and I are having a conversation,” Ashford assures her impatiently. He rounds his desk, shooing her out the door. “That’ll be all. Thank you.”
 
   “Yes, sir. If you’re sure.”
 
   “I’m sure. Out.”
 
   He slams the door shut behind her, dropping his head as he leans his palms against its white surface. “Are you on something?” he asks tiredly.
 
   “No.”
 
   “You should be.”
 
   “You’re not the first person to say that.”
 
   He sighs, dropping his hands as he stands up straight. “Listen to me, Trey. Put your damn hand down and listen to me. I have a solution. One you’re going to like.”
 
   “Does it keep you on my contract?”
 
   “Yes, but it gives you what you want.”
 
   I hesitate, not sure how that’s possible. “What I want is you off my contract.”
 
   “And who do you want in my place?”
 
   “Sloane. I want Sloane.”
 
   “No. What you want is money. We all do.”
 
   “That’s not what this about.”
 
   He chuckles softly as he crosses to the couch by the window, falling gracefully into the plush leather. “Money is always what it’s about, even when we think it’s not. You’re here because you don’t feel that I’ve earned my keep representing you. I disagree. Again, I cite the endorsement deals I’ve brought to you and the ones I’ll be able to bring you in the future if you stop beating hundreds of thousands of dollars out of your hand and into my walls. Now sit your ass down, and listen to my proposal.”
 
   I turn to face him dead on, crossing my arms over my chest, but I do not sit down.
 
   Ashford gives me a ‘have it your way’ face before relaxing back into the couch. He laces his fingers over his chest comfortably. 
 
   “What you want is for the money the agency makes from your contracts, your professional career contracts,” he clarifies, “to go to Sloane. Correct?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Done.”
 
   I frown, unconvinced. “What’s the catch?”
 
   “It’s not so much a catch as a caveat. A caveat is a stipulation to an agreement.”
 
   “I went to college. I know what a caveat is.”
 
   Ashford shrugs. “The education system being what it is, you never know.”
 
   “What’s the caveat?”
 
   “You stay with me on endorsements.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Take a second to think about it. Has Sloane done any leg work for you on endorsement deals?”
 
   I shake my head reluctantly. “No. Not that I know of.”
 
   “Because she doesn’t have the contacts for it. Coaches and GMs, they love her. She speaks their language. But ad execs don’t give a shit how many touchdowns you threw in college. They want to know if they can photograph you naked wearing a pair of Oakleys and plaster it on billboards across the country.”
 
   “I’m not doing that,” I growl.
 
   “And that’s why you need me. I know how to negotiate them down to swim trunks on Huntington Beach and still get you over half a million dollars. I can help you pick up endorsements like STDs at a whorehouse. Sloane will never be able to do that for you.”
 
   My hand pulses angrily, the skin around my knuckles screaming in hot fury, but I take my time. I control the pain and the situation. I wait him out until he unlaces his hands, leaning forward on his knees impatiently. 
 
   “This is the best deal I’m going to give you, Trey, and it’s a good one. It gives you everything you want. Fame. Wealth.”
 
   Sloane, I think ardently.
 
   I step forward, offering him my hand covered in plaster, pain, and blood.
 
   “Deal.”
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   Wilshire Regent Condominiums
 
   Los Angeles, CA
 
    
 
   “It was a nightmare,” Hollis groans at the ceiling.
 
   I take a slow sip of my wine, looking down at him on the floor from where I’m curled up on the couch. “It must have been, because you’ve gone full diva on the ground.”
 
   “Don’t be a bitch.”
 
   “Don’t be a drama queen.”
 
   “He wore a tank top to dinner. I’ve earned this.”
 
   “Where’d you meet him?”
 
   “The gym, where he was also wearing a tank top. I had no idea it was the only type of shirt he owned.”
 
   “Maybe he’s legally required to keep his guns in plain view. Not everyone has a concealed weapons permit.”
 
   Hollis rolls his head on the plush white rug, glaring at me. “You think you’re being funny, don’t you?”
 
   “A little bit, yeah.”
 
   “It’s not funny. It’s tragic. I give up. I’m going to go be gay somewhere else. It’s not working out here.”
 
   I snort. “If you can’t make being gay work in Los Angeles, you can’t make it work anywhere.”
 
   “The New York office could be nice.”
 
   “You can’t leave me and I can’t move to New York. The air quality is shit. My asthma can’t handle it.”
 
   He sits up, his hair falling wildly over his forehead. “The air quality in L.A. is shit!”
 
   “Yeah, but it’s the shit I know. It’s probably what gave me my asthma. If I go somewhere else my system will go into shock and I’ll die.”
 
   “Now who’s being a drama queen?”
 
   “You’re staying here.”
 
   “I hate you.”
 
   “I love you.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   My land line rings on the glass table next to me. Hollis frowns at it. “Are you expecting anyone?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “A gentleman caller at this hour? Scandalous,” he sings.
 
   I roll my eyes at him, reaching for the phone. “Hello?”
 
   “Ms. Ashford,” the concierge responds formally, “you have a visitor. A Mr. Domata.”
 
   I check the time on my watch. It’s almost nine. “Uh, let him up. Thank you, Douglas.”
 
   “You’re welcome, Miss.”
 
   “Let who up?” Hollis demands as I hang up the phone.
 
   “Trey is here.”
 
   His eyebrows shoot into his hair. “What does he want?”
 
   I shrug. “I don’t know.”
 
   “Sloane.”
 
   “It’s not a big deal. We’ve been hanging out a lot lately.”
 
   “I’ve noticed.”
 
   I glare at him impatiently. “He’s nervous about the Draft. I’m sort of a sponsor for him. I keep him from Googling his name every hour.”
 
   “Do you want me to go?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “Does he want me to go?”
 
   “It doesn’t matter. It’s my house.”
 
   “Well, technically—“
 
   “Shut up.”
 
   Technically it’s my dad’s house. His condo. He owns it along with three others spread out across the city. I rent this one from him for probably half of what I should pay along with the HOAs, and someday I hope I can buy it from him. Make it my own. Get out from under his thumb and his wallet.
 
   The doorbell rings gently through the space. Hollis is up on his feet, smoothing back his hair before I can set down my wine. 
 
   “I’m going to go,” he tells me, leading the way to the door.
 
   “You don’t have to.”
 
   “No, but I will.” He pauses with his hand on the knob, leaning down to kiss me on the cheek. “Be good,” he whispers.
 
   “I will.”
 
   He opens the door. Trey is standing there in a white shirt, a gray hoodie, dark jeans, and sandals. He looks too comfortable, too casual to be so sexy, but it’s not the clothes he’s wearing. It’s the way he wears them. The way he stands. The way he smiles when he sees me.
 
   Trey nods to Hollis, not the least surprised to find him here. “Hey, man.”
 
   Hollis gives him the dude chin jut. “Hey. How’s it going?”
 
   “It’s going. You?”
 
   “Shit night. I had to vent, but she’s all yours now.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “No problem.” Hollis steps past Trey, turning to motion for me to call him later. He checks out Trey’s ass before he goes.
 
   “Sorry to stop by so late,” Trey apologizes quietly. “I hope I didn’t run him off.”
 
   “No, he was done bitching and I was running out of wine. He would have left soon anyway. Do you want to come in?”
 
   “Is that okay?”
 
   “Are you okay?” I ask, his subdued attitude putting me on edge. He’s quarterback Trey tonight. The man on the field without feeling, only instinct.
 
   “I did something tonight,” he tells me calmly. “I’m not sure if you’re going to like it, but I had to do it. I couldn’t leave things the way they were.”
 
   My heart skips a beat, my face flushing hot with a nervous energy. “What’d you do?”
 
   “I got out of my contract with your dad. I signed a new one with your name on it.”
 
   “H—how did you do that? You didn’t promise him anything, did you?”
 
   “I promised I’d stop throwing punches.”
 
   “What?!”
 
   He holds up his right hand. It’s swollen and red, dried blood and white powder running into a mud colored paste that’s caked on the back of his fingers. 
 
   “Did you beat up Brad?” I demand angrily.
 
   “No, just his wall.”
 
   I grab his wrist, pulling him inside. When the door is shut and we’re completely alone I look more closely at his hand. It’s a mess of cuts and bruising, but it’s not that bad. Not as awful as I first thought.
 
   “You punched his wall? Is your hand okay?”
 
   Trey flexes his fingers into a fist and back out again. “A couple times, and yeah. I’m good.”
 
   “Why would you do that?”
 
   “To show him I was serious. I told him that I didn’t want him on my contract anymore. I said I wanted you as my agent. He said no, so I hit the wall.”
 
   “Twice?”
 
   “He didn’t listen the first time.”
 
   I close my eyes, feeling like I’m falling. “Why did you do this?” I whisper.
 
   “Because it’s what’s right.”
 
   “It’s impulsive. It’s everything we’ve been trying to avoid.” I open my eyes to stare up at him in amazement. “You can’t shake everything up at the eleventh hour.”
 
   “We’re days away from the Draft. It was now or never, and I couldn’t go through with it knowing he was going to get the credit for everything that you’ve done for me. I owed you more than that.”
 
   “You don’t owe me anything.”
 
   “Not anymore.”
 
   I sigh, taking his left hand, his undamaged hand, and leading him to my bathroom. We pass through my bedroom to get there and my heart rate spikes just having him in here. I look over my shoulder to find him taking the space in; the tall ceilings, the soothing gray walls, rough wood headboard, lavender comforter. My workpants draped across the bed next to my blouse, discarded when I came home and changed into the soft denim and flowing tank top I have on now. I’m aware of how casual we both look. How unprofessional this entire situation is, and always has been. 
 
   I let go of his hand because I have to, for so many reasons, and I turn on the tap. I wave him over to the sink. “Come here. I’ll clean your hand.”
 
   “Why aren’t you happy about this?”
 
   “Because it was dangerous and I don’t believe it’s over yet,” I answer impatiently, taking his hand. I test the water to make sure it’s not too hot before pulling his knuckles under the slow stream. “You think he was trying to sink you before? Imagine what he’ll do now that he’s not financially invested in you.”
 
   “It’d be a bad day for him to sink me. He still holds all of my endorsement commissions.”
 
   I hesitate, processing this new information. I look up at Trey to find him watching me intently. “You split the contract?”
 
   “He holds the commission on my endorsements,” he repeats for my benefit. “You hold commissions on my career.”
 
   “And you’re okay with that?”
 
   “It seems fair. He brought me all of my endorsements.”
 
   “They came to him, but that’s true. He did filter them.”
 
   Trey frowns. “They came to him?”
 
   I nod, turning my eyes to his hand. I add soap to my fingers and use it to gently wash the back of his hand. “Ever since we signed you, companies have been calling non-stop.”
 
   “Why have I only heard about three of them?”
 
   “Because Brad is being selective about who he talks to about you. He’s actually doing a great job of it. You have an image to keep up and he’s protecting that. It’s the reason they’re running to you. You’re handsome, talented, charismatic. Advertisers eat that shit up, but put a wholesome, all American guy like you in an ad for Japanese sex dolls and suddenly you’re worth nothing to the big boys like Nike.”
 
   “Wholesome?” he asks incredulously. It sounds like he’s offended, and by the word wholesome, not the idea that he’d peddle sex dolls for money.
 
   I cut the water before snapping a dark gray towel from the rack behind me. “Trust me, compared to a lot of athletes out there, you’re wholesome. You’re not Little House on the Prairie, but you’re definitely Brady Bunch.” I gently pat his hand dry. “No arrests, no complaints from teammates or coaching staff. You had that parking ticket three years ago but the world can afford to forgive one infraction. We don’t want you too shiny. Everyone likes a guy with some edge.”
 
   “It shouldn’t surprise me that you of all people know about that parking ticket.”
 
   “It was in your background check. The NFL knows about it too.” I smile at him wryly. “They’re very disappointed in you.”
 
   He grins. “I’m screwed.”
 
   “Have been for months,” I grunt as I bend down under the sink to get my first aid kit. “We’re going to the Draft as a formality. Please be gracious when you pass through the entire process unchosen.”
 
   “I’ll do my best.”
 
   I pull a small bottle of peroxide from the red bag, my eyes on my hands. “You’re joking about it. That’s a good thing, right?”
 
   “I’m calm,” he assures me, his voice so low and so close. Too close.
 
   “I can see that.” I dab the soaked rag on his knuckles. He hisses faintly but holds perfectly still, his large hand resting inside mine. His shoulder brushing against me as he breathes. “Putting holes in the wall absolutely screams ‘calm’.”
 
   “I’m better now.”
 
   “Now that you got it out of your system.”
 
   “Now that I got you what you deserve.” He hesitates, the air around us taking on an electric quality that tingles over my skin. “Now that I’m here with you,” he whispers.
 
   His breath brushes against my neck. It tickles the hair falling carelessly down from my ponytail. It touches every part of me as a wave of goosebumps rushes over me.
 
   I try to ignore it, to ignore him. I carefully clean his hand before pulling out a roll of gauze and medical tape. He has to help me hold it in place. Our fingers brush against each other as I loop the tape over his hand, around and around until I finally cut it carefully. And just like that I’m free. My hands are empty of him, but he’s still in my space. He makes no move to leave it.
 
   I don’t dare look at him. I can feel his eyes on me as heavy as if they were his hands, and then there it is. His fingers on the small of my back. His palm. His hot skin heating my body through my thin shirt until it bubbles up in my blood. He pulls me around to face him, and finally I lift my eyes to his.
 
   They’re hooded and hungry. They want all the things we’ve denied ourselves night after night, and I feel so much need inside my stomach that I swear I’m starving. I’m dying. I’m drowning in all of the nothing when all I want is just a little something. One bite to get me through another day. Another month of seeing him, unable to touch him as an ever growing part of me cries out for him.
 
   He lowers his head slowly. His mouth finds the corner of mine. My cheek. My nose. My eyelids. He breathes across my skin, setting me on fire as my hands clench in his shirt. He barely touches me, only feather light kisses dotted across my face and down my neck, across my collar bone and back up to my ear. He sucks my lobe into his mouth and my knees go weak. I stumble against him as he pins my ass to the sink and grinds his body against mine, slow and tortuous. 
 
   He bites me gently. I gasp. I mewl. I claw at him, shifting my hips to meet his. I listen with delight as his breathing changes, becoming desperate and wet with his kisses that find my face again. He hasn’t kissed my lips, he’s hardly touched me, but I’m about to explode. I’ll die in a burst of flame in this icy room and I won’t be the least bit sorry.
 
   Suddenly he pulls back, his mouth leaving my body. Leaving me cold.
 
   He shakes his head as though he’s trying to clear it. “This isn’t why I came here,” he tells me roughly.
 
   “I know that.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “I—it’s… it’s almost over, right? Once the Draft is over it won’t matter if we do this.”
 
   I pinch my lips together, shaking my head sadly. “You just signed me as your agent. It matters now more than ever. That won’t end with the Draft. And if I can’t get you the Kodiaks, you’ll leave Los Angeles. We’ll never see each other.”
 
   Trey flinches, his eyes dark and conflicted as they gaze down at me. I feel bad for what he sees; pleading eyes, open mouth, heaving chest. Everything about me begs him to stay, to finish this, but we both know it isn’t right. And no matter what I tell myself, one more time would never be enough.
 
   He steps back. I take my hands from his chest. He drops his hands from my hips.
 
   “I’m gonna go,” he tells me quietly.
 
   I feel my heart clench, but I keep my face straight. “I think that’s a good idea.”
 
   Trey surprises me when he steps forward, his hand light on my arm. His lips are a whisper across my mouth.
 
   “I’m going to think about you tonight.” His words are kerosene in my veins. “And I want you to think about me.”
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   April 28th
 
   Envol Charter Learjet 55/60
 
   Somewhere Over Colorado
 
    
 
   “This is the way to fly,” Larkin groans, stretching his legs out. Even at 6’2” his feet don’t reach the empty seat across from him.
 
   I nod my head in agreement, looking over the cream leather seats, glossy, dark wood tables, and miles of extra leg room. Reed sits across from me, slouched in his seat with his headphones on, his eyes closed. He’s snoring. It’s only the second time I’ve traveled with him but I’m starting to think the guy can fall asleep anytime, anywhere.
 
   Across the aisle Larkin is looking out the window. The sunlight plays over his dark skin, highlighting and shadowing his face as it darts behind clouds. He’s smiling like a kid at Christmas. Today is the first time I’ve met him, even though I’ve heard his name non-stop for months. He seems like a decent enough guy, if not a little cocky. But then again, who am I to judge? Sloane and Hollis greeted him with handshakes and smiles, but Brad hugged him like he was his long lost son. Larkin was the first one ushered onto the plane. The first to pick his seat. The first to be offered a drink by the Polynesian stewardess who made my heart clench with homesickness. 
 
   “What was the girl’s name?” Larkin whispers to me across the aisle.
 
   “Kailani.”
 
   “Kailani,” he repeats, trying it out. “Does it mean anything?”
 
   I shrug. “Why would I know?”
 
   Larkin sits back in his seat, adjusting his shirt, shifting his gold chain hanging heavy around his neck. “Hey, Kailani?” he calls.
 
   I look over my shoulder to see her come out from the small kitchen area by the bathroom. Her long black hair is pulled over one shoulder and pinned in place by a large hibiscus, really playing up her island vibe. Larkin is obviously eating it up with a spoon.
 
   She smiles at him, her dark eyes expectant. “Can I get you something?”
 
   “Do you have any ginger ale?”
 
   “I do. Would you like it in the can or in a glass?”
 
   “A glass, yeah. No ice.”
 
   She turns to me, her smile widening. “Anything for you?”
 
   I put up my hand, shaking my head. “Nah, I’m good.”
 
   “No snacks? Champagne? A beer? I have imported and domestic.”
 
   “No, thanks.”
 
   She gives Reed a quick glance before turning back to the kitchen. Larkin leans slightly to watch her go.
 
   “Damn, man,” he mutters. “Do all of the girls on the island look like that?”
 
   I hitch my thumb over my shoulder at Sloane sitting two seats behind me. “Do all of the girls on the mainland look like that?”
 
   “Yeah, okay. Okay. She’s hot, though, right?”
 
   “Which one?”
 
   Larkin laughs like I told a joke. He reaches across the aisle with his fist, waiting for me to bump it. I do, if only to make him put his hand down. Kailani is coming back with his drink.
 
   She sets the tall bubbling glass on a napkin in front of him. “Ginger ale. In a glass. No ice.” When she stands up straight she looks between the two of us. “Anything else I can get you, gentleman?”
 
   “You could sit down,” Larkin offers, pulling his feet away from the empty seat. “Take a break.”
 
   Her smile tightens. “I’m sorry, I can’t. I could get fired.” Her eyes fall on mine, lingering for a few seconds. Finally she laughs to herself, scratching nervously at her forehead. “I—I wasn’t going to say anything, but I think it’s such a weird coincidence, I can’t not mention it. You’re Trey Domata, right? You went to Pearl City High School?”
 
   “I did, yeah,” I answer warily.
 
   She puts her hand over her chest. “So did I.”
 
   “Seriously?”
 
   She raises her hand in oath. “I swear it. I did. Your freshman year was my senior.”
 
   “Did we know each other?”
 
   I really hope not, because I don’t recognize her or her name.
 
   “Oh no, no. I would have been way too cool for a freshman,” she jokes, her laugh throaty and genuine. “And I didn’t follow football at all. I was a water polo junky.”
 
   “Watching or playing?”
 
   “Playing.”
 
   “It shows,” Larkin comments with a grin.
 
   Kailani casts him a patient, practiced smile. “That’s sweet, but it’s been a lot of years since I played.”
 
   “You still look like an athlete.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   My eyes widen. “Wait, if you were there my freshman year than you remember the—“
 
   She puts her hand on my shoulder excitedly. “The fire in the science room! Yes. I was on that floor when it happened.”
 
   “Did you see it?”
 
   Kailani suddenly assumes a blank expression, innocent and ignorant. Her hand stays on my shoulder. “See what?”
 
   “Don’t hold out on me. You saw it didn’t you?”
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 
   “I have so many bets out on this, but I’ve never talked to anyone who was actually there. I will give you so much money if you tell me what really happened.”
 
   “That is not a legally binding statement,” Hollis calls from behind me.
 
   “What the hell are you two talking about?” Larkin asks, sounding impatient.
 
   Kailani and I stare at each other for a long moment. I wait her out, and eventually her lips curl into a cunning smile. I smile back, dying for her reply.
 
   Finally she puts me out of my misery. “It wasn’t true.”
 
   “No!” I cry, punching the air angrily. “Fuck!”
 
   “It was an electrical fire,” she laughs. “The AC unit in the room blew up. There was no goat. He didn’t kick Mr. Hahn and give him that limp. He didn’t knock over a Benson burner and set the flag on fire.”
 
   “Fuck,” I repeat, defeated.
 
   “That rumor got so huge. I still can’t believe it.”
 
   “It was too good to be true.”
 
   “Hahn got that limp playing football in college.”
 
   “It’s a tough sport,” Larkin reminds her. “Some guys aren’t built to take it.”
 
   Kailani nods, smiling darkly down at me. “And some men are made for it.”
 
   I smirk. “Let’s hope so. I don’t have any fall back talents.”
 
   “I doubt that.” She turns to me, her back to Larkin for the first time since the start of our conversation. She steps in close, brushing her thigh against my shoulder. “Is this going to be your first time in Chicago?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “If you want a tour, let me know.” She covertly drops a napkin into my lap. There’s a number scribbled on it in blue pen. “I could show you around.”
 
   I palm the napkin. “I’ll keep that in mind, thanks.”
 
   She smiles one last time before turning on her heel to walk away. I watch her go, feeling something inside me start to rise. My blood, my ego, my libido. I don’t know. Whatever it is, it’s eager to follow her. To pull that hibiscus from her hair and feel her thick, dark tresses cold between my fingers. I haven’t gotten laid since the day in Sloane’s office and the constant push and pull between us is starting to wear on me. I was true to my word the other night. After I kissed her I went home and jerked off to the memory of her and I hope like hell she did the same to me. But it’s not enough. Nothing between us ever feels like enough. I always want more. More of her body. More of her laughter. Her attitude. Her voice. Her presence.
 
   I settle into my seat, resting my head on the high back. I try to doze but I can’t. I’m too turned out. Amped about getting to the Draft, about finally finding my future. I’m nervous and jittery, my legs starting to shake. I need to calm down. I should listen to music. I should pace the aisle. I should talk to Sloane. 
 
   Instead I pocket Kailani’s number.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Trey, can you hang back with me for a second?” Sloane asks. “I need to talk to you.”
 
   She’s stopped walking toward the terminal exit, her small black rolling bag at her side. The rest of our group continues on without us. They don’t question what we’re doing or how long we’ll be, and suddenly I feel worried. I’m afraid Sloane’s going to say something about the stewardess, tell me it hurt her that I flirted. That she doesn’t want me to call her. I’m worried she’s going to lay some claim on me that I’m not ready for her to have because she can’t do shit with it. 
 
   I hitch my duffel bag up on my shoulder impatiently. “Yeah, what’s up?”
 
   Sloane watches our party disappear through the security check point, leaving us alone in the terminal. When they’re gone she gives me a nervous grin. “Will you walk with me?”
 
   “Where to?”
 
   “Just walk with me, Trey. Please?”
 
   I hang my head, tucking my hands in my pockets as I fall in step next to her. 
 
   Kailani’s napkin rubs coarsely against my palm. My other is wrapped snuggly in Sloane’s bandage.
 
   Sloane leads me silently through the terminal to a busier section of the airport. Planes are arriving and departing, swarms of people walking across our paths, separating us from one another so we have to work to stay together. Every now and then she glances down at her phone, checking her messages.
 
   I feel a tingling in my spine. A nervous energy building and branching out through my veins. My palms start to sweat, probably bleeding the ink spelling out the phone number in my pocket.
 
   Sloane is asking me to play passenger right now. She knows I hate being a passenger.
 
   Finally she stops in front of a gate, a huge smile on her face. She’s almost bouncing on her toes with excitement. 
 
   All I see is a crowded gate full of strangers.
 
   “Sloane, what are we doing here? Don’t we have to get to the car—“
 
   “Trey!”
 
   I jerk in the direction of the voice, picking it out of the crowd. Out of any crowd anywhere in the world.
 
   It’s my mom.
 
   She waves excitedly over the throng of people between us. My dad is behind her, bags strapped over both of his massive shoulders, a huge grin on his face. He has a beard now. I didn’t know that. I haven’t seen them in almost a year. It’s graying at the edges the way my mom’s brown hair has started graying around her temples. She looks beautiful. They both do.
 
   I drop my duffle next to Sloane and break through the crowd toward them. People part for me as I run to my parents, swooping them both into a crushing embrace. 
 
   They smell like our laundry detergent. My mom’s hair against my cheek is every memory of my childhood. Every joy and every sorrow, and today I feel it all at once. All together.
 
   They’re laughing, I’m laughing. 
 
   They’re crying. I’m crying.
 
   “This is a good surprise, then?” Mom asks shakily.
 
   I stand up straight, tears streaming down my cheeks. My parents are blurry in my vision, underwater and indistinct. I swipe at my eyes, desperate to make them whole. Make them real. 
 
   “Good surprise,” I choke. A new rush of tears falls unstoppable from my eyes. “It’s a good surprise.”
 
   Dad wraps his large hand around the back of my neck, pulling my forehead against his. “We’re so proud of you, Trey. We’re so proud to be here with you.”
 
   I put my hand on his arm, squeezing tightly. “Dad,” is all I can manage.
 
   It takes a long time for me to get my shit together. By the time we’re aware of our surroundings again we’re alone. Everyone has cleared out of the gate.
 
   Everyone but Sloane.
 
   I wipe my cheeks clear for the third time as I approach her slowly. 
 
   “You did this,” I accuse roughly.
 
   She smiles softly, her eyes full of water and wonder. “I did,” she breathes. “And it was beautiful.”
 
   My mom comes around from behind me, reaching for Sloane. “Thank you, honey.”
 
   The hug they share is brief but fierce. My mom squeezes Sloane so hard she forces a grunt from her throat, but Sloane is laughing. She’s smiling and blushing in a way I’ve never seen before. I didn’t even know Sloane Ashford could blush.
 
   My dad is gentler with his embrace but he plants a kiss on her forehead as he backs away. 
 
   Sloane blushes harder.
 
   “Mahalo,” he rumbles in his deep tenor.
 
   “You’re welcome. This is a big moment not only for Trey but for the family that supported him. It would be a shame for you to miss it.” Her smile falls suddenly. She pulls her phone out of her pocket and grimaces. “I’m so sorry to rush you, but they’re waiting for us out front. We have to hurry.”
 
   I take up one of their bags before Sloane and I walk side by side, leading the way out of the terminal. My parents follow a few paces behind.
 
   “How did you get them to take plane tickets from you?” I whisper.
 
   She grins mischievously. “I told them the agency was paying for them, along with a suite at the Radisson.”
 
   I look down at her, at the pleasure she’s taking in her surprise. At the pride in her eyes. “The agency didn’t pay for any of it, did they?”
 
   “No,” she answers quietly. “I did. And it was worth it to see the look on your face when you saw them. I would have paid anything to see that.”
 
   “I’ll pay you back.”
 
   She touches my hand lightly where it dangles between us, her fingertips teasing the skin on the edge of the bandage. “You already did.”
 
   I want to kiss her. I want to stop her, turn her, kiss her. Not because of the sexual tension always roiling between us, but because of a roaring rush of affection I feel for her at this moment. She’s a true friend, a part of my family as real to me as my parents following behind us, and I feel so much emotion when I look at her, I can barely stomach it.
 
   “Thank you,” I tell her, fighting a new wave of tears that sting my eyes.
 
   Sloane’s smile widens, her warm eyes dancing. I can’t stand it. I drape my arm around her, pulling her into my side in an embrace that feels more raw than any of the kisses we’ve shared or the sex we’ve had. When she hugs me back, her arm around my waist and her head on my shoulder, I feel so calm I’m floating. I’m flying, and I may not totally understand what’s happening between us or why I ball up the napkin in my pocket and toss it in the garbage as we pass, but I do know one thing: 
 
   This is getting right the right way.
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   April 28th
 
   Auditorium Theater
 
   Chicago, IL
 
    
 
   This is it. 
 
   This is everything we’ve been waiting for.
 
   Everything we’ve worked for.
 
   This is Draft day.
 
   I chose my clothing carefully, downplaying the fact that I’m a woman. I don a dark pantsuit with a brilliant blue cami underneath. No pinks. No purples. Minimal make up, minimal jewelry. Only a simple silver necklace Hollis gave me for Christmas last year and a small pair of diamond earrings. My heels are black and short. My hair is twisted into a loose chignon at the base of my skull. I do not carry a purse.
 
   “You look nice,” Hollis tells me quietly. “Very lesbian chic.”
 
   “Eat shit,” I whisper, heavily conscious of Trey’s parents standing only a few feet away.
 
   “And the mouth to match.”
 
   I look him over from head to toe. His black suit is perfection. Calvin Klein, I think. His tie matches his shirt. His shoes are perfectly shined. His hair perfectly mussed. “You look like a mortician.”
 
   “Yeah, I know.” He thrusts out his right hand, adjusting his cuff with his left. “A hot mortician.”
 
   “There’s no such thing.”
 
   “Oh, what’s that, Mrs. Mansfield? Your husband left you a young, nubile, wealthy woman with a crippling sex addiction? I know a cure for that.”
 
   “Another guy? ‘Cause you’re gay?”
 
   “I’m giving that up. Can’t make it work, remember?”
 
   “You’re giving it up?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “Giving up being gay?”
 
   “That’s the plan.”
 
   “You’re going after pussy now?”
 
   He swallows. “Yup. Love me some trim. Mmm-hmm.”
 
   “And boobs. You’re all into boobs now?”
 
   “I love ‘em.”
 
   I turn to face him, thrusting my shoulders back. “Touch mine.”
 
   “What?” he laughs.
 
   “Touch them. You have my permission to do whatever you want to them. Motorboat them right here in front of the entire NFL for all I care. Go ahead. Go wild.”
 
   He glares at me for two long seconds before lifting his hand.
 
   I slap it down, shaking my head in disgust. “No straight man would have hesitated. Not for one second. Go back to being gay. It’s what you’re good at.”
 
   “Lame,” he grumbles.
 
   “Tell it to God. He made you this way.”
 
   “Hopefully he made somebody else this way that doesn’t wear tank tops to dinner.”
 
   “Or cut his toenails in the living room.”
 
   “Or cry after sex.”
 
   “Or during.”
 
   “Or before.” Hollis sighs as he puts his hands in his pockets, surveying the room. “Maybe I’m being too picky.”
 
   “You’re not.”
 
   “Then why am I alone?”
 
   I flinch at his somber tone. At the stark loneliness in his voice. “You’re not,” I promise him. “And he’s out there. You just haven’t met him yet, but you never will if you give up. Or move to New York. I know for a fact he’s not in New York, so don’t bother going there.”
 
   “Then where is he?”
 
   “He’s on his way, Hollis. I can feel it. And until he shows up, you’ve got me.” 
 
   He smiles at me sadly. “Thanks, Sloane.”
 
   “Anytime.”
 
   A murmur rises from the far side of the Green Room where all of the Draftees are huddled together listening to a rundown of the way the night is going to go. Their families and friends are scattered around a series of circular tables covered with deep blue cloths. Each table holds a grass centerpiece with a football perched in the middle of it, the name of a Draftee on every one. Trey’s parents stand next to his table while I hover between it and Brylan Reed’s. Brad stands by Andre Larkin’s table farther into the room. He’s chuckling with his agent buddies, studiously ignoring Andre’s parents sitting awkwardly at the table.
 
   Tonight is the first round only. Invited to be here are the most highly sought after players in the Draft, the ones the NFL is all but positive will be chosen immediately, though not everyone accepts the invite. Some guys choose to stay home with their families for the announcement. Media crews go to them to film their reactions, one of the most famous and scandalized reactions being the openly gay kiss between a defensive end and his boyfriend when he went to the Rams in the seventh. That was a media shit storm the world endured for weeks, and at the end of it no one was particularly happy. Especially not the player. He’s in the Canadian league now. Demarcus played against him last October.
 
   “Here they come,” Hollis mumbles.
 
   The prospects are filing back into the Green Room. They give each other high fives, half hugs, and fist bumps as they split apart, each of them drifting slowly to their tables. They’re a sea of suits, brilliantly colored ties, and impossibly tall, broad bodies. 
 
   And in the middle of them all is Trey. His dark gray suit and deep red tie burst against his golden brown skin. His jet black hair. He walks with confidence, moving through the madness like he doesn’t see it. Like he can’t feel it. He’s on the field right now. He’s in the zone, pure swagger, and the fact that I haven’t seen a hint of his tension is a testament to the influence his parents’ presence has over him. He was spiraling at the airport until he saw them. Since then he’s been easy breezy.
 
   He smiles at me when he spots me, expertly unbuttoning his suit jacket and sliding his hands into his pockets like a model on a runway. He comes to a stop in front of me, presenting himself for inspection.
 
   “Well?” he asks deeply, a cocky grin on his lips. “What do you think of the suit? It’s hot, right?”
 
   It is. I knew it would be when I picked it, but I haven’t seen him in it until this moment. I didn’t imagine the affect the finished product would have on me, but as I look him up and down I feel my blood rising. My heart thrumming. 
 
   “It’s, umm…” I assess my surroundings. Every agent under the sun. Every Draft prospect from across the nation. My dad. Hollis. Trey’s parents. I clear my throat. “It fits well. I’m glad we had it tailored.”
 
   He eyes me knowingly before leaning forward to touch my arm. His lips brush my cheek briefly and I breathe him in. Soap and cologne, and the subtle smell of his skin, the memory of which keeps me up at night.
 
   Trey hugs his mom, then his dad. He shakes hands with Hollis. We all wait until he takes his seat before sitting down ourselves. 
 
   “Good luck tonight,” Hollis tells the table. 
 
   We wish the same to his.
 
   When I sit down Trey is sandwiched between me and his mom. Cameramen wander the room. Photographers. There’s a steady buzz to the room that will die down soon when the clock strikes seven and the Draft begins. 
 
   It’s five minutes till. We’re almost there.
 
   “Have we had any calls?” Trey asks me quietly.
 
   I keep my face composed as I light up my phone on the table between us. “Nothing yet.”
 
   “It’s getting late.”
 
   “This is how it goes. You don’t always get a call before it happens. Sometimes it just happens and everyone is surprised.”
 
   “I don’t like surprises.”
 
   Trey’s mom leans across the table to look at us. “Is everything okay?”
 
   I smile brightly. “Everything is fine.”
 
   “We don’t know for sure the Kodiaks are going to pick me up,” Trey explains plainly. “Sometimes they call to tell you they plan to draft you.”
 
   “Sometimes,” I repeat emphatically. “Not always.”
 
   Trey nods to the other side of the room. “Looks like Andre is getting a call.”
 
   I look to find Brad on the phone. He’s smiling ear to ear, nodding his head. He hands the phone off to Andre who smiles as well.
 
   “It could be anybody,” I remind Trey.
 
   “And it could be the Kodiaks.”
 
   “Yeah, it could, because it could be anybody. It could be the Patriots with the third pick just like everyone has been saying for months.”
 
   Trey nods, his eyes going distant.
 
   “Be it to the Kodiaks or the Patriots or the fucking Lions, I promised you a first round draft and I will deliver,” I whisper adamantly. “Stay calm, stay cool, and trust me.”
 
   He looks at me for a long time, wordless. Breathing. Finally his hand lands on mine, large and hot, enveloping my skin. He squeezes hard just as the music flares out on the stage.
 
   It’s starting.
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   “Booo!”
 
   Lono frowns. “Are they booing?”
 
   “They are,” I confirm with a smile. “The commissioner must have taken the podium. They always boo him.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Some people probably have a real reason, some beef about how he handled something, but it’s tradition at this point. The Commissioner of the NHL and the NBA get booed on Draft day too.”
 
   “With the first pick of the NFL Draft, the Jacksonville Jaguars are now on the clock,” the Commissioner announces loudly.
 
   I point to the screens surrounding us, broadcasting what’s happening on stage on the other side of the wall. They’ve gone to a graphic of the Jaguars logo. “They have an amazing quarterback who’s been on their roster for three years. They won’t choose Trey.”
 
   “But you think the Kodiaks will.”
 
   I give a small grin. “That’s the plan.”
 
   Trey catches my eye as I sit back in my seat. I’m surprised when he smiles. He’s shockingly calm for a guy in his position. Look around the room right now and you’ll find stone faced young men with blank eyes trying desperately not to lose their shit as they wait for their name to be called, assuming it’s called at all, and somehow my anxiety riddled Trey is the coolest seat in the house. 
 
   Six minutes. That’s how long the Jaguars take to make their pick. It’s a long time for a team that’s been sitting around with the first pick of the Draft in their pocket. 
 
   “Booo!”
 
   Trey’s mom shakes her head. “It’s just rude.”
 
   I laugh nervously. 
 
   My hands are starting to sweat. 
 
   “With the first pick in the NFL Draft, the Jacksonville Jaguars select… BJ Leonard. Defensive end. Louisiana.”
 
   The Green Room breaks into applause, the theater outside going insane. We watch BJ stand from his table to hug his family and his agent before he heads for the exit, all smiles and relief. Cameramen and photographers follow him out.
 
   We turn to the screens to watch him make his way across the stage to thunderous applause from the hundreds of fans that pack the house. The Commissioner gives him a handshake and a hug. He hands him a Jaguars jersey with his name already on the back. They pose for pictures. BJ is led off stage where he’ll be cornered by the media. 
 
   Days, weeks, and months of waiting and it’s all over in under a minute.
 
   The Commissioner approaches the podium.
 
   “Booo!”
 
   “With the second pick of the NFL Draft, the Tampa Bay Buccaneers are now on the clock.”
 
   Trey’s parents both look to me expectantly.
 
   I shake my head. “Tampa Bay has a solid offense and they just hired a new defensive coordinator. He’ll be shopping the big boys in the Draft. They won’t take Trey.”
 
   We wait four minutes on Tampa Bay. Finally the Commissioner returns to the podium. The pick is in.
 
   “The Tampa Bay Buccaneers have traded the second pick to the Cincinnati Bengals. The Bengals are now on the clock.”
 
   The clock begins to tick but my world screeches to a heart shattering stop. 
 
   “Oh no,” I breathe. I swallow hard, my stomach rising in my throat.
 
   “What’s happening?” Lono asks eagerly. 
 
    “The Bengals are in the market for a quarterback.” 
 
   I look at Trey apologetically, my stomach flipping. His eyes are in the distance. I’m not even sure he’s listening, but he knows. He knows exactly what’s at stake. 
 
   “I’ve been selling Trey to them for the last month,” I confess quietly.
 
   Donna frowns. “Why would you do that when he wanted California?”
 
   “It was a safety net. The Bengals weren’t supposed to pick until late in the night. I thought Trey would be gone by then.”
 
   “And you didn’t plan for something like this?”
 
   “You can’t plan for the Draft,” Trey tells her almost inaudibly, his eyes on the table. “There are always surprises. Everyone is a passenger.”
 
   My phone rings on the table. I recognize the number, snatching it up immediately. 
 
   “Coach Allen, good to hear from you,” I answer clearly, letting Trey know it’s the Kodiaks.
 
   “How’s he doing, Sloane?”
 
   “He’s the calmest of all of us.”
 
   “That’s the way to be tonight, if you can manage it. Look, I’m gonna ask you something and I need you to be straight with me. Your agency, they’ve never lied to me before. Don’t start now, do you hear me?”
 
   “Yes, sir. I hear you.”
 
   “Did the surgery fix his hand? Can he throw?”
 
   I frown, confused out of my mind. I wonder for a second if he hasn’t called the wrong number. “Coach, I—um…”
 
   Trey pulls out his phone, checking a message.
 
   “Sloane, be real with me.”
 
   Trey shoves his phone in my face. His message is from Coach Allen. 
 
   Play along.
 
   “Uh…” I stall stupidly. I have no idea what the hell is going on here. 
 
   “Speak up, hon,” Coach Allen tells me. “I’m listening.”
 
   I lick my lips as the pieces fall into place. At least I hope they’re the right pieces, otherwise I’m about to sink my own battleship with this next move. I have to be careful. I have to make sure we take on a little bit of water, just enough, without going under.
 
   “To be honest,” I answer slowly, “we don’t know. It’s too soon to tell.”
 
   “Can he throw?”
 
   My heart is hammering in my ears when I say, “He can’t even palm an orange, let alone a football.”
 
   Trey’s mom leans forward angrily. “What are—“
 
   Trey silences her with a quick shake of his head, a finger on his lips.
 
   “That’s a terrible shame,” Coach Allen laments.
 
   “It is. He’s really struggling with it. We all are. Of course, I’d appreciate it if you didn’t share this information with anyone else. Trey would fall right out of the Draft if anyone knew we aren’t out of the woods on his injury yet.”
 
   “No, no. The secret is safe with me.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “No, thank you for being up front with me.”
 
   “I assume you’ll be drafting Andre Larkin in a few minutes.”
 
   “I can’t say for sure, you understand, but it’s looking that way.”
 
   “He’s a solid choice. Another Ashford Agency powerhouse.”
 
   “Trey will go to someone today,” he promises me sadly. So sadly I start to wonder if this conversation is what I think it is. “I’m sorry it won’t be me. Can’t take that chance, though.”
 
   “Yes, sir. I understand that.”
 
   “Good luck tonight, kiddo. Tell Trey I’m praying for a speedy recovery. I hope my boys face off with him on the field real soon.”
 
   Abruptly, the coach hangs up.
 
   I drop my phone on the table feeling like I’m going to vomit.
 
   “What are you doing?” Donna insists angrily.
 
   “Playing the game,” I reply coolly. I tap Trey’s right arm. “You need to get this hand visible. The cameras are going to be on you while the announcers speculate whether or not the Bengals are going to pick you. They need to see the bandage on your hand. Keep it near your face.”
 
   “Is this going to work?” he asks, lifting his hand into view. He runs his fingers along his jaw slowly as he speaks to me, acting like he’s listening intently.
 
   “Is what going to work?” Lono demands.
 
   I search Trey’s eyes, wishing I had more to repay their faith with than, “I hope so.”
 
   Nine minutes and thirty-seven seconds pass before the Bengals hand in their pick. The entire Green Room has started to sweat as we all wonder if we’ll see the pick move on to the next team, but finally the call is made. They hand it in.
 
   It goes to the Commissioner.
 
   “Booo!”
 
   “With the second pick in the NFL Draft, the Cincinnati Bengals select… Jerrell Novak. Quarterback. Texas.”
 
   I let out a rush of air as Trey’s head falls heavily forward. To the outside observer he looks crushed. Shocked that he was leapfrogged by a lesser quarterback. Only three people in the world know the truth. Trey, me, and the very old yet very cunning Coach Allen.
 
   Jerrell isn’t in the building. He wasn’t expected to draft until number fifteen so he stayed home with his family in New Jersey. The feed on the TVs cuts to his stunned reaction and the madness of his family celebrating around him. He grabs his phone, bringing it to his ear with wide eyes. He’s getting the call. His team is welcoming him home.
 
   “With the third pick of the NFL Draft, the Cleveland Browns are now on the clock.”
 
   Donna looks desperately between Trey and I. “What is happening?” she hisses.
 
   Trey lifts his head to smile at her. “Sloane just saved me from playing in Cincinnati.”
 
   “They were going to pick you?”
 
   “Probably.”
 
   She slaps his shoulder hard. “Don’t you want to be picked? Isn’t that the point of all of this?”
 
   “I want to be picked by the Kodiaks.”
 
   “Trey, you don’t get to pick and choose with this. It’s a draft. They choose you. You do not choose them.”
 
   “You do when you have the right agent.”
 
   “You’re taking a big risk,” Lono scolds me darkly, his once friendly eyes falling angrily on my face. “Telling people he’s injured could ruin him tonight.”
 
   “It’s a risk I’m willing to take,” Trey assures them confidently.
 
   “For what?”
 
   “For the chance to stay in L.A.”
 
   “Why does that matter to you so much? How is that worth risking everything you’ve worked for?”
 
   “Because it’s what I need,” he answers simply.
 
   His mom sighs, her face falling. She’s not disappointed in him. She looks more concerned. Maybe a little afraid. “So the Kodiaks don’t really think you’re injured?”
 
   I shake my head. “Coach Allen had someone from Cincinnati on the phone with us. Maybe their coach or even the whole war room. Either way, he made sure they heard me swear up and down in a ‘private’ conversation that Trey is a big fat question mark and that he should pass on him when his turn comes. You better believe he played it off like he was doing them a favor giving them a heads up, and when California chooses Trey tonight he’ll piss and moan in public about it to the media to make sure the Bengals think his GM made the call, not him.”
 
   “So the Kodiaks will pick him tonight?”
 
   “That’s still up in the air, nothing is ever for certain until it happens, but it looks more likely now than ever before. The Browns don’t need a quarterback. They need a running back and a center. They won’t pick Trey.”
 
   “Hopefully they pick Larkin,” Trey mutters.
 
   “Right. I’d feel better if he was off the table when the Kodiaks go on the clock.”
 
   “Why?” Lono asks curiously.
 
   Trey frowns. “Because the Kodiaks need a running back too.”
 
   The pick is in. The runner takes it to the table at the bottom of the stage. The pick is confirmed. They hand it to the Commissioner. 
 
   “Booo!”
 
   “With the third pick of the NFL Draft, the Cleveland Browns select… Breckin David. Center. Michigan.”
 
   “Fuck.”
 
   Trey’s parents glare at me. I don’t care. I stand by it. In fact, I stand by it so much I say it again.
 
   “Fuck.”
 
   “Fuck,” Trey agrees quietly. “Larkin is still in play.”
 
   I meet Brad’s eyes across the room. Bodies pass between us as Breckin David stands to hug his family and dance toward the exit, but neither of us moves. Neither of us looks away. 
 
   “With the fourth pick of the NFL Draft, the California Kodiaks are on the clock.”
 
   It’s all down to this pick for both of us now, and we both know it. We both want it. The question is, who wanted it more? Who played the game better? 
 
   And if I win, will Brad let me have it? 
 
   I have a feeling I’ll get what I have coming to me, but will it be by my definition? Or will it be by his?
 
   “Sloane.”
 
   Three minutes have passed. My dad has looked away, but I don’t know how long ago. My mind is somewhere else. Somewhere in limbo where this moment lasts forever and I haven’t won and I haven’t lost. I haven’t failed Trey. Not yet.
 
   He’s not leaving L.A. Not yet.
 
   Trey touches my hand. “Sloane.”
 
   Impulsively, I weave my fingers through his, our palms falling flat and warm against each other, grounding us. Tethering us together as we await the coming storm.
 
   “Booo!”
 
   He brings the back of my hand slowly to his lips.
 
   “With the fourth pick in the NFL Draft…”
 
   He kisses it softly, his eyes closed.
 
    “…the California Kodiaks select…”
 
   On the table between us, his phone begins to ring.
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   August 13th
 
   Charlie Windt Stadium
 
   Los Angeles, CA
 
    
 
   “Take your time, Rook!”
 
   22, 71, 6, 54, 51, 48
 
   “Come on, pretty boy, show me what you got!”
 
   Hibbert, Lowry, Lefao, Olynyk, Fiso, Matthews. 
 
   “How’s that hand feelin’, baby?! You feelin’ strong?!”
 
   I am. There are eleven reasons in red that I shouldn’t be, over a thousand pounds of angry Tampa Bay Buccaneer defense shouting at me over the line of scrimmage, but I’m not sweating. I’m not scared, and I have only six reasons why I shouldn’t be.
 
   22, 71, 6, 54, 51, 48
 
   Hibbert, Lowry, Lefao, Olynyk, Fiso, Matthews. 
 
   This is my offensive line. This is my family. My first, last, and only line of defense. 
 
   It’s all I need.
 
   Three minutes left on the clock. 
 
   Kodiaks 7 – Buccaneers 10
 
   This is a pressure situation, or it should be. They’re using it to test me. To see how sturdy my nerves are, but they’re testing the wrong guy. Even though this is only an exhibition game, a glorified practice that has no bearing on our season, I don’t feel pressure. Not on the field. If there’s anything about this game that feels exceptional to me it’s the fact that I’m making a point. I’m proving that they were right to bench their starting quarterback and put me on the field. They were right to draft me. Right to trade the farm to get me. The guys on the field with me are psyched, running excitedly to huddles, playing with me like I’m a shiny new toy they got for Christmas. One that can actually hit a receiver, unlike the last guy. The guy sitting on the bench staring daggers at me. 
 
   I’d feel guilty about that if I didn’t think it was the smart choice, but I know I’m better than he is. Coach Allen does too.
 
   Sorry, Newhouse. Better luck next year. I think dryly. I hear Canada’s hiring.
 
   I line up behind Lefao, my center. He’s a six foot, two inch, three hundred and ten pound hammer from American Samoa. He calls me ‘brotha’ and protects me like a baby. He also doesn’t flinch when I put my arms through his legs, my face in his massive, orange Spandexed ass.
 
   “Red forty-two!” I shout down the line. I turn my head the other direction to repeat it. “Red forty-two! Hut! Hike!”
 
   The boys knew we were going on the one count. They’re locked and loaded, springing into the fray just as the ball rises up in Lefao’s hands to drop into mine. I immediately fall back five steps as he launches forward to smash into the defensive line that’s coming for me. They explode in a mass of pads and helmets that crack loudly as they shout at one another, fighting each other like animals. The stadium has erupted into chaos with them, but I tune it out. I hone in on the beat of my heart. I listen for the ticking of my own internal clock as I breathe slow and even.
 
   One…Their coverage is tight…Two… Their right tackle is loose…Three…My wide receiver can’t get clear…Four…I’m going to get hit.
 
   I curl around the ball, ducking my head and falling to my right. I take the hit as gracefully as I can while still holding onto the ball. I feel my heartrate spike as he makes contact, a pain in my hand erupting out of nowhere and disappearing just as quickly as it came. It’s a reflex at this point, one my body learned from the National Championship game. Every time I take a hit I think I’ve broken that hand again. My mind immediately assumes the worst.
 
   I’d give fucking anything to make it stop. 
 
   The whistle blows as my ass hits the ground, mowed over by a sweat soaked giant that’s crushing my chest.
 
   “Better stay down, bitch,” the tackle growls at me. “You’re going to be on your back all day.”
 
   “You’re confusing me with your mom,” I grunt out.
 
   He leans his elbow on my chest. “What the fuck did you say?!”
 
   Before I can answer him, he’s off me. He’s pulled away by his own guys to avoid a penalty, but I don’t for one second think he’s gone for good. He and I will circle back to this conversation later.
 
   The laughing blue eyes of Colt Avery appear above me as he offers me his hand. I take it, letting the stout running back pull me up off the ground. “You alright, man?”
 
   “Yeah, I’m good. He barely touched me.”
 
   Avery laughs as we jog to the huddle. “Dude, he was so up in your shit he probably got you pregnant.”
 
   “I hope not. I’m not ready to be a mother.”
 
   “What the hell are you talking about, Domata?” Coach Fallon, the offensive coordinator, barks in my ear through the headpiece. 
 
   I’m still getting used to the fact that I’m mic’d. That the entire coaching staff can hear everything I say. 
 
   “Nothing, Coach,” I assure him. “What’s the call?”
 
   “Two seconds.”
 
   “Sorry about the hit,” Fiso apologizes, his round face solemn. “He got the drop on me.”
 
   “Don’t sweat it. Just save me from another one, alright? I might have pissed him off while he had me down.”
 
   “While he knocked you up,” Avery corrects.
 
   Anthony scowls at him. “What the fuck?”
 
   “I might have talked shit,” I admit.
 
   “Making our jobs harder, brotha!” Lefao laughs, smacking my shoulder hard.
 
   Really hard. So hard he knocks me back a step, out of the huddle. I sigh, regaining my footing. 
 
   I’m not a small guy. I’m taller than most of my offensive line, something that comes in handy when I’ve gotta see over their massive heads downfield to my receivers, but I’m leaner by half. They forget that sometimes, getting a little overzealous with their celebrations, and I’m not the only one in danger. In the first quarter Hibbert picked up Tyus Anthony, our five foot nine, hundred and eighty pound wide receiver, and I had a real moment of fear where I thought he’d crush the guy with his hug. Anthony is small by any standards, but when a guy is that fast, that slippery, you’re willing to forgive his size in favor of his speed.
 
   But every time you see a tackle coming his way, you drop to your knees and pray to every great god in the sky for his protection. That’s just common sense.
 
   The radio in my helmet comes to life, Coach’s voice pounding in my ear. I stare at the turf in the middle of our huddle as I listen to his orders.
 
   “Okay!” I shout, getting the attention of the ten men surrounding me. “Tiger seven, dive left! Go on one! Ready?”
 
   They clap in unison, each acknowledging that he understands his part in the play. We run to the line of scrimmage, lining up quickly. The clock is already running. We have thirteen seconds left.
 
   I line up with my shoulder in Lefao’s ass again. I wait as he checks the line, looking for signs of a blitz, and I hope Fiso is paying attention. Finally Lefao settles, taking hold of the ball with only four seconds left on the play clock.
 
   “Red forty-two! Red forty-two!” I shout quickly. “Hut! Hike!”
 
   Lefao hands me the ball as I fall back, taking three steps behind the line. I look downfield like I’m searching for an opening but what I’m really watching is my right side. I’m waiting for Avery to run behind me for the hand off. The rest of the field falls away in a swirl of colors and curses as I look for him, but he takes me by surprise. He’s there before I expected, faster than I thought he could be. I bring the ball down to drop in his hands just as I raise my right as though I’m about to throw. No one is fooled by my acting, but they don’t have to be. Avery is already on the move. He hits a wall, but instead of stopping he dives head on into the fray, tucking the ball in tightly as he rides the wave of defensive lineman to gain four yards. 
 
   He hits the ground. The play is dead. Olynyk helps him up, giving him a swat on the helmet as he springs to his feet. 
 
   It’s third and six. Three minutes to go.
 
   “Where the fuck did you come from?” I laugh at Avery when we reach the huddle.
 
   He gives me his cocky grin, opening his arms wide. “I’m everywhere, baby.”
 
   “Jesus, man, have they clocked you against Anthony? You might be faster than him.”
 
   “Don’t get stupid,” Anthony snaps. “He can’t roll with this.”
 
   Avery points at him, still smiling. “I’m coming for you.”
 
   “Yeah, I’ll be waitin’.”
 
   The play comes through on my radio. The guys see it when I stare into nothing as I listen, all of them falling silent as they wait.
 
   “Slants dirty open!” I shout to them. “Check with me if I call Blue thirty-three change to Tiger two drive. Go on two! Ready?”
 
   Clap!
 
   I get behind Lefao, watching him check the line for anything he doesn’t like. He spots it just as I do; two defensive linebackers are inching forward. They’re going for a blitz. They’re going to try to sack me again.
 
   “Blue thirty-three!” I shout, adjusting the play. “Blue thirty-three! Hut! Hut! Hike!”
 
   I fall back with the ball, hesitating. Counting.
 
   One… My line picks up the blitz, keeping me protected in the pocket… Two… Avery takes the handoff from me…Three…He drives into an opening between Lefao and Olynyk… Four… He smashes through the line… Five… Avery is tackled. He drags the linebacker another two yards past the point of contact, because the wild son of a bitch just won’t stop. Finally they drop in a heap half a yard from the line.
 
   It’s forth and one.
 
   “Your call, Domata,” Coach calls over the radio. “Line’s at the thirty. We’re in field goal range for Castillo. He’s warmed up and ready to kick if you don’t want to run it.”
 
   I take a breath, my hands on my hips. My head down. Coach, the huddle, the sideline, hell, the entire stadium waits for my decision. The nation watching the game on television waits for me to decide. It’s a lot of pressure. That’s why Coach Allen is giving me the choice. He wants to see what I’ll do. Do I have the balls to go for it on forth and inches? Do I think I’m ready to roll with this team into the fray like that, or do I want to play it safe? Do I want to keep my cool?
 
   One look in the eyes of my guys and I know my answer.
 
   “We’re running it,” I tell them, simultaneously telling Coach Allen. “Grizz RT over, go on two. Ready?”
 
   Clap!
 
   As we run for the line I know this is a rarity. In the NFL you don’t go for it on the fourth down, not when you’re thirty yards from a touchdown. You kick the field goal and get those points on the board. That’s the smart way. The safest way. It’s the way you go when you feel nervous about taking a risk, but that’s the thing about me; I don’t get nervous. 
 
   “Blue seven! Blue seven! Hut! Hut! Hike!”
 
   I know the play is going to fall apart the second I get the ball in my hands. I can feel it in the way the line is scrambling to cover me. The way Anthony is darting around, desperately trying to get free of his coverage but they’ve doubled up on him. He’ll never get clear. Three seconds have elapsed and I have to look for other options or I’m going to get sacked. I run to the side, pulling the pack with me. I’m searching for Avery, hoping he put on the boosters again and will show up open downfield, but he’s lost in the struggle. He’s dead to me. Anthony too. 
 
   I’m just starting to consider running it myself and hoping to get the down when I spot Matthews miraculously appear in the end zone. His coverage is coming but they’re three steps behind him and if I lead him he’ll clear them, no problem.
 
   I plant my feet. I make the throw. High and tight, an easy spiral for Matthews to get under. The line cracks, the world shifting away from me, following the ball as it arcs across the perfect blue sky.
 
   Matthews gets under it. It nails him in the chest. He gets his arms around it, his feet planted in the end zone.
 
   Touchdown Kodiaks.
 
   The stadium goes insane.
 
   I rush through the crowd, smacking helmets and asses, congratulating the offensive line that spared me a sack. I hurry to the sidelines, meeting up with Matthews to slap his chest and tell him he killed it. He’s subdued even in victory, smiling mildly and slapping me back. 
 
   “Hell of a throw, man,” he tells me.
 
   I laugh. “Hell of a catch! How’d you get open?”
 
   “Skill.”
 
   I laugh again, shuffling out of the way as the rest of the line jostles him, pouring praise over his humble head. He listens and smiles, removing his helmet to run his hand through his light hair, but his face is reserved. Everything about him carefully held inside.
 
   He’s the hero of the play. The fans remember him from his rookie year when he blew the place up with one explosive play after another, and they’re losing their shit now that he’s back. 
 
   Still, it’s not his name on the lips of every fan leaning over the railings trying to talk to us. Trying to touch us. It never is, because since the day I was picked up by the Kodiaks there’s only one name being sung in the stands. Only one name on the back of jerseys selling out in every store in town.
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   Ashford Agency
 
   Los Angeles, CA
 
    
 
   Domata
 
   27
 
   His jersey stares at me in brilliant orange and yellow from across my office, signed and framed on my wall. It’s the one they gave him when he was drafted. The number was added later, but this is the jersey the Commissioner handed him on Draft day. The one photographed for all of the magazines and newspapers that went forward and spread the word that Trey Domata was the newest weapon in the Kodiak arsenal on the craziest, most emotional night of my life.
 
   I couldn’t believe it when Trey brought it to me. I thought for sure he’d want to keep it for himself, but he said it meant a lot to him that I have it. He said he knew I’d keep it safe. 
 
   I told him I was going to sell it on eBay.
 
   I negotiated his contract with him two weeks after the Draft, the day before he brought me the jersey. He signed for four years with the Kodiaks for twenty-two million and a bonus just shy of fifteen million. 
 
   Just like that, Trey Domata was a millionaire. And at ten percent, so was I. 
 
   I drove us out to the coast after he signed and we walked down to the beach, both of us dressed in dark suits and shining shoes that we left in the car. We sat in the sand together for hours watching the waves come in and roll out over and over again. He talked to me about Hawaii. About growing up a poor kid with a rich heritage and loving parents. He taught me how to say a few words in Hawaiian. I picked them up easily but pretended to struggle only to hear him repeat them over and over again in his deep voice that drifted on the warm wind.
 
   I talked about L.A. About growing up a rich kid with no past and pretty parents. I told him about my sister. About how she was always gone, always running, always trying to find herself anywhere but here. I shivered when I admitted how much I missed her.
 
   “Are you cold?”
 
   “No,” I lied.
 
   “You have goosebumps.”
 
   “I’m fine.”
 
   I don’t want to go home yet, I protested childishly.
 
   He shrugged out of his suit jacket. It fell heavy and slick with the satin lining on my skin. He adjusted it, his arm around me for a bare moment, his large hands cupping my shoulders. I leaned into him. He gripped me tighter. He lingered too long, but not long enough. There was a strain between us as we sat together. A pull like the tide, forward and back, in and out, never ending. We wanted what we couldn’t have. We danced around it, getting too close and pulling away. Missing it when it was gone.
 
   He released me, burying his hands in the sand. “I don’t have a reason to call you tomorrow.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “That sucks.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “What do we do now, Sloane?”
 
   I buried my hand in the sand next to his. “We move on, Trey.”
 
   He kissed my cheek in the car when we said goodnight. The next day he showed up with the jersey. We went to dinner afterward. He picked the place. He drove. He paid. It was as close to a date as we’d ever come, or would ever be again.
 
   Two days later he leased an apartment on his own and e-mailed the new address to me with three grainy pictures of the small interior. It’s sparsely furnished. He only has two bath towels. I told him to stop being afraid of spending money and he said he probably never would. He didn’t invite me over, and I didn’t ask to see it.
 
   That night he was in the media outside a club sucking the face off a blond.
 
   It hurt because of course it did, but the facts are the facts. Trey is my client, and if we’re going to work together we need to quit hanging on and hoping the universe is going to suddenly change the rules and make it okay. All of this extra time spent together, all of the brushes of hands and sideways smiles, they have to stop. They’re silly. They’re childish in their bittersweet torture. This is the kind of sexual frustration that makes people do drastic things, stupid things, and it’s not my style. He’s moving on, and as soon as I have a free second, I will too.
 
   Meanwhile he’s as calm as I’ve ever seen him. The nervous energy that surrounded him since we met has been smothered under the pounds of paperwork he signed, solidifying his place in the NFL. Securing his family’s financial situation. He’s where he’s always wanted to be, his every dream finally coming true. That means leaving behind whatever it was that we were becoming. Friends or more, it doesn’t matter. I haven’t looked Trey Domata in the eye in months and that’s fine. 
 
   It’s absolutely fucking fine.
 
   “He’s making a decent showing,” Hollis comments, his eyes on the TV beside Trey’s jersey. He leans back into the couch as he makes himself comfortable. “Not bad for a rookie.”
 
   “That’s because he’s pro material. It’s what I’ve been saying.”
 
   “Yeah, I remember. You were right. He plays with the calm of a vet.”
 
   “Called it.”
 
   “Gloating isn’t becoming of you.”
 
   “But it feels so good.”
 
   “So do most vulgar things.” He looks at me sideways. “You haven’t been gloating to your dad, have you?”
 
   I snort. “I’m not an idiot.”
 
   “You have days.”
 
   “Not today. Not about this.”
 
   Hollis shakes his head in amazement. “I still can’t believe Larkin didn’t go until number sixteen. And to the Dolphins! Poor bastard. Miami is the worst.”
 
   “Why are you surprised? How many times do I have to say it? Running backs don’t draft high. I don’t care what kind of star he is. He has a short shelf life.”
 
   “Do you know what he contracted for? I haven’t seen anything about it. Brad is keeping it quiet.”
 
   I grimace. “Almost exactly half of what Trey contracted.”
 
   He sucks air sharply through his teeth. “Yikes.”
 
   “Yeah. Between me with Trey and you with Reed, Brad came out the loser for the agency. Don’t think that doesn’t piss him right off.”
 
   “And he hasn’t said anything to you about it?”
 
   “Not yet.”
 
   “You think he will eventually?”
 
   I sigh. “I think I’ll pay for it, but I don’t know how. He might fire me, he might cut my inheritance in half. He might make me take a cruise with my mom. He’s a diabolical son of a bitch, he’ll find a way to punish me somehow.”
 
   “Six days in close quarters with Bri? I doubt he’s that cruel. You out-earned him, you didn’t murder someone.”
 
   “Same difference to him.”
 
   We sit in silence, watching the game on mute. Trey is out, the team’s original and now standby quarterback on the field getting some play time. The game is all but done with only seconds on the clock and the Kodiaks are in possession with the lead. Before Newhouse can take the snap, the feed cuts to a shot of Trey on the sidelines, his helmet off and his face flushed with exertion and energy. He’s watching the field intently, so focused you’d think the game hung in the balance, but that’s the way Trey is. Every play counts. Every second matters.
 
   “You’re smiling,” Hollis teases me.
 
   I don’t try to stop. I definitely don’t bother hiding it. “I know.”
 
   “How’s that going?”
 
   “It’s not. We work together. That’s it.”
 
   “That’s it?”
 
   “Yep. That’s it.”
 
   “So the fact that he’s dating that bartender—“
 
   “They’re not dating, and it doesn’t bother me. He can sleep with whoever he wants. So can I.”
 
   “But you don’t.”
 
   “I’m busy.”
 
   “So is he, but that doesn’t stop him.”
 
   “Don’t be mean to me about this,” I warn him seriously. “I’m trying to be smart here.”
 
   His face softens. “I know. I’m sorry.”
 
   “It’s fine.” I reach for the remote, changing the feed to stream from my laptop. I bring up a video I’ve been obsessing over and send it into motion. “This is my next project. Check him out.”
 
   The game tape from an Oregon/Colorado match up pops onto the screen. Colorado is down 6-31, victims of a botched field goal and a merciless beating by the Ducks, but the score doesn’t matter to me. #39 does.
 
   “Watch the right tackle.”
 
   “For Colorado?” Hollis asks incredulously. “You’re scouting a player from one of the worst teams in the conference?”
 
   I grin smugly. “Just watch.”
 
   The play goes into motion. Oregon’s quarterback takes three steps back, the ball gripped in both hands as he searches for his man. Maybe he would have found him, maybe he wouldn’t, but he only gets three seconds to try. In that time #39 breaks through the offensive line, tosses the center like he’s made of paper, and rushes the quarterback. He only gets a chance to threaten him before the QB sends the ball away, flinging it to the safety of the sidelines, but it’s all he needed to kill the play.
 
   “So he’s a wrecking ball,” Hollis yawns. “He’s not the first guy to break through Oregon’s O-line.”
 
   “That’s not the first time he did it that day. It was the fifth.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “He did the same thing to Washington and USC. Cut through their line like a hot knife in butter. Sacked USC’s guy three times in the second half. Colorado lost all of those games, but the only reason Oregon or USC or anyone last season wasn’t able to run up the score on them was because of this guy. Chris Keyton.” I tap the TV remote against my lips, smiling faintly. “He’s my next sign. He’ll go first round for sure.”
 
   “How? No one knows about him?”
 
   “He needs to get a promo video out there. He needs some hype built around him.”
 
   “And you can’t help with that. Not while he’s still a college player.”
 
   “I can’t help him financially. I can always offer him advice, though. Give him some contacts to get him moving in the right direction. It’s nothing more than any other agent out there is doing.”
 
   “It’s what agents at lesser agencies do. Brad won’t like it. He’ll think it makes us look desperate.”
 
   I roll my eyes, spinning around in my chair to face the window. “Brad never likes anything I do. But who got their client on the team of their dreams in the top five at the Draft?”
 
   “I wouldn’t lead with that argument when you present this guy to him.”
 
   I lick my lips. “I’m not presenting him.”
 
   My declaration is met with an expected silence. I turn in my chair slowly to face Hollis. He’s waiting for me.
 
   “Sloane,” he says cautiously, “now is not a good time for you to go behind your dad’s back. He’s already annoyed about Trey. Full disclosure is your only option here.”
 
   “No matter who I choose to sign next, he’ll take them from me out of spite.”
 
   “Yes, he will. And that’s his right as the head of this agency.”
 
   “Bullshit,” I bark angrily.
 
   “It’s how it is.”
 
   “He wouldn’t do it to you.”
 
   “It’s not personal with me,” he reminds me steadily. “You’re his daughter. You’re not supposed to be better at this than he is. Not right away and not in his house.”
 
   “It doesn’t help that I’m a woman either.”
 
   “No, it definitely doesn’t.” He stands, looking down at me heavily. “Scout someone else. Someone that doesn’t matter to you, because you won’t get to keep them anyway. Let him burn you this year, get it out of his system, and start looking toward next year.”
 
   I feel my face flush red with rage. I bite the inside of my lip until I taste blood, unable and unwilling to agree with Hollis.
 
   He nods in silent understanding, turning to leave the room without another word.
 
   I wait until he’s gone to snap my laptop shut. It cuts the feed, leaving me with a black TV screen that reflects my face like a mirror. I look ghostly and strange. Tight lipped. Rigid. I feel my frustration coiling in my veins as I stare at myself, asking my reflection what will I do? Signing Trey was supposed to be my shot at becoming a major player at the agency, but even though I did everything right and got him everything he asked for, I’m no better off having signed him than I was before. If anything, I’m in a worse position because here I sit pining away for him, celibate as a nun, while he’s out partying with his teammates and models and vodka soaked bartenders. His career is taking off and I’ll have to lay this next year of my life down as penance at my dad’s feet and hope to do better on the year after. But will I? Will Brad let me or will I forever be a mule bringing him star after star to sign under his own name until I’m nothing but an assistant? 
 
   Nothing but his bitch.
 
   I stand abruptly, knocking my chair back so hard it rolls into the floor to ceiling window with a hollow thud. Trey’s game will have ended by now. The Buccaneers lost, poor bastards, but now that he’s been unleashed on the world we’re all destined to fall in Trey’s wake at some point. It’s a misery, but you know what they say; it loves company.
 
   I dial a phone number I’ve never used before. One I’ve sat on since Pro Day when the Buccaneers’ offensive coordinator slipped it into my hand with a warm smile and a wink that said loud and clear I was to use it for more than recruiting questions. I never did because I didn’t need to. Not until now.
 
   “Now?” Allen laughs when he answers the phone. “You wait months and you’re calling me now when your boy just rubbed our faces in the field all afternoon?”
 
   I smile, putting my flirt on. “I thought you might be feeling down. Maybe need a little pick me up.”
 
   “Are we talking about a drink? Because I could use one.”
 
   “Among other things.”
 
   He pauses, put off guard by my total lack of pretense. “Tell me where to pick you up.”
 
   “I’ll meet you. There’s a dark little bar off Wilshire that’s perfect for licking your wounds in private. I’ll text you the address.”
 
   “I have some things to take care of here.”
 
   “How long do you need?”
 
   “How long do I have?”
 
   “All night, Allen,” I tell him quietly. “You can have me all night.”
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   August 15th
 
   Club 171
 
   Los Angeles, CA
 
    
 
   I can feel the music in my bones. It vibrates through the floor underneath us up to the balcony where we sit behind the velvet rope; just Tyus Anthony, Colt Avery, and me. We tried to get some of the other guys to come out but the single guys on the defensive line wanted to hit a country bar to learn how to line dance just for the fuck of it, most of the guys on the O line are married, Matthews doesn’t hang out with anyone ever, and our kicker, Andres Castillo said, and I quote, ‘I can’t get into any shit. I’m divorcing a ball devouring bitch and my nose has to be cleaner than Christ until it’s done.’
 
   Tyus ordered bottle service when we got to the club. I had no idea what that meant, but I went along with it, following them up the stairs to the balcony where a table was set up with his name on it, a private waitress has been taking care of us all night, and we drop three hundred bucks per bottle of fifty dollar booze. My eyes must have bulged when they told me the cost because both Tyus and Colt laughed at me.
 
   “It’s the experience, baby,” Tyus chides. “It’s VIP.”
 
   “She’ll mix you anything you want with the bottle,” Colt tells me, nodding to the brunette in a corset and black stiletto boots. 
 
   She smiles down at me, patient and inviting. “What will you have, sir?”
 
   “What’s the bottle?”
 
   “Sazerac Rye. It’s a whiskey.”
 
   I scowl at Tyus. “You ordered whiskey?”
 
   He glares back, the diamonds in his ears glinting under the strobe. “What’s wrong with whiskey?”
 
   “I have no idea what to mix whiskey with.”
 
   “That’s what she’s here for. She knows. Ask her instead of yelling at me.”
 
   The waitress leans over the back of the plush black couch I’m sitting on, putting her mouth near my ear where I can hear her better. Her hair falls in soft curls over my arm, tickling my skin. “Can I suggest a Sazerac cocktail? It’s whiskey, bitters, lemon peel, sugar, and absinthe.”
 
   “Am I going to trip balls on the absinthe?”
 
   She chuckles, her warm breath drifting across my neck and settling inside my collar. “It’s not that kind of absinthe, but if that’s something you’re interested in I can ask about it.”
 
   “No, the cocktail will be good. Thanks.”
 
   “You’re welcome. And if you need anything else, anything at all, I’ll never be far away. Call for Cossette.”
 
   There’s no way in the world that’s her real name.
 
   When she stands to walk around the couch to get drink orders from Tyus and Colt, I feel floored. Flooded with the noise and lights of the club. The world felt smaller when she was whispering husky in my ear. It almost feels abrasive now.
 
   Tyus is quick with his order, not interested in having her get too close for too long, but Colt is another story. If I thought the ladies loved me, I was wrong. I hadn’t seen what love was, not until I saw Colt walk through a club. They turn to watch him go. They laugh when he smiles at them. They follow him through buildings, trying to get back in his eye line. Trying to earn another of his smiles. He’s six foot two with shaggy brown hair, blue eyes, and a fucking cleft in his chin like a caricature for handsome. He’s broader than most running backs, built to take a hit better than most, and it’s his size that makes the women fall apart around him. 
 
   This is Colt’s second year in the pros, Tyus’ third, and they’ve both been with the Kodiak’s program since the start of their careers. Tyus has always been a favorite with the fans with his incredible speed and cocky attitude. Colt is a different story. He was an unknown last year, and it wasn’t until this pre-season with Duncan Walker out of the picture that he really got a chance to show the league what he could do, both on and off the field.
 
   Right now our waitress is leaning over the back of the couch laughing with her hand over her mouth, all sexy show and husky voice forgotten as Colt cracks her up, drawing her out. Making her feel comfortable. Vulnerable. That’s when he’ll strike. It’s not an ugly thing, the way the guy works. It’s pretty ingenious in its simplicity, actually. In its honesty. He’s fun, that’s the core of it. He makes people feel like having fun just being around him. And what could be more fun than spending a night with the prettiest face in the NFL?
 
   “It’s messed up, right?” Tyus asks me. He sits back in his seat, gesturing to the girl still laughing with Colt. “He’s not even trying.”
 
   “I’d hate to see him when he does.”
 
   “It’s a bloodbath. You might as well go home because he’s shutting the place down when it happens.”
 
   “And you still hang out with him?”
 
   Tyus grins, a rare show of emotion for him. “Dude’s funny.”
 
   “Who’s funny?” Colt asks, smiling as he watches the waitress walk away.
 
   “Adam Sandler.”
 
   Colt snorts. “Yeah, maybe twenty years ago. Now he’s old and making movies about being old. It’s sad.”
 
   “Someday you’ll be that sad.”
 
   “I hope I’m dead first.” Colt sits forward, pulling his phone from his pocket. He frowns, swiping through a stream of pictures.
 
   “Are you on Tinder?” I ask.
 
   He laughs, shaking his head. “Nah, I’m on TMZ.”
 
   “That gossip site?”
 
   “Yeah. I’m into it.”
 
   “He Googles himself too,” Tyus tells me. His eyes drift down onto the dance floor, honing in on a group of girls with long hair and short skirts. “He loves that shit.”
 
   “I’m not looking for myself,” Colt tells him, not offended by the accusation. “It sent me an alert that an article mentioned the Bucs.”
 
   “Why do you care what the Buccaneers are doing?”
 
   “I keep up on what all of the other teams are doing. I like to see if any of them get into some loud shit.”
 
   “Anything good?” I ask him, barely listening. Tyus is doing the same; tapping out.
 
   “Nah. It’s not about the team. It’s one of their coaches. He went out the night of the game. Some little dive with some little piece.”
 
   “Who gives a shit what he does?”
 
   Colt chuckles, turning his phone toward me. “You should. That’s your girl, right?”
 
   I squint at the screen. It’s hard to see it clearly with the flashing lights, but the bright blond hair and haunting curves of Sloane Ashford are hard to miss. I feel my heart stumble when I see her on the guy’s arm. Same guy who was chatting her up at my Pro Day.
 
   “She’s not my girl,” I grumble, looking away with a frown. “She’s my agent.”
 
   “Dude, that’s what I mean. What’d you think I meant?”
 
   I ignore his question. “How’d they end up on TMZ? They’re not celebrities.”
 
   Colt pulls his phone back around to scroll through the story. “He’s divorcing his wife. She’s an actress. She’s a big deal on the show The Hilltop, the one about the woman trying to save her family’s old Victorian house in a small town. She turns it into a B&B, meets all kinds of crazy people.”
 
   “Never heard of it,” Tyus says absently.
 
   “It sounds horrible,” I add.
 
   Colt pockets his phone, sitting back in his seat. “It’s good.”
 
   “You watch it?”
 
   “My mom watches it, so yeah, I watch it.”
 
   “He does everything his mommy tells him to,” Tyus chuckles.
 
   Colt shrugs. “She’s smart. I listen to her. Besides, it gives me something to talk about with women. Can’t talk about football forever.”
 
   “You don’t listen to your mom, Tyus?” I prod him.
 
   “Nah. She’s dead.”
 
   I look quickly to Colt. He grimaces sympathetically. 
 
   “Shit, man, I’m sorry,” I apologize, feeling like an asshole.
 
   “I was a kid. It’s nothing to be sorry about. My sister raised me. She’s cool. And yeah, I listen to her.”
 
   I have no fucking clue what to say after that. Cossette comes back with our drinks. She hands me mine, carefully overlapping her fingers with mine when she passes the sweaty, chilled glass to me. She smiles in the dim light, her teeth brilliantly white and straight. Tyus takes his drink with a polite nod. Colt gives her a warm grin and a hand on her arm as she hands him his glass filled with glowing amber liquid. I watch her unconsciously lean toward him as he does, as though she thinks about sitting down next to him. At the last second she remembers herself, straightening to cast each of us an accommodating smile. 
 
   Tyus lifts his glass to me. “Hundred bucks he fucks her in the bathroom.”
 
   I look Colt over, contemplating. Finally I raise my glass. “Coat closet. He’s classier than the bathroom.”
 
   “Am I, though?” Colt asks skeptically.
 
   Tyus clinks his glass against mine. “You got a bet, baby.”
 
   “You guys make me feel dirty.”
 
   I laugh. “You know what’s dirty? Club bathrooms. Remember that.”
 
   “Don’t coach him,” Tyus warns.
 
   “I’m not coaching, I’m educating. As someone who has taken a lady to the bathroom before, I can honestly say he might regret it.”
 
   “She went to the bathroom with you?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “She barely knew you?”
 
   “She knew my name. She knew my jersey number. That was all she needed to know.”
 
   “That was no lady.”
 
   “No,” I agree with a grin. “No she was not.”
 
   “Well,” Colt grunts, standing with effort. He has a trick knee that gives him trouble sometimes. You can see it in his walk when it stiffens up. “That shit was fun in college, but the stakes are higher now. Watch yourself, man. Use your own condoms, never trust that they’re on the pill, and don’t ever leave the condom behind.”
 
   “Why can’t I leave the condom behind?”
 
   “It’s full of your shit,” Tyus tells me as though it’s obvious, because I guess it is. “All they need is a turkey baster to get your boys in their body. After that it’s nine months until the bill comes.”
 
   I chuckle, but neither of them smile. “Are you fucking with me?”
 
   “Dead serious.”
 
   Colt pulls out his phone. “I got a video if you want to see.”
 
   “No, I’m good.”
 
   “Do you want to see that picture of your girl with the OC again?”
 
   “Fuck you.”
 
   “Ooh, testy,” he teases, smiling. “You got a thing for your agent? Because if you don’t you’re gay. She’s hot.”
 
   “I’d hit that,” Tyus agrees.
 
   “See? Tyus would fuck her. I’d fuck her. The OC probably tried to fuck her, but I want to know, Trey, did you fuck her?”
 
   I stare at the strobing lights until my eyes hurt. Until the entire place is too dark to see, along with the expectant eyes I can feel on me. 
 
   I kick back my drink, downing it in one swallow. It burns like fire on the way down, making me wince. I cough into the back of my hand as I stand, pulling my wallet out of my back pocket. I toss a couple of hundreds on the table.
 
   “Here’s for the drink and the bet,” I tell them evenly. “Colt, take the hundred and get a hotel room. Don’t be a piece of shit.”
 
   “Is that a yes?”
 
   “I’ll see you later.”
 
   I can hear them laughing as I leave but I don’t look back. Instead I duck my head, hurrying through the crowd across the dance floor, out into the night, and up to the curb where I wait for a cab. The night is warm, the air sitting thick and humid under my shirt where my heart races in my chest, and that unsettled feeling I felt for so long before the Draft creeps inside me until I’m nearly shaking. Until I’m vibrating with anxiety that makes me sick in my burning gut full of whiskey and uncertainty. 
 
   But when I finally slide inside a cab and the driver asks me where I’m going, I know the answer without a shadow of a doubt.
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   Wilshire Regent Condominiums
 
   Los Angeles, CA
 
    
 
   It was supposed to make it better. Sleeping with Allen was supposed to make me feel in control, make me happy. It was at least supposed to get me off, and it did, but I’m more wound up now than I was before. Whatever he did to me, it didn’t take.
 
   I could fly to Indiana. Is that crazy? Are the Colts even at home this week? I have no idea. I don’t even know that Kyle would be happy to see me after the brushoff I gave him during the Combine. I disappeared in my obsession with Trey and I haven’t been able to climb back out. It’s no good, this thing between us. We can’t be in a room together without getting stupid and we can’t avoid each other forever. And I don’t want to. That’s the bitch of it. We were getting along too well before the Draft. So well that he became a fixture in my life and now that he’s gone I’m bereft without him. I miss him. I miss my friend and I miss the man. I miss the pieces of him that come together to make the mass of emotions and muscle that are my undoing.
 
   I’m a goddamn chick flick without him.
 
   My phone buzzes next to me on the couch. I check the clock, frowning. It’s after midnight.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Miss Ashford, you have a visitor. Mr. Domata.”
 
   I stare at nothing, stunned. But then again, am I? Or did I know this would happen? Is that why I went out with Allen in the first place? Is that why I took him to a bar I know is constantly surrounded by media?
 
   “Let him up,” I answer hoarsely. 
 
   I’m already in my pajamas. I think about changing quickly before he comes up, but I decide against it. I won’t change anything about what I’m doing. I won’t be thrown into a fit just because he’s here.
 
   I feel nervous as I undo the chain on my door. My fingers are shaky, pulsing with the beat of my heart that echoes too loudly in my ears. Memories of the last time Trey was here flash through my mind. Memories of what I did when he left, what he asked me to do, flood my body. It’s a familiar sensation born of repetition. Habit. Need.
 
   He knocks on the door once. Just once. Hard and certain. He knows I’m there. He knows I’m waiting.
 
   I open the door slowly, stepping aside to let him in without a word.
 
   He looks me over before he comes in, taking in my shorts and thin tank top. My complete lack of a bra or two shits to give about it. I watch him swallow thickly before brushing past me into the living room.
 
   “Are you alone?” he asks.
 
   I shut the door, throwing the lock. “I let you up, didn’t I?”
 
   “The old guy isn’t here?”
 
   “Who is ‘the old guy’?” I ask bitingly.
 
   He looks around the room. Never at me. “The OC from the Buccaneers. He didn’t stick around?”
 
   “For two days?”
 
   “So he was here?”
 
   “What does it matter to you?”
 
   “You can do better than him, Sloane.”
 
   “And I have.”
 
   He looks at me now. He holds me steady in his gaze, his eyes intense. His calm is cracking. I haven’t seen it in months, but there it is. Nervous Trey. Anxious Trey. Wild Trey with so much emotion, so much passion that he can hardly stand to be inside his own body. So he hides inside mine.
 
   That’s what he’s come here for tonight. I know it just looking at him. It’s in the air around us as he stands ten feet away, breathing slowly through his nose. He’s had other women, but now that I’ve had other men, now it’s too much. Now he wants this, wants me. 
 
   He’s such a selfish son of a bitch.
 
   “Stop prowling around my apartment,” I demand, feeling my temper flare.
 
   Trey frowns at me. “Prowling?”
 
   “Yeah, prowling. You’re sniffing out the place like an animal searching for his competition. He’s not here. It was a one-time thing.”
 
   “Trust me, I don’t see him as competition.”
 
   “You’re such an asshole.”
 
   “I’m an asshole?”
 
   “Yes, you’re an asshole. What are you doing here, Trey? Shouldn’t you be out with some club whore catching crabs?”
 
   He smiles, pointing at my face. “You’re jealous.”
 
   “So are you.”
 
   “Maybe I am.”
 
   I laugh bitterly. “Maybe? What brought you over here? We haven’t been in the same room with each other in months. So what’s changed?”
 
   “Nothing,” he snaps, cutting his large hand through the tension in the air like a knife. “Nothing has changed. I still want you, you’re still my agent, and we can’t do fuck all about any of it.”
 
   “You should leave.”
 
   “Don’t you think I would if I could? I wouldn’t be here if I had any control over any of this, but I don’t and it makes me insane.”
 
   “I’m free to sleep with who I want, the same as you.”
 
   “Are you?” he asks quietly, stalking slowly toward me. One step at a time. “Is that the truth, Sloane? Can you sleep with who you want?”
 
   I shake my head, my heart in my throat. “Stop.”
 
   “Answer me.”
 
   “Don’t touch me.”
 
   “Why? Are you worried what you’ll do?”
 
   “You’re right,” I argue quickly, watching him devour our distance slowly. “Nothing has changed. We can’t suddenly do this again. You’re still my client. I’m still your agent.”
 
   He’s in front of me, his body blocking out the light, leaving me in shadow. “Tell me you haven’t thought about it?” he whispers, his voice rich with the heady scent of whiskey and sugar. So bitter but still so sweet. “Tell me you haven’t thought about me over and over again since it happened.”
 
   “No,” I breathe.
 
   “If you can tell me that you didn’t think about me even for a second while you were with him, I’ll leave right now. I’ll go and I’ll never come back, because I’ll tell you a secret, Sloane. When I’m with those other girls, you’re all I can think about.”
 
   “Is that supposed to be flattering?”
 
   “It’s supposed to be honest. I can’t get you out of my head. Out of my system. So I’m asking you, did you get me out of yours?”
 
   I can barely breathe. My eyes are latched onto his, my head tilted back to look up at him. My mouth lies open, desperate and un-denying because I can’t. If I’m being honest, and I always have been with him, I can’t deny it. 
 
   “Yes,” I answer breathlessly. “I thought about you.”
 
   Trey lowers his head, his lips hovering over mine. “When you were with him?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   He kisses me lightly. “When he kissed you?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   He kisses me again, lingering. Tasting with his tongue. “When he touched you?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   His hands take my hips. They’re searing hot on my skin, burning me alive.
 
   “Are you thinking about him now?” Trey growls.
 
   I shake my head faintly. “I can’t think.”
 
   “What do you want, Sloane?” He kisses me again, delving his tongue inside my mouth in a slow rhythm that leaves no doubt in my mind what he wants. “Tell me what you want.”
 
   I put my hand over his, over his throwing hand, and I drag it down my body. Across my abdomen. Inside the hem of my shorts and down to the direst desire in me that begs for him, and only him.
 
   “I want you to play with me.”
 
   He growls as he tackles me, his lips crashing against mine. He moves so fast it’s unreal, his speed almost frightening. He backs me against the wall, pins me to it with his massive body, his hand still in my shorts. His long fingers slide along the length of me, opening me. Testing me. I whimper in the back of my throat, into his mouth. It urges him on. It sends his tongue into my mouth, his finger inside me, and I’m squirming against the wall to get away from the overwhelming feeling that runs through me like fire.
 
   He doesn’t let me escape.
 
   “We’re gonna go slow this time, Sloane,” he whispers to me between kisses. “You’re going to call all the plays, have all of the control. You’re going to show me how to love you, but remember this; you get no time outs.”
 
    He moves his thumb over my clit, only once. I gasp, burying my face in his chest. 
 
   “Do you want me to do that again?” he asks, his voice rumbling deep against my forehead.
 
   I nod my head, my hands clinging to his shoulders.
 
   “You gotta tell me, baby,” he reminds me patiently. “Tell me what to do.”
 
    “Again,” I breathe. “Do it again.”
 
   He does as he’s told. His thumb darts over the most sensitive part of me again and again, falling in rhythm with his finger. I ball his shirt in my fists, trying to hold onto him, gasping for breath as my body bucks and jolts with every touch.
 
   “Faster,” I demand, my voice high and nearly unrecognizable, begging for more. More of him. More of this. More of everything.
 
   His breathing is ragged, the hard contours of his chest rising and falling heavily under my head still pressed against him. “Talk to me,” he urges roughly.
 
   “More,” I plead.
 
   He adds a second finger.
 
   I pull on his shirt as I lift my leg, unconsciously trying to climb him. He wraps his free hand around the back of my knee to hitch it higher. To open me wider.
 
   “Faster.”
 
   Trey moves faster, his breathing matching pace. I squirm against him, desperate to get away and closer at the same time. I’m strung tight, pulled in every direction and I cling to him to keep me upright. To keep this feeling that’s spiraling inside of me, coiling in my stomach and igniting in my veins.
 
   I whimper, weeping, my fingers aching where they’re knotted in his shirt. My legs trembling. Finally I break apart with a scream that’s muffled in his chest as he wraps his arms around me, holding me tightly. He’s all that’s keeping me together, keeping me from shattering into a million shining pieces on the floor. 
 
   I release my fingers slowly, smoothing them over his chest as I lift my head to look up at him. He stares down at me with dark eyes that are both demanding and patient, his chest still heaving. This is his control. His natural born ability to be in the thick of the chaos, pulse pounding, body screaming, and still he’s able to hold strong. To keep his cool until the call is given. Until his power is unleashed.
 
   “Take me to the bedroom,” I tell him, my voice hoarse but commanding, “and love me the way you want to.”
 
   He sweeps me into his arms without a word, lifting me off the ground. He carries me to my bedroom where he sets me on my feet, strips us both down to nothing, and lays me out underneath him. The cold light of the moon is on his skin as he hovers over me, but still he’s radiant. Still he’s warm and golden, glowing, even in his ebony eyes that take me in. That drown me in their depths as he lowers himself over me.
 
   It’s different this time, the way he consumes me. He’s not rushed tonight, not the way he was in the office. He’s slow and torturous. He leaves me breathless and strained, turned out from the inside until everything in me is there for him to see. Every need, every itch, every hidden thought. Too many of them are about him, and he knows it.
 
   He kisses me as he drives inside me, stretching me. Groaning deep in his chest as he pushes me to my limits, giving me what I want. He gives me love, slow and steady. I memorize every agonizing moment. Every thrust, every brush of his skin. Every tender kiss and painful pinch, because I have no idea if it will be the last. And that’s what I truly want; I want this to last.
 
   In the morning he’ll be gone. This will be gone, this moment and its meaning will go with it. With him. And maybe it’s nothing. Maybe we’re nothing but a handful of sweat soaked minutes that run out the clock to the last second, squeezing every play we can manage into the time we’re allowed, but when it runs out, that’s it. Game over. It’s a painful thought, one that pinches in my chest like a gunshot wound even as my body blows apart on a wave pleasure that takes him with me. That washes us away together.
 
   Later that night when the time comes, when I know he’s going because the dawn is coming, I feel a desperate ache in my bones that I can’t ignore. I can’t escape. 
 
   I roll over on the bed, straddling him with my legs, waking him with my mouth, and I tell him to love me again. I tell him to go slow.
 
   I tell him to do it like it’s the last time.
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   September 10th
 
   Hyatt Regency
 
   New Orleans, LA
 
    
 
   I lay across the bed flipping through the channels, my phone pinned to my ear by my shoulder. It’s been there so long the side of my face is starting to sweat. “No, Mom, it’s fine. You don’t have to cook for me when you get here.”
 
   “You probably haven’t eaten a home cooked meal in ages,” she complains.
 
   “I did last week. I went to Fiso’s place to have dinner with his family. His wife made chicken longrice. It was good.”
 
   “I’ll make you poke when I get there.”
 
   “Mom, no,” I chuckle, rolling over onto my back so I can switch the phone to my other ear. “Don’t make me anything. I can’t have any surprises in my diet right now. Not before a game.”
 
   “Your first game,” she corrects proudly.
 
   “Yeah. My first game.”
 
   “Okay, I’ll leave you alone. You know your body and you know your job. I just want to take care of you. I always will.”
 
   “I know. And if it wasn’t game day tomorrow, I’d let you. Just come watch me play and enjoy the vacation. That’s all I want you to do for me.”
 
   “Do you have our flight information?”
 
   “Sloane does. She’s picking you up at the airport and bringing you to the stadium. You’re coming in too late in the day for me to do it. I have warm ups.”
 
   “She’ll be there on time?”
 
   “She’s always on time.” I reach for the nightstand, grabbing my tablet. “Hey, speaking of Sloane, she sent me something I wanted to ask you about.”
 
   “What is it?” Mom asks warily. She always reacts like this when I mention Sloane. She likes her, she’s happy with how the Draft turned out, but she doesn’t like the way it went down. She doesn’t trust her, not like I do.
 
   I swipe my hand across the screen to bring it to life. It opens immediately on the e-mail I last read. “It’s a letter she got in my fan mail. The person who wrote it says they’re family and they want me to call them to catch up.”
 
   “What’s the name?”
 
   “David Brandt. He says we’re cousins?”
 
   “David Brandt,” she mutters to herself, thinking. “It doesn’t ring a bell—Oh! Oh,” she repeats, the second exclamation much more subdued than the first. “I think that’s your Aunt Candace’s stepson. She was married to a Richie Brandt for a while, he had two sons at the time, but they split years ago. They lived in Boise the last I heard. I don’t think you’ve ever even met his kids.”
 
   “So we don’t know who this guy is?”
 
   “No. You’re definitely not related by blood.”
 
   “I’m gonna ignore him then. He says he wants to catch up and talk about some exciting ideas he has.”
 
   Mom grunts. “Sounds like he wants to ask you for money.”
 
   “That’s what Sloane said.” I close the cover on my tablet, falling back on the bed to stare at the ceiling. “She said that’s going to happen a lot. She’s filtering most of it so I don’t have to deal with it. She said you should get your phone number unlisted so people can’t find you and hassle you.”
 
   “We’ll be fine.”
 
   I close my eyes, prepping for the storm. “She also agrees with me that you should take my offer of buying a condo there on the island with a doorman.”
 
   “Don’t start this again,” she warns sternly.
 
   “I’m buying one whether you live in it or not.”
 
   “Good for you.”
 
   “I’d rather you stayed in it than strangers I’d have to rent it to.”
 
   “That’s a shame.”
 
   “Mom.”
 
   “Trey.”
 
   “I love you.”
 
   “I love you too, baby.”
 
   “Let me buy you a home.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Please.”
 
   “No.”
 
   I take a deep breath, going in for the killing blow. “It would take a lot of stress off my mind if I knew you were safe and not getting harassed because of me.”
 
   She’s silent for a long time, and part of me wishes I hadn’t done it. It’s not a low blow, but it’s a calculated one.
 
   “How are you feeling?” she asks quietly. “Are you doing okay getting ready for this game?”
 
   “I’m good. I’m calm.”
 
   “You’re sure?”
 
   “Positive. I’m not worried about work. The only thing I worry about now is you.”
 
   She sighs heavily. “Oh, Trey… I don’t want you to worry.”
 
   “Then let me do this. Just this one thing and I’ll stop. I’ll never ask you to take anything from me again. Not even a stick of gum.”
 
   I wait with my breath frozen in my lungs. It’s an argument we’ve had so many times, and she’s shut me down every time. I can’t imagine why tonight would be any different.
 
   And still somehow it is.
 
   “Alright,” she agrees softly. “You win.”
 
   I smile. “You’ll let me do it?”
 
   “Yes, Trey, I’ll let you do it. But you’re buying it for yourself, not for us. We’ll live in it and take care of it and someday when you come home to Hawaii you’ll have it for yourself.” She pauses, prepping her own killing blow. “You can have it for you and your family.”
 
   “That ‘someday’ is a long ways off,” I remind her.
 
   “I know. You have a career to think about now. I’m not pushing.”
 
   I chuckle. “Aren’t you?”
 
   “Not yet. Give me a few years and it’ll be all you hear from me. For now I’m happy to see that you’re not popping up in the tabloids every two seconds with a new girl on your arm anymore.”
 
   I sit up, running my hand over my head roughly. “Yeah. I’ve been busy. I’ve been focused.”
 
   “Focused on the game or on a girl?”
 
   “The game.”
 
   “Have it your way. I need to get to bed if I’m going to wake in time for that flight to Louisiana, and you should get some sleep too.”
 
   “I’m wide awake.”
 
   “Well, you shouldn’t be,” she scolds lightly. “Goodnight, baby. I love you.”
 
   “I love you too, Mom.”
 
   “See you tomorrow. Remember to have fun!”
 
   “I will. Bye.”
 
   “Goodbye.”
 
   I let her hang up, watching the phone’s screen go dark in my hand. I swipe my thumb across it twice, each time watching it light up only to let it go dark again without doing anything. I shouldn’t do anything. I should go to bed. I should hit the gym or go for a run, or one of a million other things I could do to calm the rising in my veins, but there’s only one thing that will help it. Only one person who can bring me down, because just speaking her name is what brought me up.
 
   I bring up my text messages. Her name is at the top. It always is because she’s always the last one I message before I go to bed. She’s the first one I hit up when I wake.
 
   I can’t sleep.
 
   I wait only three minutes for a reply.
 
   You should try. Busy day tomorrow.
 
   I have tried. I can’t make it happen.
 
   I can’t help you.
 
   You’re the only person who can help me.
 
   I wait five minutes this time. I’m sweating by the second.
 
   We can’t.
 
   I just want to sleep.
 
   You just want to get laid.
 
   I want to lay down next to you. I don’t have any condoms, don’t bring any with you. We won’t go there tonight.
 
   Then where are we going?
 
   To sleep. That’s it. I swear.
 
   I wait seven minutes. Eight. Nine. My heart is thudding in my chest, my stomach knotting and dropping low where it aches with anxiety. No one calms me the way Sloane does, and no one winds me up like her either. She can make or break me in an instant and it’s a power I never intended to give to anyone. It’s not something I especially enjoy. 
 
   But when that soft knock comes on the door, I don’t give a damn. I jump up off the bed, swing the door open, and usher her in with an arm around her waist. I dip my face low into her neck where I can feel her hair around me, smell her scent wafting warmly from her skin, and I inhale her like she’ll save my life. I haven’t seen her in days. Weeks. It’s too long to go without her. 
 
   She takes hold of my arms, laughter on her lips, but I silence it with mine. I kiss her deeply until she melts in my arms, going soft. Going weak. 
 
   She’s in her pajamas. Short shorts, a Kodiaks hooded sweatshirt, and probably nothing underneath. It makes me desperate, and I struggle to remember my promise. I try to remember if I have a condom stashed somewhere in my bags.
 
   As if reading my mind, she pulls back, shaking her head. “You promised,” she reminds me softly.
 
   I drop my forehead to hers, nodding faintly. “I remember.”
 
   “Well, remind him,” she tells me, looking down at my waist, “because he’s not listening.”
 
   “He has a mind of his own and fuck, he likes you a lot.”
 
   She wraps her arms around my neck slowly. “I like him too,” she purrs.
 
   I grimace. “That’s not helping.”
 
   “What will?”
 
   I stand up straight to reach behind her. I turn off the lights. All that’s left is the glow of the TV and the ghostly shade it casts over her. I pull her with me to the bed where I sit down and pull her to stand between my legs. She releases me to lift the sweatshirt up over her head, tousling her long blond hair into a mild mess. Underneath the sweatshirt is a tank top. Orange and yellow. It has ‘Domata’ written proudly across her breasts. 
 
   It’s the sexiest fucking thing I’ve ever seen.
 
   “You’re killing me,” I accuse her gruffly, reaching for her hips. Raising my hands slowly. 
 
   She puts a stop to it with her own. “Can you handle it or should I go?”
 
   “You probably never should have come here.”
 
   “I think we both already knew that.”
 
   I push past her hands. She lets me. She lets me raise my palms flat across her body until I take my name, take her, in their grasp and hold them firmly. I love it when her breath slides out of place. When it hiccups in her throat and her pulse begins to fly in her neck. I love it even more when my mouth finds her peaks through the thin material of the shirt and her body goes stiff in my grasp. When she straddles my leg and grinds her warmth against my thigh. When she sighs my name like a curse.
 
   “Trey,” she whispers, her head falling back. “Fuck, Trey.”
 
   I pull the shirt down until we’re skin to skin. Until my tongue can circle her, suckle her, and she rides my leg more aggressively. I want those shorts off. I want her naked on my leg so I can feel her getting wet and hot and wanton. I don’t have a condom but there are so many things I want to do to this woman that don’t involve my dick. They’re all about her and the way she moans, the way she gasps and grips me like a vise as her body lights up under my hands. I won’t sleep until I’ve worn her out. Until she’s lying in my arms with swollen lips and hooded eyes, her body exhausted from tremor after tremor tearing through her. 
 
   I’ll give her all of it. All of me, everything I have. Every kiss she’ll take, every touch she’ll allow. I’ll go where she lets me, where she leads me, and I won’t miss the control. I’ll let her have the lead because I trust her to get me where I need to be. To who I need to be, and by the end of the night I know I’ll sleep like a baby because she got me there.
 
   But until then, I’ll love her like a devil.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   In the morning I wake up alone. I don’t know when she left, but she leaves me with something to remember her by; the tank top with my name on it. It’s draped across the pillow she slept on and when I bring it to my nose I catch her scent on it. That rich, almost masculine smell that can’t be a perfume. Maybe it’s her soap? I have no idea, but it’s addicting. 
 
   I take one last sniff of it before laying it out on the bed again. My morning wood is painful after a night of making her moan, never letting her touch me. I made it all about her, but this morning is gonna have to be about me or I’ll lose my fucking mind on the field. I shuffle my blue balls into a hot shower where I beat off to the memory of her gasps and cries. Of her sweat on her skin, salty on my lips when I kissed her. Of her heat in my hands. On my fingers, thick like cream. I grunt her name as I finish, my sight going dark on the edges. 
 
   She’s there, in the dark. Her blond hair luminescent like an angel, her smile curved like a devil.
 
   A night with her did the trick, though. Better than any of the times with Tish or the other girls ever could. Sloane isn’t a quick fix. She’s no street drug that you find in a bind. She’s some medical grade shit that stays in my system for days like a sedative straight to my vein. I slept like the dead last night with her wrapped in my arms, and now that I’ve gotten myself sorted out, I’m stone cold centered. I’m ready to play all day with a clear head and sharpened eyes.
 
   I make it down to the dining area minutes before the start of the team breakfast. The smell of fried pork in three different varieties is heavy in the air, along with bread and eggs. It’s important for us to get the right amount of fuel in our system at these meals because it’s the last solid food we’ll see before the game. You have to be careful. You don’t want to overload or make yourself sick but you don’t want to go into a game hungry either. 
 
   I pile my plate high with eggs and sausage, one whole wheat waffle, an apple, and a banana. I’ll probably snag another banana on the way out the door, but for now I park my ass in a chair at a table surrounded by my O-line. Fiso, Avery, Anthony, Hibbert, Lowry, Lefao, Olynyk, even Matthews, that anti-social son of a bitch. They all greet me with full mouths and dripping forks as I sit.
 
   “You ready, rook?” Avery asks me, his signature smile on his face. 
 
   “It’s just another game, right?” I ask, shrugging my shoulders. “Same as any other.”
 
   “Yeah, except it’s your first,” Anthony points out.
 
   “First one that matters,” Lowry agrees around a mouthful of pancake.
 
   Avery laughs at them, tossing a handful of cereal their way. “Leave him alone. He’s the last person we want to have jitters.”
 
   “Are you kidding me? He’s made of ice, man,” Anthony argues. “It’s what he’s famous for.”
 
   “Yeah, well it’s hard to be chill when everyone is blowing hot air up your ass, so back off him.”
 
   “I’m good,” I promise Colt. “Don’t sweat it. Nothing anyone can say to rattle me today.”
 
   Anthony leans in, lowering his voice conspiratorially. “Be real. You on something?”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “Downers. Zoloft. Something.”
 
   “Nothing,” I promise him, shaking my head. “I don’t take anything. That shit will slow your reflexes.”
 
   “You’re just that tight, huh?”
 
   “I must be.”
 
   He smiles slowly, sitting back. “Yeah, we’ll see.”
 
   There’s a prayer after breakfast. Something blessing the food to our bodies and asking for a good day on the field free of injuries. I’m not a religious guy but I bow my head and close my eyes out of respect. Any kind of luck we can get to stay injury free I’m down with participating in. After breakfast we have some time to grab our gear and get on the bus heading to the stadium. Avery told me on my first day with the team that the last thing I want to do is miss the bus. You have to get to the stadium on your own after that and everyone knows you weren’t there. Everyone knows you’re not synced with the team.
 
   I get there early, picking a seat near the back. I’m not surprised to find Matthews already there. His hood is up on his sweatshirt, bulged at the ears by his headphones. He nods in time with the beat. He stops only for a second to jut his chin to acknowledge me before he’s back at it, his eyes distant as always. 
 
   I can’t get a read on whether or not he’s happy to be back with the Kodiaks. Sloane and Hollis made it seem like he would be, but you’d never know it to look at him. You’d never know anything by looking at him, other than he’s breathing. He’s awake. His face gives nothing away even on the field and I wonder if I’m the real Iceman on the team or if he isn’t bound and determined to take my title. 
 
   The bus fills up slowly. It grows louder with every member; fifty-three guys total spread out over two buses. That’s not including the coaching or support staff. Over a hundred and fifty people travel with the team from managers to owners to video staff, and medical. The only ones left behind are the cheerleaders, much to Colt’s dismay.
 
   Some of the trainers get on our bus to walk the aisles, handing out waters and asking if we need anything. They’ll look us over at the stadium, taping ankles and hands, bracing joints, but for now they’re making sure we’re comfortable. Calm. Ready.
 
   I smile at Luxe when she wanders my way. Short and petite with long brown hair, big green eyes, and caramel skin, she can’t be any older than Sloane, probably twenty-three or twenty-four. She’s here on an internship program straight out of college. She’s certified as an athletic trainer but she has plans to be a head trainer for an NFL team. Landing this internship with the Kodiaks is a dream come true for her. 
 
   “Water?” she asks, offering me a bottle from the bag sitting heavy on her shoulder. “It’s lukewarm, just like you like it.”
 
   I take it with a nod. “Thanks.”
 
   “How’s the hand?”
 
   “Solid as always.”
 
   “Amazing how quickly you recovered from your ‘surgery’.”
 
   I grin. “What can I say? I’m a medical mystery.”
 
   “It looks that way. I asked to see the x-rays from before and after the surgery, and do you know what I saw? The same x-ray, double dated. Isn’t that weird?” she asks knowingly.
 
   “Clerical error. Happens all the time.”
 
   She chuckles in disbelief. “Well, let me look at it before you suit up, alright? Maybe we’ll tape it just for fun. Keep ‘em guessing.”
 
   “You got it, Luxe.”
 
   She wanders away, handing out waters to the rest of the bus. I watch for her for a second too long, feeling strangely guilty about it after the fact. And I’m not the only one who noticed.
 
   “I wouldn’t go there if I were you.”
 
   I gape at Matthews, shocked to hear him speak up about anything. “Why’s that?”
 
   “She’s from a big Hispanic family. Three brothers. All into football. All defensive lineman. They’d tear your head off if you touched her.”
 
   “Luxe has brothers? I didn’t know that.” I frown at him. “How the hell did you know that?”
 
   He snorts a laugh, turning away from me. “I’m quiet, not deaf, dumbass.”
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   October 1st
 
   Ashford Agency
 
   Los Angeles, CA
 
    
 
   Trey has a stalker. Low level, unimpressive. Someone who shows up at the agency once a week asking to see him. We send her away every time with a handful of hard candies from the front desk and a polite invitation to never come back. Her name is Sandy and she’s forty-seven years old. She’s convinced she’s going to marry Trey. All the luck in the world to her on that one.
 
   “She’s sweet,” I muse, picking a red Jolly Rancher out of the bowl on the reception desk. Sandy hates the red ones. She says they make her tongue feel heavy.
 
   “As far as stalkers go, yeah,” Rhonda agrees vaguely. “She’s alright.”
 
   “At least she’s not like that one guy’s, the NBA player with the hair. You know who I’m talking about?”
 
   “Carlton.”
 
   “That’s him. His stalker is freaky.”
 
   “No shit. She sends dead flowers every month on the same day. Something about the moon-cycle. I don’t know.”
 
   “Could be worse. Could be toenail clippings.”
 
   “Shut your mouth! You’ll jinx me.” She shudders theatrically. “I’m the idiot who has to open all of these things. There was a dead bird once.”
 
   “Bull,” I scoff.
 
   She raises her hand. “Swear to God. Dead bird in a satin bed of sicko. Black satin. It was so depressing and disgusting.”
 
   “Wow. I wonder if it was dead before they put—“
 
   “Don’t!” she stops me solidly. “I can’t think about it. Everything you’re thinking, I’ve considered, and I don’t want to talk about it.”
 
   “That’s fair.” I stand up straight from the desk, smooth my shirt over my stomach. “Speaking of crazy fans, I’ve got a new load of mail to sift through for Trey. I better get on it.”
 
   “Does he get anything good?”
 
   “A lot of nudes. Men and women. A lot of ass shots. There’s usually a lei involved, but it’s never very sanitary.”
 
   “Those poor flowers.”
 
   “It’s a shame.”
 
   “Where is he this week?”
 
   I crease my brow, trying to remember. “Um, Miami this week. They’ve got the Dolphins.”
 
   “Oh that’s right,” Rhonda searches her desk, finally finding a pink sticky note. “You had me send tickets to Demarcus Sawyer and his family to go see the game.”
 
   “Did they get them?”
 
   “FedEx confirmed the delivery.”
 
   “I’ll call him to make sure he has them.”
 
   “Probably a good idea. If the guy left them on the porch they could have been snagged by someone walking by.”
 
   “Or eaten by an alligator,” I grumble, digging for another candy. “Who knows down there.”
 
   I get what I’m looking for, a green apple, and disappear down the hall. Demarcus is a sore subject for me. When he came stateside right after the Draft I went out to Florida to see him. He was happy to be home but unhappy about the idea of going back. So unhappy he decided not to. He quit the Canadian league. Quit football altogether. It’s a huge change for him, but one I was hoping he’d be good with in the long run. Unfortunately he was only home a week when his girlfriend broke up with him. Two kill blows in one month isn’t healthy for anybody. He called me drunk and despondent in the middle of the night rambling about how his career was over and I had every right to drop him. Why wouldn’t I? Everyone else was. Broke my heart. 
 
   I told him to sober up and we’d see what was what in the morning. Since then I’ve been more active reaching out to endorsements than I probably should be, looking for someone stateside to pick him up. It’s put me on Brad’s radar, not somewhere I want to be, but I have to do it for Demarcus. He deserves every effort I can give him.
 
   Three hours later and I’m almost to the bottom of the bag of fan mail Trey has accrued. Last week he came into the office on delivery day and saw the stack. It blew his mind how big it was. He offered to take care of it himself but I told him that’s my job, let me do it. Then we made out in my office for an hour and he went home smiling like the cat that ate the canary while I spent the better part of the day trying to remember when the hell he unsnapped my bra. The man is a magician in every sense of the word.
 
   We’re idiots. We shouldn’t be doing any of the things we’re doing, but put us in a room together and shit just happens. He shows up at my house late in the night and doesn’t leave until dawn. Some nights we have sex. Some nights we have a lot of sex. And some nights we lay together until the sun peeks in through the window, sending him away. 
 
   “I have to go,” he always whispers.
 
   “Stay.”
 
   “What will you give me?”
 
   I always lie, “Everything.”
 
   He never stays. He unlaces his fingers from mine, kisses me softly, and disappears without a word. I think he knows I’m lying. We both do. We’re both holding something back, something too big, too real, to give to anyone, but I say it because I want to. Because I wish I was stronger than I am.
 
   Those nights leave me the most raw. The most emotional afterward. I don’t know what to make of them other than joy. I’m left with a swelling in my chest that comes from being close to him and stays with me for days after. That redoubles when he messages me. That threatens to burst me wide open when he sends me pictures of himself sleeping in hotels across the country.
 
   He’s always alone when he leaves. He’s only here when he stays.
 
   I’m not dense. I know what this is. I know what I feel even though I’ve never felt it before. It’s exactly what we call it when we say it without saying it. When I tell him to love me slowly. When he asks me to love him faster. We say these things and we know what they mean, but they can’t be what they are. We can’t be what we are, so we pretend that we’re not. We pretend that every kiss isn’t stolen. Every touch isn’t taboo. Every smile isn’t loaded with a million questions and problems that will come bursting out in a wave of confusion the second this eggshell cocoon of ours is broken. 
 
   I can hear the clock ticking. I can see the egg cracking. 
 
   Still, I don’t stop.
 
   I check the clock as I open the next letter. It’s getting late. This is the last one I’ll read tonight. I want to be home when Trey calls from his room in Miami.
 
   My hands freeze, the letter pinched between them pulled taught with my anger. My amazement.
 
   “What the actual fuck?” I growl at it angrily, reading it again.
 
    
 
   Trey,
 
   I reached out to you and you ignored me. We’re family. How could you do that? How could you turn your back on family, huh? Guess you’ve already forgotten where you came from.
 
   Hopefully you haven’t forgotten your last lay. Tish. She sends her love. Hers and the love of the baby you made her abort. I know all about it, man. And if you don’t make this right between us, the whole world is gonna know about it too. About how Prince Charming is a baby killer. Just ask her. She’s ready to talk. She’s kept your secret long enough.
 
   Maybe now you’ll write me back.
 
   David
 
    
 
   I can’t believe it. I can’t believe the amount of bullshit piled inside such a small letter. It’s impressive. It’s ballsy. 
 
   It’s a dumb fuckin’ move.
 
   I smash my finger down on the intercom. “Carey!” I bark at the assistant I have to share with six other agents. “Get in here! Now!”
 
   I don’t wait for her to answer before I disconnect the line. I stare at the letter as I wait, collecting my thoughts. Forming my plan.
 
   Just as Carey comes running into my office I pick up my cell, checking the time. Trey’s flight will have landed. He should be heading to his hotel. I dial his number, putting the phone to my ear and giving Carey the ‘wait a minute’ finger.
 
   He answers on the second ring.
 
   “Business or pleasure?” he asks briskly.
 
   “Business.”
 
   “Damn.”
 
   “I need to ask you about that guy, David. The cousin who contacted you before.”
 
   “Yeah. I asked my mom about him. She said we’re not related, remember?”
 
   “I remember, but the thing is, he’s back.”
 
   Trey groans. “Oh God. Great. How much does he want?”
 
   “He hasn’t said yet. I think he’s waiting to talk to you before he sets his price.”
 
   “Price for what?”
 
   “Blackmail.”
 
   Carey’s eyes go wide as she smartly shuts the door behind her.
 
   “Are you fucking kidding me?” Trey asks quietly, his voice going muffled. He’s hiding his phone in his hands or his coat to keep people from hearing.
 
   “I wish I was. I got a letter from him today. He’s threatening to tell a story about you. One I’m going to ask you about the legitimacy of strictly out of necessity. Do you understand me?”
 
   “Ask it.”
 
   “Did you force a girl named Tish to have an abortion?”
 
   I’m surprised when he laughs. I don’t think it’s a particularly funny question, but he finds it hilarious.
 
   “No,” he laughs. “Hell no. She never got into that kind of trouble. Not with me. I made sure of it.”
 
   “Are you on the bus?”
 
   “Yeah. Everyone is here.”
 
   “Okay, why don’t you call me when you get to the hotel and you’re alone? We can talk candidly then. In the meantime I’ll do some research on your accusers.”
 
   “It didn’t happen, Sloane,” he promises soberly. “I swear.”
 
   “I believe you. Call me later.”
 
   I hang up, turning my attention to Carey. “I need a background check right now.”
 
   “Names?” she asks quickly, pulling a notepad out of nowhere.
 
   “David Brandt is the first. Tish… of shit, I should have asked her real name. I’ll get it to you later.”
 
   “Where is David Brandt most likely from, so I can narrow it down?”
 
   “Idaho.”
 
   “Got it. I’ll get started on his name and you’ll get back to me with the woman’s?”
 
   “As soon as I can.”
 
   Carey vanishes silently, a ghost of a thing but efficient as shit. I sort of love her.
 
   Hopefully she loves me because we’re in the thick of it together tonight. I’ll keep her late as we sort this out, finding out who these two opportunists are. It doesn’t escape me that Trey didn’t deny sleeping with Tish. He only denied the abortion and the idea that he could have knocked her up. She was obviously someone he spent time with regularly, meaning she could be a jilted ex. One looking to find a pay day since he ditched her before he got rich. 
 
   He was supposed to be the golden child. The Heisman Trophy come to life, but since the moment I met him, Trey Domata has been nothing but trouble.
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   Hyatt Regency
 
   Miami, FL
 
    
 
   I’m rooming with Colt. That’s something.
 
   It’s not uncommon for younger guys to bunk together. I was lucky to have my own room that night in Louisiana when Sloane came to stay with me. I haven’t had my own space since, but I’ve never doubled up with Avery before. He and Tyus are tight, buddies since the start of their careers. They know they’re going to have to share space with someone so they ask that it be with each other. Tyus is out this week, though. He’s back in California nursing a concussion compliments of the Broncos defensive line. I drilled two thirty-yard passes into their end zone to thank them for it. We won the game, 30-20.
 
   Fuck the Broncos.
 
   “What’s your naked policy?” Colt asks me.
 
   I pause, eyeing him as he walks across the room with his toiletry bag in hand. “I don’t want to see your dick.”
 
   “But my ass is okay?”
 
   “I’m not excited about it, but yeah.”
 
   He chuckles. “You’re the first person to tell me that.”
 
   “What’s Tyus’ policy?”
 
   “We let it all hang out. We’re brothers, Trey. Brothers share everything.”
 
   “Yeah, well, I’m an only child. I don’t share shit.”
 
   “You and Matthews should be bunking together. You could draw a line down the center of the room and sit on your beds in silence.”
 
   “As long as he’s dressed, I’d be fine with that.”
 
   “You’re lame, Domata, but I like you!” he calls from the bathroom. “You remind me of my grandma.”
 
   “I’m younger than you, asshole!”
 
   “You’d never know it listening to you.”
 
   He closes the door, kicking the shower on. This is probably my best shot at privacy.
 
   I go to the window across the room and dial Sloane’s cell. She picks up immediately.
 
   “I was starting to worry you fell asleep,” she teases.
 
   “I’m in a room with Colt this trip. I had to wait for him to go to the bathroom.”
 
   “How long do you have?”
 
   “Not long. He’s in the shower.”
 
   “Okay, we’ll be quick. I need Tish’s full name.”
 
   I lower my voice, turning to face the window. “Patricia Leighton.”
 
   “What state is her driver’s license most likely issued out of?”
 
   “Minnesota.” I clench my jaw, feeling my anxiety start to rise. “I’ll call her. I have her number.”
 
   “You absolutely will not call her,” Sloane replies sternly. “Delete her number from your phone. You don’t know her anymore, do you hear me?”
 
   “I have to do something. She’s blackmailing me, for fuck’s sake,” I hiss angrily.
 
   “I know that, and I’m taking care of it.”
 
   “If this gets out my endorsements will dry up.”
 
   “And if you call her, you’ll only add fuel to their fire. Leave it alone. Let me put it out.”
 
   “You mean passenger.”
 
   “Don’t you trust me to drive yet?”
 
   I groan, or growl, closing my eyes. “Yeah, I trust you.”
 
   “Then let me do my job. Did Tish graduate with you?”
 
   “No, this is her senior year.”
 
   “Perfect.”
 
   “Why is that a good thing?”
 
   “Because she’s still in town. It also means I have leverage.”
 
   “What are you gonna do?”
 
   Sloane sighs, and I can almost see her sitting back in her chair behind her desk, all of Los Angeles glowing in the evening light at her back. “I’m running background checks tonight. Tish I’m pretty sure I can reason with, but David is a loose cannon. He’s desperate and angry. I’ll have to find something solid on him.”
 
   “Solid like illegal?”
 
   “Exactly, and if he’s willing to blackmail you like this, I’m guessing it’s not his first offense. I’ll find something on him. Don’t worry.”
 
   “Are you going to threaten him?”
 
   “Do you not want me to?”
 
   “I want to beat his ass.”
 
   Sloane chuckles. “Let’s try reasoning with him first. Save your hand for the Dolphins.”
 
   I let my head fall forward against the cold glass between me and the city. It’s warm on the other side. Sultry hot and sweaty in the city. There are bodies out there. Beautiful bodies, tanned and toned, looking for fun. I could burn this anxiety from my system. I could pull in girls with Colt like fish from the overabundant ocean just outside the door. It’d be easy. It’d be relaxing, exactly what I need.
 
   So what’s stopping me?
 
   “Trey?”
 
   “I miss you,” I tell her bluntly, surprising us both. “I wish you were here for this one.”
 
   “You’re stressed,” she acknowledges evenly. Unemotionally.
 
   “It’s not that.”
 
   “Be real. It’s a little bit that.”
 
   “Okay, yeah, it’s a lot that, but it’s you too. Doesn’t that count for something?”
 
   She pauses, leaving my heart hanging in the air. Waiting. 
 
   “It counts for a lot,” she answers softly.
 
   “Tell me you miss me too.”
 
   “I miss you too.”
 
   “Tell me you wish you were here with me.”
 
   “I wish I was there with you. I wish I could make things easier for you.”
 
   “How?” I demand, my blood and body rising. “Tell me how?”
 
   “I’d lay with you. Just lay with you, that’s all.”
 
   I smirk. “We’re not very good at that.”
 
   “No, but when we manage it, it’s amazing.”
 
   “What do you smell like?” I ask suddenly.
 
   She laughs. “What?”
 
   “Is it perfume?”
 
   “I don’t wear perfume.”
 
   “But you smell like something. Almost like a dude.”
 
   “Oh, I know what you mean. It’s my deodorant.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “Old Spice.”
 
   “You wear men’s deodorant?” I chuckle.
 
   “I like the way it smells,” she replies, unimpressed with my reaction. 
 
   I love that about her; how unapologetic she is. How totally comfortable in her sweet, soft skin she is.
 
   “I like the way it smells on you.”
 
   “Thank you.” Her phone shuffles, a voice coming over the line indistinct and unfamiliar. “Hey, Trey, I gotta go. We’re getting some traction on that background check on David. I need to go over it and get a game plan in place.”
 
   “Ok, but first tell me what you’re wearing.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “What color is your bra? Is it that white one with the lace?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “The black one with the pink edges?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I love that one.”
 
   “I know you do.”
 
   “What about your underwear? Pink or black?”
 
   Sloane coughs quietly. “I really have to go.”
 
   “Pink or black?” I insist.
 
   “Neither.”
 
   “Since when do you not match?”
 
   She sighs impatiently. “Since I left them at home.”
 
   “Fuck you,” I groan. “You’re not wearing any underwear?”
 
   “Goodnight, Trey.”
 
   “Don’t hang up on me.”
 
   “Sweet dreams,” she coos softly.
 
   The heartless bitch hangs up on me.
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   October 2nd
 
   Venetian Apartments
 
   Los Angeles, CA
 
    
 
   Tish is living in an apartment off campus. Her phone number isn’t listed, but I wasn’t going to call it anyway. What I have in mind happens face to face. There’s no other way.
 
   I dress carefully before I go to visit her. I get into the back of my closet, digging out a large, expensive purse, big jewelry that sparkles with money, a pair of high heels I wouldn’t be caught dead in at work. But they’re designer so they matter now. They’ll matter to her, because you intimidate a man by being bigger than him. Louder. Faster. To intimidate a woman, you have to be prettier. Richer. Bitchier.
 
   I park my Mercedes in front of her building where she can plainly see it and I make a show of locking it three times, the horn honking every time. My wrist jingles with the Tiffany charm bracelet that reminds me obnoxiously of my mother as I click my way up the stairs to Tish’s apartment. My hand feels heavy with the rock of a ring on my finger, but it’s all part of the show. It’s intimidation for women the way flexing is for men. It’s petty and it’s stupid, but it’s the game and no one could ever accuse me of not knowing how to play it.
 
   Tish opens the door slowly when I knock. She’s about my height. Slender. Small chest, narrow hips, but gorgeous eyes and rich auburn hair. She has an oval face that’s open yet suspicious. She looks me over from head to toe, her lip curled back slightly in disgust. 
 
   She hates me at first sight. It’s exactly what I wanted from her.
 
   I smile brightly, offering her my hand. “Hi. Are you Tish?”
 
   “Yeah,” she replies reluctantly, taking my hand. “Who are you?”
 
   “Sloane Ashford, of the Ashford Agency. I’m Trey Domata’s agent.”
 
   She pulls her hand back immediately, shaking her head. “I don’t want to talk to you. I don’t have to talk to you.”
 
   “No, you don’t. You’re right. I’m not a cop and I’m not a lawyer, but I am a friend.”
 
   Tish snorts. “I doubt that.”
 
   “Give me ten minutes of your time and I’ll change your mind.”
 
   “Why should I?”
 
   “Because I need to know what really happened.”
 
   “I’m sure Trey told you that nothing happened.”
 
   “Mr. Domata has told me that he had a sexual relationship with you. He downplayed it, saying it was on and off. Nothing important. I doubt that’s the truth, though. I want to hear your side of the story.”
 
   She narrows her eyes at me suspiciously. “You’re calling your client a liar?”
 
   I smile again, turning on the high beams. “I assume they all are. It comes with the territory. Do you have any idea how often cases like this come up? It’s, like, half my job. And between you, me, and the sea, most of them settle quietly. They’d be stupid not to.”
 
   Tish hesitates, looking me over again. Finally she opens the door a little wider to let me in. “Ten minutes. Like you said.”
 
   “Ten minutes,” I agree easily, gliding into the room. It’s small and simple. Battered furniture covered in soft blankets. Ikea vases on Ikea furniture with unpronounceable names, built despite indecipherable instructions. Definitely a college apartment but touched with those delicate feminine colors and accents that I so carefully avoid. I almost envy how cozy the place feels. How well it matches Tish in every way.
 
   “Cute place,” I tell her honestly.
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   We sit down on mismatched couches with a small white coffee table between us. I set my massive bag down by my feet, pulling my phone out of the side pocket.
 
   “I’m going to record this, if that’s okay with you,” I tell her, already bringing up the app.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “For my own records but also to play back for Mr. Domata. You’d be amazed how honest a man gets when faced with reality. It’ll make the entire process go much more smoothly. I’ll record my discussion with him as well and send you the file if you want.”
 
   “No, that’s… Yeah. I guess I should hear it, right?” she asks uncertainly.
 
   I nod seriously. “Absolutely.”
 
   “Okay then.”
 
   I take that as my approval. I hit record.
 
   “Can you state your full name for me please?”
 
   She crosses her legs, pulling her body away from the phone. “Patricia Leighton.”
 
   “Patricia Leighton here in her apartment with myself, Sloane Ashford. And you’ve agreed to this interview as well as this recording?”
 
   Her brow pinches with concern. “I guess so, yeah.”
 
   “Yes or no, please?”
 
   “Yes. I agreed.”
 
   “Great.” I pull a notepad and pen out of my purse, dropping them down on the table between us. “Since we’re on a time limit here, let’s get right to it. You and Trey Domata dated?”
 
   “Yeah, we did,” she agrees before adding quickly, “but he’ll say we didn’t.”
 
   I scrunch up my nose in disgust. “Isn’t that always the way? They’re in it when it’s happening but after it’s over suddenly they have amnesia.”
 
   Her brow slackens slightly. “Yeah. Yeah, exactly.”
 
   “So, when was the last time you and Mr. Domata had sex?”
 
   “Wh-what?”
 
   “The last time you had sex.” I click my pen expectantly. “When was it?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “You don’t know?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “When was the abortion?”
 
   “Uh, in April.”
 
   I make a note on my pad. “Early or late?”
 
   “Early or late in the month?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Late, I guess.”
 
   “You guess?”
 
   “I don’t remember the exact day. It was kind of awful,” she answers bitingly. “I’ve tried to forget it.”
 
   “Did he go with you?”
 
   “Did he go with me to the clinic?”
 
   “For the abortion, yes.”
 
   “No. He gave me the money for it but he never showed his face.”
 
   “How much?”
 
   “How much did the abortion cost?”
 
   I cock my head to the side. “Are you having that much trouble hearing me? You’re repeating everything I say.”
 
   Her brow tightens again. “I can hear you.”
 
   “Alright, then how much did the abortion cost?” I ask, enunciating clearly.
 
   She shrugs. “A few hundred.”
 
   “A… few… hundred…” I mumble to myself, making notes on the pad. “How far along were you?”
 
   “How far along—“ Tish catches herself when I look up at her sharply. She licks her lips. “I was about two months along.”
 
   “Two months along at the end of April, so the last time you had sex with Mr. Domata would have been somewhere near the end of February, correct?”
 
   “Yeah. That sounds right.”
 
   “According to Mr. Domata, you had sex the day before the Combine. February 28th.”
 
   “That’s it,” she agrees, her eyes lighting up as the facts fall into place. “That was the time.”
 
   “He says he used a condom.”
 
   She smirks. “Which time?”
 
   “Every time,” I answer coolly, unimpressed with her sudden swagger. “He says he always used a condom with you and every girl he had sex with to avoid exactly the situation you’re describing. How do you respond to that?”
 
   “I—uh, I don’t know. He’s lying.”
 
   “One of you is.” I click my pen shut, pulling a folder out of my bag. “This is a copy of Mr. Domata’s financial records all through his college career. At no point did he have ‘a few hundred dollars’ to spare. His scholarship paid for his housing, his school, his books, and a small stipend to live on, and when I say ‘small’ I absolutely do mean small. It was a struggle sometimes for him to get by, but he was used to that.” I pull out another folder, flopping it open in front of her. “These are his parent’s financials during that same time period. Not an extra dime in the mix. There were days when they didn’t have two pennies to rub together let alone money to burn on the unexpected outcome of their son’s dalliances. So where would Mr. Domata have gotten this money?”
 
   She shakes her head, her mouth opening and closing. “His friends, I guess. He has some rich friends.”
 
   I pull out another folder. And another. These are thicker than the others, each labeled with the name of one of Trey’s inner circle. “These are the financials of every person close to Mr. Domata over the last two years. They’ve all offered up their records in support of Mr. Domata because not one of them believes your story. Not one of them has ever heard him speak of a pregnancy or abortion in the time they’ve known him.”
 
   Her eyes bulge. “You told people here at the school about it?”
 
   “I told them about the accusations. I didn’t tell them who was making them. Not yet.”
 
   “Not yet?” she shrieks.
 
   I sit forward calmly. “Listen, Tish, and listen closely. Trey Domata didn’t have the money for an abortion. His parents didn’t have it either. His friends didn’t give it to him. So you tell me, where did he get it? This is a breaking point in your story, so you better get it right. Where did he get the money?”
 
   “The school,” she blurts out angrily. “He got it from the school.”
 
   I close my eyes, shaking my head slowly. This is where I was leading her, this is what I wanted, but I’m disappointed in her for following me. Some small part of me had hoped she was smarter than that. 
 
   When I open my eyes, I reach out to stop the recording. I’m surprised to see that I have three missed texts, but I ignore them for now.
 
   “Tish,” I scold quietly, “you are going to want to rethink everything you’re doing here today.”
 
   “Of course you’d say that. You’re Trey’s agent.”
 
   “I’m not telling you that as his agent. I’m telling you as someone who lives in this world and has seen how it works. You do not want to go forward with this story.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Because you’re not accusing Trey of being a dick anymore. Now you’re accusing the University of California, Los Angeles of gross misconduct. You’re involving the NCAA, bringing them to UCLA’s doorstep to scour through their program looking for any wrong doing. It’ll be a shitstorm. It just got so much bigger than you planned and there will be no way to keep your name and face out of it. Trey isn’t going to pay your blackmail. I’ll tell you that right now upfront. So you’ll have to go forward with this story. You’ll have to tell the world that UCLA funded your abortion and open up both yourself and the school to investigation. They’ll want rock hard proof that it actually happened. Medical records. An ultrasound showing you were pregnant. A report from your doctor confirming the pregnancy.”
 
   “They can’t ask for my medical records!”
 
   “They’ll subpoena them, and if you won’t produce them, if you can’t prove that what you’re saying is the truth, then they’ll sue you, and I guarantee you, you will not make enough money selling your story to the tabloids to cover the legal costs you’ll incur fighting that lawsuit. You’re David going against Goliath and you don’t have a stone to throw.”
 
   She looks at me with anger and fear in her eyes. True desperation that makes me wonder why she was doing this in the first place. She wasn’t committed to it. She didn’t even have her story straight when she sat down to talk to me, so why? Why was she going along with this?
 
   Tish’s eyes brim with tears as she looks away, her lower lip trembling. “I was in love with him,” she whispers. “I was so in love with him. And I tried to get over him because I knew he didn’t love me, he doesn’t love anybody, but I couldn’t. Every time he came over I hoped it would be to stay. I hoped he’d change his mind, but he never did.” She wipes angrily at her cheek where a tear has escaped. “Then he got drafted and he graduated and I never heard from him again. Just like that. Poof. We weren’t even friends. I was just something to fuck.”
 
   Her voice cracks, her face crumbling as the tremor in her lips becomes a full scale quake intent on reducing her façade to rubble in her hands. I want to reach for her but I doubt it’d help. She doesn’t want comfort from me or anyone. She doesn’t even want revenge, not really. I don’t think she knows what she wants. Maybe for it to stop hurting. Maybe it’s as simple as that. 
 
   “I’m very sorry,” I tell her softly. “I can imagine how much that hurts.”
 
   “Yeah,” she chuckles bitterly. She sniffs, wiping at her eyes with both hands. “It sucks.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” I repeat.
 
   “Whatever you do, don’t ever fall in love. It’s bullshit.”
 
   “That’s been my experience.”
 
   She nods, not meeting my eyes. 
 
   I take the hint that our meeting is over. I quickly and quietly gather my folders, even the fake ones with real names on the outside and spreadsheets full of gibberish on the inside, and stuff them back into my bag along with my notepad, pen, and phone. 
 
   When I stand to leave she looks up at me with red rimmed eyes. 
 
   “I’m not telling the story to anyone,” she promises. “It’s a lie. All of it. I was never pregnant.”
 
   “Thank you for being honest.”
 
   “Please don’t tell people I did this. I—I don’t know why I did it. I was angry and when his cousin called me he got me all riled up and I lost my shit. I should never have agreed.”
 
   “We won’t be telling anyone about this, trust me. It doesn’t benefit Trey at all to have this story break, whether you’re confirming it or denying it.”
 
   “What about David?” she asks nervously. “What should I do if he calls me again?”
 
   I shake my head once before heading for the door. “You let me worry about David.”
 
   When I get outside I turn the ringer on my phone back to full volume. It immediately goes insane, text messages and voicemails vying for my attention, but in the thick of it is a phone call. One that’s been coming in over and over again.
 
   “Demarcus, what’s up?”
 
   “Did you know, Sloane?” he demands harshly. “Did you know this was happening and you didn’t bother telling me?”
 
   I stop on the sidewalk, confused by his aggressive tone. “What are you talking about? What’s happened?”
 
   “I’m fired, that’s what.”
 
   “What do you mean you’re fired? You quit the Canada league. They can’t fire you.”
 
   “Not them. Your dick of a dad. He sent me an e-mail today. Said my contract is up and they aren’t renewing it. Cold as ice, he told me I’m not a client of the Ashford Agency any more. Did you know about it?”
 
   “Of course I didn’t know about it! Are you serious? That’s what it said? You’re not our client anymore? It wasn’t just a reminder that we need to renew with you?”
 
   “Ended,” he tells me decisively. “I can read, Sloane.”
 
   I put my hand over my eyes. The stupid, big ass bracelet beats me in the face. “I know you can read, D. I’m trying to understand what’s happening. I can’t believe this.”
 
   “I can. Your dad has hated me since I got signed out of the country.”
 
   “Jesus,” I mutter to myself.
 
   “What am I gonna do, huh? I couldn’t get picked up with one of the biggest agencies in the damn country. If I go somewhere else I won’t be able to get a job at Burger King.”
 
   I lower my hand. Take a deep breath. “Do you have those tickets I sent you?”
 
   “To Domata’s game? Yeah. We got ‘em.”
 
   “Go to the game. Have fun. Smile, make friends, shake hands. Act like nothing has happened. If anyone asks, you’re still my client. Don’t say you’re with the Ashford Agency, but you are with me. You’re my client, do you hear me, D?”
 
   He hesitates, the heat draining out of him. When he speaks next his voice is tired and sad. I preferred the anger.
 
   “Yeah, Sly. I hear you. I got you.”
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   Sun Life Stadium
 
   Miami, FL
 
    
 
   “Call her again,” I tell Hollis harshly. “She needs to know what the fuck is happening here.”
 
   “I will. I’ll call her as soon as you let me hang up the phone,” he promises calmly.
 
   “It’s fucked up!”
 
   “I agree.”
 
   “Who does Ashford think he is?”
 
   “God, I assume.”
 
   I shake my head, running my hand over my face. “I can’t deal with this bullshit right now. I’ve got a game to play. Why would he put this at my feet right now?”
 
   “You should be in warm ups, shouldn’t you?”
 
   “Tell Sloane to call me, Hollis,” I growl. 
 
   He takes a breath. “I will. I promise. Try to calm down, Trey.”
 
   “Yeah, I’ll fuckin’ do that.”
 
   I hang up, tossing my phone into my locker. It ricochets off the back wall before bouncing behind my gear. I collapse down onto the bench, putting my head in my hands.
 
   I’m in a bad place, a bad way. I’m having trouble breathing. Having trouble seeing straight. I can’t hit the field like this and I only have a few hours before I have to. I consider grabbing my headphones, the ones Sloane gave me back at the Combine, and going for a run. Some of the guys lift together before a game. Maybe I should join them. I have to do something. I can’t handle doing nothing like this. Not when I’m this thrown, this far gone.
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   I look up to find a mass of big shoulders, dark hair, and black eyes towering over me. 
 
   Matthews. 
 
   He’s calm as always, so much that it infuriates me. I want to punch his smug face. 
 
   “No, I’m not fucking okay,” I snap, sounding breathless.
 
   He nods his head slowly, his eyes scanning the locker room. “You might want to tone it down.”
 
   “Yeah, alright.”
 
   “One of the boys on the defense acting like this, that’s good news. People want them riled up. Angry. You, though? The quarterback? It’s ugly. It sends the entire team into a spiral. We don’t need that right now.”
 
   “Is this pep talk supposed to be calming me down? Because if anything it’s making things worse.”
 
   “It’s not a pep talk. It’s advice. Stop being a bitch.”
 
   I glare up at him, amazed by his balls. The guy barely speaks five words to me since I joined the team and now he’s calling me a bitch?
 
   “What the f—“
 
   “Man up,” he interrupts, turning his back on me. “Everyone is watching.”
 
   I watch him walk slowly away, my mouth hanging open. I release a puff of air held tightly in my lungs, rubbing my face in my hands again. I need to get right. Matthews wasn’t wrong about that. I have to calm down, but I have no idea how.
 
   My phone rings, muffled and hidden in the mass of pads and uniform stuffed in my locker. I reach back to dig it out. I expect to see Hollis’ name on the screen calling to tell me that he couldn’t get ahold of Sloane, but I’m wrong.
 
   It’s her.
 
   I stand to put my arm against the shelf in my locker, blocking my face from the rest of the room. “Sloane, what the fuck is going on?”
 
   “Hello to you too.”
 
   “Sloane,” I snap impatiently.
 
   “Which fire are you talking about?” she asks briskly, turning all business. “I’m chasing quite a few of them at the moment. You’ll have to be specific.”
 
   “I’m talking about your dad emailing me hours before a game to tell me that he knows I’m being blackmailed and my endorsements are going to dry up.”
 
   I hear her grunt, a curse bursting from the back of her throat. “Okay, that’s a new one.”
 
   “You didn’t know?”
 
   “No. I didn’t know he knew. I just talked to Tish and got her to recant her story. She’s not going forward with it. I was about to remind David that he has outstanding warrants in Washington for vandalism and he might want to shut his mouth if he doesn’t want cops at his door, but before I could get to him I got a million messages telling me to call you ASAP.”
 
   “How’d Brad find out about any of this? I thought you were keeping it quiet. I thought you were handling this.”
 
   “Trey, it’s his agency. He has eyes and ears everywhere. I did the best I could,” she says calmly. “I’ll keep on it, I’ll put the fire out, but right now I need you to chill.”
 
   “I can’t. Fucking. Chill.”
 
   “You have to. You have a game to play.”
 
   “You think I don’t know that? This is my job. All of it. I can’t lose my endorsements over this lie.” I pound my fist against the shelf as the world shifts sideways, threatening to drop me to my knees. “I can’t have someone fucking with my life like this!”
 
   Sloane is silent for a long time. I’m worried she’s hung up on me or I’ve gone deaf when I hear her voice, low and even. “Drive me.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Get out of the passenger seat and drive me. You’re in charge. You’re in control. Tell me what you want me to do and I’ll do it.”
 
   I laugh bitterly, shaking my hand out. “You don’t want to know.”
 
   “Tell me. I’m listening.”
 
   “I want you to get on a plane, get down here, and make me forget all this shit.”
 
   “How? How would I do that, Trey?”
 
   Get naked and let me eat you alive for hours.
 
   “Jesus, I can’t do this right now,” I groan in frustration. “I’m in a locker room surrounded by guys, all of them listening. All of them have already heard me say your name.”
 
   “Do you want me to take care of this for you?”
 
   “Yeah, of course I do.”
 
   “But you don’t want me to tell you it’s going to be okay, so you need to tell me. You need to be in control,” she insists. “Imagine we’re on the field, we’re in the huddle. Tell me what route to run and I’ll run it. What’s the play, Domata?”
 
   I step back, swiping my hand over my mouth. “Clean up this Tish shit. Make it disappear, I don’t fucking care how.”
 
   “I will, baby,” she promises softly. Submissively. “I’ll do it for you.”
 
   I’m floored by the tone of her voice. By the term of endearment. She’s never used it before, but there’s something about it. Something that sets me off because when she says it, it’s like sex. It reminds me of her under my hands, under my body. Under my command.
 
   “What are you doing?” I ask roughly.
 
   “Giving you what you need. Tell me what to do. What else do you want me to do?”
 
   I take a slow breath. “I don’t want anything to do with Brad. Get me the hell away from him,” I tell her, not a clue how she’d ever be able to make that happen.
 
   Still she coos quietly, “I’ll get it done.”
 
   And still it calms some raging part of me. 
 
   “Anything else?”
 
   “Find a way to be my agent without being my agent.”
 
   “You want me to get an alter ego? Be Bruce Wayne in the streets and Batman in the sheets?”
 
   I chuckle. “No, I seriously don’t want you to be Batman.”
 
   “Catwoman and Selena Kyle?”
 
   “Hell yeah.”
 
   “I’ll shop for a black leather suit as soon as I get the chance. In the meantime, I need something from you. Just one thing.”
 
   “Only if you use the B word again.”
 
   “Can you help me, Batman?”
 
   “Wrong B word.”
 
   She laughs lightly. “I need you to give me something, baby.”
 
   “I’ll give you anything.”
 
   “I need to know who else knows about your attacks.”
 
   Part of me wants to lash out. It wants to shut down, to tell her I don’t know what she’s talking about, but it’s a lie and I know it. She knows it. She just talked me down from an attack. How am I gonna go and tell her they don’t happen?
 
   “Coach Reagan,” I answer immediately, not bothering to ask why she needs to know. I don’t have to ask. I trust her. “Head coach at UCLA. He’s always known.”
 
   “I might have to call him.”
 
   “You should. He likes you.”
 
   “Let’s hope so. Now go kick some ass,” she tells me, her voice turning hard and familiar, the pit bull inside her rising up to fight. “I’m gonna go do the same.”
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   Ashford Agency
 
   Los Angeles, CA
 
    
 
   It’s a tall order, what Trey has told me to do. It won’t be easy. I’m going to have to throw everything I have into the fire and hope a Phoenix rises out of the ashes. I have to hope I’m smart enough, cunning enough, to pull all of the right strings that will untangle Trey and I from this mess. Whether we win or lose, by the end of this day my world will look decidedly different than it does right now, but it will be better. 
 
   It has to be better.
 
   “I can’t believe the balls on him,” Hollis mumbles in amazement. He’s sitting on my couch staring at the walls, still stunned. “I knew he was a cutthroat, but his own daughter. His agency’s client!”
 
   “Funny how your amazement is stronger that he’d screw his agency than his daughter,” I point out, leaning back in my chair. “Very telling.”
 
   “It is what it is.”
 
   “And what he is, is an asshole.” I take a sip of my beer, shaking my head sadly. “But I knew that when I came to work for him, and he’s still my dad. I still love him. I just don’t love working for him.”
 
   “You’re seriously going to go through with this? You’re really going to quit?”
 
   I look at him impatiently. “He fired Demarcus today without telling me. Without consulting me. That alone is enough to make me pack my bags, but what he did to Trey today… how could he mess with him like that hours before a game? He had to know what that would do to his head.”
 
   “He was trying to rattle him.”
 
   “Yeah, but why? He’s half his client too.”
 
   “But Larkin is all his.”
 
   My head falls back against my chair as realization hits me. “The goddam Dolphins. Larkin is on their team.”
 
   “Bingo. And if Trey is rattled tonight and has a bad game while Andre Larkin shines, Brad comes out looking like the genius who signed the right guy.”
 
   “Un-fucking-believable,” I groan. “All because of me. All because I pulled a paycheck out of his hands and he can’t stand it.”
 
   “A paycheck you scouted and worked your ass off for,” Hollis reminds me.
 
   “It doesn’t matter. Not to him. He’s harder on me than on anyone else because I’m his daughter, and he’s going to be harder on my clients than anyone else for the same reason. I can’t stay here. And neither can Trey.”
 
   Hollis nods his head thoughtfully, taking a pull off his brown bottle. He licks his lips clean, releasing a long, tired breath. “Well, if you’re going, I’m going.”
 
   I stare at him in shock. “Hollis, no. You can’t.”
 
   “I can’t stay,” he chuckles. “Not with things the way they are, and not without you. Do you think I like anyone else here?”
 
   “You live for our UPS guy.”
 
   “There are other, hotter delivery men in Los Angeles. I’ll get my fix. Don’t worry about me.” He points a finger at my face. “You, though. There’s only one you, and I’m going with you.”
 
   I nervously run my finger through the condensation on my beer. My skin feels feverish against the cool of the bottle. “And your clients?” I ask quietly.
 
   He throws his head back with a laugh. “Oh my God, you are your father’s daughter, aren’t you?”
 
   “What?!” I demand. “It’s a legit question.”
 
   He chuckles, wiping at his eyes. “Yes, Sloane, I will bring my money makers with me.”
 
   “That’s not how I phrased it.”
 
   “Oh yeah, you were very tactful.”
 
   I throw my cap at him. “Shut up.”
 
   Hollis continues to chuckle as we finish drinking. By the time we’re done we’re both somber faced and ready, just in time for the call to come in. 
 
   “Sloane,” Rhonda pipes in over the intercom. “Mr. Ashford is ready for you in his office.”
 
   “Thank you, Rhonda.” I sigh, running my hands through my hair anxiously. “I guess it’s show time. Did you talk to Kurtis?”
 
   “I told you three times. Yes. He sent the e-mail and I forwarded it to your dad. Kurtis was very detailed about what he saw in the locker room.”
 
   “Okay,” I mutter to myself, trying to stay calm. “Okay.”
 
   Hollis stands between me and the door as I go to leave. He looks down at me with worry in his eyes but a stern set to his jaw. 
 
   “I meant it,” he tells me seriously. “I’m going with you. If this is for real, tell me now, because I’ll start calling clients while you’re in there.”
 
   I nod my head. No hesitation. “This is real. I already talked to Berny Dawe. It’s in motion. I’m jumping ship and joining with the enemy.”
 
   “Who, in this case, might turn out to be the hero.”
 
   “It wouldn’t be hard to look like one standing next to Brad. It doesn’t matter anyway. I told Trey I’d get him out from under this agency, that I’d find a way to be his agent without being his agent anymore, and that’s exactly what I’m going to do. I’m going to get us both out.”
 
   Hollis grins faintly, leaning down to kiss my temple. “You’re going to get us all out.”
 
   My heels echo in the empty hall as I make my way down to my dad’s office. It’s miles away but I feel like I reach it too soon. I feel like I’m not ready.
 
   My heart is hammering fast as my dad leads me into his office. It’s Sunday, the agency is almost deserted, but still he closes the door behind me.
 
   “Do you want to sit down?” he asks as he parks himself behind his desk. 
 
   To look at him you’d never know what he’s been up to today. He shows no sign of guilt or remorse for the client he fired or the player whose focus he shattered. He doesn’t even look like Brad at the office. He’s dressed casually like he’s sitting down to dinner with me. I half expect my mom to walk in at any moment with a wineglass in one hand and her phone in the other.
 
   Luckily we remain alone. What I’m about to do, I can’t do in front of her.
 
   “No,” I answer him quietly. “I’ll stand.”
 
   “Up to you. What’s on your mind, Sloane?”
 
   I wring my hands together, trying to look uncomfortable. It’s not hard. “We’ve got a problem with Domata. Actually, a few problems with him.”
 
   “The abortion being the biggest.”
 
   “Obviously, yes.”
 
   His face becomes stern. “Why didn’t you tell me about it immediately?”
 
   “I wanted to find out how legitimate the threat was.”
 
   “And did you?”
 
   I nod heavily. “I did. I went to the girl’s apartment today to talk with her. She told me everything. She had the timeline nailed down, documentation of doctor’s visits to support it. She even showed me the receipt for the funds transfer from Domata’s checking account to hers. He paid for the abortion, just as she said. He also…” I sigh, looking away. Looking dismayed. “He bullied her into it. I heard voicemails. He was angry and vicious.”
 
   “That doesn’t sound like him,” he comments, relaxing back into his seat. He expected a rant out of me. He probably thought this meeting was going to be about Demarcus, not Trey. He definitely didn’t expect me to come in and calmly start pointing out Trey’s shortcomings.
 
   “I don’t think we know who he is. None of us do.”
 
   “Including you?” he presses.
 
   “Especially me. I thought I knew him, but I knew the numbers. I didn’t know the man. He’s darker than I could have imagined, and it’s not just the bullying.”
 
   “What else did you find out?”
 
   I honestly hesitate now. This part is not an act. What I’m about to tell Brad is a secret Trey has kept for years. A secret Coach Reagan kept for him, but this is what he wants. Trey wants out, and the only way I’ll get him clear of this agency is if he’s a time bomb waiting to blow up in all of our faces.
 
   “He has panic attacks,” I tell Brad thickly, my body revolting against the admission. I clear my throat, pressing on. “He’s had them all his life. The coaching staff helped him hide it at UCLA because his talent was worth the effort, but they’re getting worse. They’re getting violent.”
 
   Brad frowns. He wasn’t expecting this. He’s not sure which direction to go with it. “Who told you this?”
 
   “Coach Reagan. He confessed everything after I went to him last week. I heard a rumor that Domata had lost his temper at practice. I asked him about it and he got very cagey, so I went to the coach and asked him if he’d ever seen anything like it when Domata was at the school. It took some prodding, but he finally confessed that he knew all about it.”
 
   “How bad are they?”
 
   “It used to be he would get short of breath, nearly fainting. It’s changed as he’s gotten older. It’s angrier now. More aggressive.” I nod to his computer. “Check your e-mails. We got a message from Kurtis Matthews, the tight end on Domata’s team. He told Hollis he saw Trey losing his mind in the locker room today in Miami. He was throwing things, shouting at everyone, screaming into his phone.”
 
   “That’s hard to believe,” Brad scoffs, turning to his computer. “The kid is known for his composure.”
 
   “Not off the field. His personal life is a hot button for him. His parents, his friends, his relationships. He hates feeling out of control, like people are running his life.” I glance pointedly at the wall where the stucco has been mended. It’s perfect, seamless, but I’m sure my dad still remembers that night and the damage Trey did. “I think you’ve seen him in action before.”
 
   Brad follows my eyes. His face pinches, harshly shadowed by the glow from his computer screen. “Yes, I remember.”
 
    “The abortion story is going to come out,” I tell him plainly, folding my arms over my chest. “Every word of it is true, and then some. It’s only a matter of time until the girl goes public, and then what happens? She paints him in a very ugly light. Larkin’s DUI is going to look like a Kindergarten time out when this shit hits the fan. No company will touch Domata. Not with his image destroyed and his career built on sand. He’ll be lucky if the Kodiaks don’t let him go at the end of the season.”
 
   “This was your sign, Sloane,” he reminds me, his eyes scanning his email as he scolds me. “You fought for him. Are you suddenly done with him? One bump in the road and you’re ready to cut and run?”
 
   “It’s more than one bump.”
 
   He ignores me as he finished the email. Finally he kills the screen, turning his attention back to me. He’s disappointed. It’s written all over his face, but whether he’s disappointed in me or Trey, I don’t know. Probably both.
 
   “His endorsements are dead in the water once this hits,” he tells me sternly. “My work with him is done, but what about you? He’s still a hell of an athlete.”
 
   I purse my lips together, furrowing my brow in anger. “No. I don’t want to deal with him anymore. It’s only a matter of time before he implodes in the locker room or on the field. The coaches have to know something’s up by now and he’s either going to get benched, thrown off the team, or end up in therapy. No matter what, he’s off the field and I’m not looking for another deadbeat client to add to my roster.”
 
   Brad nods, a small amount of appreciation in his eyes as he looks at me. “That’s a smart move. You’re not ready for this. You probably weren’t ready for any of this. I unleashed you too soon.”
 
   I bristle at the accusation, along with the insinuation that he ever let me off leash. “You’re probably right,” I grind out.
 
   “You’ll work with me more closely after this. We’ll scout clients together. I’ll show you the ropes, no more time with Hollis. He’s too soft. He doesn’t have the killer instinct, but you could if you cultivate it. I’ll show you how, but first let’s get a clean slate. Scrap this loser and start over.” He pushes his intercom, calling for Rhonda. “Come in here, Rhonda. Bring your notary stamp.”
 
   I watch dispassionately as my dad rifles through his file drawer. He’s looking for the termination agreement, the document that he, myself, and Trey will sign to end our contract ‘amicably’. 
 
   “Can you get him to sign a termination?” he asks, pulling the form free and bringing it to his desk.
 
   “I’m sure I can. He’s angry at the agency. He’s not thinking straight.”
 
   “That’s exactly what we need. Emotional people make emotional decisions. And what are emotional decisions?”
 
   “Stupid decisions,” I recite dully, remembering my lessons.
 
   “That’s right,” he commends me, looking up from his desk as Rhonda breezes silently into the room. “You’d be smart to remember that.”
 
    “I will.”
 
   I walk to the desk to stand across from him. I try to keep my eyes off the agreement on his desk but it’s hard to look away. His pen dangles in his hand, moments away from giving me, from giving Trey, exactly we want. I’m terrified I’ll tip my hand. I’m terrified I’ve played it all wrong, that it won’t work, but worst of all I’m shaking in my shoes, shitting my pants scared that it will. That this is happening and I’m conning my own blood. 
 
   Hollis is wrong; I’m not my father’s daughter. I’m nothing like him. The idea that I’m lying to him, that I’m about to betray him, nearly brings tears to my eyes. I can’t help but remember being a little girl in this room watching him work his mysterious magic from behind that desk and wishing one day I could do the same. I remember bouncing on his knee, playing with his highlighters, drawing pictures for him that he taped across every surface he could find. He was so proud of me. His little girl.
 
   But that’s the problem with us. That’s all I’ll ever be to him; a little girl playing in his office, and that’s simply not who I am anymore. 
 
   And I’m about to prove it.
 
   “Sloane,” Dad says, calling for my attention.
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Are you ready?”
 
   Am I?
 
   “Yes.”
 
   He offers me the pen, holding it out to me with a convivial smile.
 
   “Ladies first.”
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   Sun Life Stadium
 
   Miami, FL
 
    
 
   Sloane is magic. She’s better than music, better than sex. Better than anything or anyone I’ve ever known in my life. With one conversation she set me straight for the game where I lead the boys to a decisive victory. It was all I focused on. Me and the game, the ball in my hand and the field under my feet. Matthews in the end zone. Anthony on the run. Avery breaking through the line like it was made of paper, like the tape at the end of a race he’d run and won. He’s a force of nature we all forgot about while he was hidden behind Duncan Walker, but now that he’s out, no one will ever forget his name again.
 
   After the game, the reporters ask for him. They ask for Tyus and I to stand with him, snapping pictures of the three of us together, smiling, young, and hot. They go ape shit over the youth of the team. The promise of the season. We’ve only lost one game so far, and with me at the helm and this O-line at my disposal, we could go all the way. The Super Bowl is in the air and we’re all getting high off it. 
 
   “Holy shit, man,” Colt laughs as we leave the press room. He’s literally bouncing with each step, too jazzed up to exist in one space. “Did you see that?! They fucking love us.”
 
   Tyus snorts, unimpressed as always. “Of course they do. We just won a game. See how much they love us when we lose.”
 
   “Nah, I mean the cameras. The photographers. They love us, the three of us. We’ve gotta do something with that.”
 
   “What the hell are you talking about?” I ask.
 
   Colt stops in front of our lockers to smack both Tyus and I on the chest with the backs of his hands. “This! Us! The three of us. We’re in the spotlight right now. We have to make the most of it while we can.”
 
   “You sound like my agent,” Tyus warns him.
 
   “Because I’m smart, dude,” he replies, tapping his temple. “We need to do an ad campaign together. Something before the season is over, in case we start losing.”
 
   “Wow. Thanks for the faith,” I mutter.
 
   “Don’t get bitchy. I’m serious. This tide could change tomorrow and we’d be idiots not to strike while we’re hot. We need a company that’s young. Something that will get us a lot of exposure with people our age. People who want to see us naked.”
 
   “American Apparel?” I suggest.
 
   “Sick! No! Come on, help me out here.”
 
   “Call your agent. I’m sure he’ll have ideas.”
 
   “He won’t,” Colt grumbles, his eager face falling. “The guy’s fuckin’ worthless.”
 
   “Well, if you come up with something, call my agent,” Tyus tells him seriously. He grabs his duffel from in front of his locker, slinging the heavy bag over his shoulder. “If you can find a good hook, I’m in.”
 
   “For real?” Colt asks excitedly.
 
   “Yeah, man. I’m all for getting this gorgeous face out there. And if I’m standing next to you ugly assholes, I’ll look even better.” He flashes us a grin, throws up two fingers, and saunters out of the locker room.
 
   Colt turns to me, flashing his favorite smile. His closing smile. “What about you, Trey? Are you in?”
 
   I laugh, shaking my head. “I don’t even know what I’d be ‘in’ for, and neither do you. If you come up something solid, let me know. I’ll think about it.”
 
   “I’ll have my agent give the Hotness a call when we figure it out.”
 
   “Sloane doesn’t handle my endorsements.”
 
   “Who does?”
 
   I pause, not sure what the answer is to that. If Sloane was able to manage it, Brad Ashford isn’t my endorsements agent anymore. But if he’s not, then who is?
 
   “Call me,” I tell him evasively. “Not your agent. You. I’ve talked to that guy before. He’s skeevy.”
 
   He clicks his tongue in the back of his throat, his brow pinching with annoyance. “Yeah, I know. I gotta get a new agent.”
 
   “Join the club,” I mumble under my breath.
 
   Colt grabs his bag while I finish packing mine. He slaps my ass as he walks past, promising to call me in the morning. I feel weird about the whole exchange.
 
   “Hey, Trey!” he calls from the door, standing half in and half out. “You got visitors out here.”
 
   “Who?!”
 
   “The Hotness and some old dude.”
 
   Oh shit, I think anxiously. Sloane and Brad Ashford. This cannot be good.
 
   I look around the locker room, making sure it’s empty. Everyone else who wasn’t delayed by the press should already be on the bus and the coaches are in their interviews now. The place is a ghost town.
 
   “Let ‘em in.”
 
   Colt steps out of view, holding the door open. Sloane walks in, and even though I’m expecting to see her, she’s an instant surprise. I can count on one hand the number of times I’ve seen her out of work clothes, and half of those times were when she was naked. She rarely does casual, but tonight she’s in white sneakers, dark jeans, an unzipped yellow hoodie, and a very familiar orange tank top with my name stretched across her breasts. Her hair is down, her make up heavier than usual. She smiles that playful smile of hers, the one I remember from the airport the morning we met. The one that’s ready to give you the ride of your life if you’re man enough to follow her. To let her lead.
 
   I nearly cross the room to her, intent on taking her in my arms and kissing those lips, telling her to take me where she wants me to go, when I remember she’s not alone. 
 
   An older man steps into the room behind her. He’s an even bigger surprise than she is. 
 
   It’s not Brad Ashford, but his face is still somehow familiar. I can’t place him but I know I’ve seen him before.
 
   He’s Brad’s age, in his mid-fifties. He’s dressed in business casual; crisp, dark slacks and a white polo shirt neatly tucked under a black belt, Nikes on his feet. He smiles when he sees me, and the thing that strikes me immediately is how real it is. How different from Brad’s smiles that always felt hollow and pointless. Almost creepy. When this guy smiles it reaches his eyes, green and eager. Sharp.
 
   “Trey, this is Berny Dawe,” Sloane introduces us as the door slams shut behind them. “He’s a sports agent based out of L.A.”
 
   I offer him my hand. “Nice to meet you, sir.”
 
   “You too, Trey. You too.” He takes my hand in both of his. “Hell of a game. Congrats on the win.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “Sloane and I streamed it on the plane ride over. She had to show me how,” he says with a chuckle, grinning appreciatively at Sloane. “That dive you made into the end zone for the two-point conversion, that was ballsy. No one saw that coming.”
 
   “I don’t run it in very often. I’m not fast enough.”
 
   “It’s good to keep them guessing, though, right? Throw them a curveball now and then. In this business you should never let anyone think they’ve got you pinned down. Not even yourself.”
 
   I smile appreciatively. “I’ll remember that.”
 
   “Watching you play, I think you already know it. You’re already living it, and it’s going to take you far.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “You’re welcome. And hey, thank you for giving us a good show. You and your crew are fun to watch.”
 
   Sloane pulls a white sheet of paper from her bag, handing it to me. “We brought you a present.”
 
   I look it over quickly, my heart skipping a beat when I read the signatures at the bottom. “Is this what I think it is?”
 
   “It’s your release from the Ashford Agency,” Sloane confirms proudly. “Once you sign there at the bottom, you’re free.”
 
   “Brad won’t be my agent anymore?”
 
   “No.”
 
   I look into her eyes. “And neither will you?”
 
   Her lips tighten slightly. “No. Neither will I.”
 
   “I don’t know exactly how I feel about that.”
 
   “It’s what you wanted.”
 
   “Yeah, I know, but now I have to find a new agent. Where am I going to find someone who will fight for me the way you did?”
 
   “I have an idea about that.” She takes a step closer to Berny with a smile. “I think you should sign with us.”
 
   I frown, not getting it. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. You want me split my contract again? Between two different agencies?”
 
   “I don’t work for the Ashford Agency anymore. I work for the DAK. Dawe, Ashford, and Kane.”
 
   “Who’s Kane?”
 
   “Hollis. He and I jumped ship tonight.”
 
   I blink hard, not sure I understand her right. “Jumped ship? Do you mean you quit?”
 
   She’s calm when replies, “I do. After I got you released from your contract with Brad, I resigned. And on the plane ride here from L.A. I joined a new agency with Berny and Hollis. Well, we kind of formed a new agency on the plane ride over.” She puts her hand on Berny’s shoulder. “Berny used to be my dad’s boss back when he first got started as an agent. They worked together for years, lived like brothers, and then my dad being my dad up and left him and took every big league client they had to form his own agency. He trashed Berny’s name, told everyone he was skimming money off his clients—“
 
   “A lie, by the way,” Berny points out. “In case you were wondering.”
 
   “Never a shred of evidence to prove it,” Sloane confirms. “Berny immediately offered up all of his records for an investigation, total transparency, and when it was over he was cleared, but the damage was done. Dad had sunk him.”
 
   “Rumor is stronger than religion in this business. Once it started going around that I was a crook, there was no stopping it.”
 
   “No one cared that he had been one of the best agents around for the last ten years. Dad had the big name clients and the shiny new office so that’s where they went. No one would partner with Berny after that so he’s been working alone for the last seventeen years.”
 
   “But I never stopped fighting for my clients,” he assures me.
 
   “Even though he’s been a one man show, he still has eight clients on his roster. Three NBA, two NHL, two NFL, and one PGA.”
 
   “All of them active.”
 
   “All of them happy,” Sloane adds pointedly.
 
   “But if I sign with your agency, that means you’ll be my agent again?” I ask Sloane carefully.
 
   She shakes her head. “No. You’ll be Berny’s client, not mine.”
 
   “But I’ll pay Sloane a finder’s fee for bringing you to me,” Berny promises. “She won’t be taken advantage of. Not by my agency.”
 
   “Our agency,” she reminds him.
 
   He laughs, nodding heavily. “By our agency. Yes. I’m going to have to get used to saying that again.”
 
   I look at Sloane. “Can I talk to you about this alone for a second?”
 
   Berny puts up his hands, already backing away. “This is a big decision, a lot of change. You two should definitely talk about it. I’ll wait in the hall. Holler if you need me.”
 
   “Thanks, Berny,” Sloane calls after him.
 
   I wait for the door to close behind him before I sit down on the bench in front of the lockers. 
 
   “You’re sure about attaching yourself to him?” I ask quietly. “You said your dad ruined his name.”
 
   “Yeah, years ago. The client and agent pool is full of fresh faces, people barely older than me who don’t know anything about the scandal. And with the Ashford name back on the letterhead, we’ll win over some of the old guys who do remember.”
 
   “What about your dad? Won’t he be pissed you’re teaming up with his old boss?”
 
   “He’d be pissed if I went to any agency other than his, but I can’t stay with him. He’ll never let me out of his shadow. Berny is excited about Hollis and I. He’s terrible with technology and he’s an old guy falling out of touch with young recruits. We get the benefit of stepping straight into a small, established agency without having to start our own from the ground up while he gets the benefit of putting our faces on the website and having us show up at events to pull in new, young clients. It’s win-win.”
 
   “And you really think this is the best move for me and my career?”
 
   Sloane’s face is open and honest as she nods down at me. “Yeah, I do. I trust him. Hollis and I vetted him. We ran a background check, looked at his financials, talked to his clients. They’re all happy with him. No one would even consider leaving. And he’s a one man show but he’s making money. Not the amounts the Ashford Agency does, but he’s turned a substantial profit every year for the last nine years, plus he’s been in the business for almost two decades. He got a law degree just because he was curious. He wanted to understand contracts better. He knows the game and he can play it like a champ. And with Hollis bringing almost all of his clients with him, we’re in a very good place. We can drop some big names when we’re scouting.”
 
   “Does Matthews know about this? Is he coming with him?”
 
   “He is. Hollis confirmed him thirty minutes ago while you were in with the press.”
 
   I hang my head, hesitating. What I want and what she needs, they aren’t the same thing, and what I need is for her to be happy.
 
   “What about you?” I ask reluctantly. “If you hand me off to Dawe, you’ll have nobody.”
 
   “I have Demarcus. And even better than that, I have the freedom to scout clients without worrying about them being stolen. I don’t have to clear anyone through Berny or Hollis. I’m a partner in this agency. I can do what I want. And so can you. If you don’t want to sign with us, don’t. I won’t be hurt and I won’t be angry. I want what’s best for your career and for you. I brought you Berny because I trust him. And I trust Hollis. I think as a team we can do right by you and all of our clients, but if you have someone else in mind that you’d like to go to, I understand.”
 
   “No,” I tell her firmly. “I’ll go wherever you think I should. I trust you.”
 
   She smiles softly. “That means a lot to me.”
 
   “So when I sign with him, you won’t be my agent but I’ll be a client at your agency.” I look up, gesturing between the two of us. “What does that mean for this?”
 
   Her smile changes, becoming something else entirely. Something sly as she steps forward. “It means we can be whatever we want to be. Whenever we want.” Her hands thread through my hair, tilting my head up to watch her. “Wherever we want.”
 
   I put my hands on her hips, lifting her easily. She straddles me, wrapping her legs around my waist settling herself on the hardness already bulging in my jeans. It pushes against her, pissed off at all of the layers between us. 
 
   She kisses me slowly, sucking my bottom lip between hers. I grunt when she bites it. When she rolls her hips to grind against me. I lower my hands to take hold of her ass and I savor the fact that she’s mine. That she’s here in this place making me hard but I can take her home tonight to love her until we’re both soft and spent. Finally there’s no more hiding. No more lying. No more wondering. This woman with everything wants me, a man born from nothing, and maybe someday this ride will end and I’ll be right back there; jobless, penniless, worthless, but if I have her, I’ll still come out ahead.
 
   I lift my hand to slowly trace the letters across her chest, and I know that whatever clothing I rip from her body tonight, I’ll leave that shirt on her. I like her wearing my number and my name. 
 
   She sighs, her chest rising against my fingers. “What are you thinking about?” 
 
   I lift my hand, running it up to her neck, back into her hair. The strands curl around my fingers, soft and warm from her skin.
 
   “I’m thinking about you.”
 
   She moves her hips slowly against me. “I’m thinking about you too.”
 
   “I’m thinking about how much I love you.”
 
   Her body stills, her eyes going wide. She blinks once. Twice. 
 
   “I’m thinking about how much I love you too,” she whispers.
 
   “Will you come home with me tonight? Back to California. To my apartment.”
 
   She runs her hands through my hair, looking down at me affectionately. “Your apartment is shit.”
 
   I nod solemnly. “I know.”
 
   “I hate it.”
 
   “I remember.”
 
   “I’ll go with you.” She grins, her eyes going soft. “I’ll go anywhere with you.”
 
   I smile, pulling her mouth down to mine. I kiss her softly. Gratefully. Grateful that she’s here, that she’s mine, that she’s willing to slum it in my shoebox apartment with mismatched sheets and only two towels. I’ll give her the gray one, the good one. I’ll give her the best of everything I have, and even though I know none of it will ever be half as good as what she can give herself, it means something to me to try. To take care of her in any way I can.
 
   She is my friend. She is my family. My first, last, and only love. 
 
   She’s all I need.
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   November 6th
 
   CenturyLink Field
 
   Seattle, WA
 
    
 
   “Fuck the northwest,” I grumble, pulling my coat tighter.
 
   Hollis glares at me from under his thick knit cap. “You’re the one who said we had to be here.”
 
   “We do. We’re being supportive.”
 
   “Of who? The Kodiaks are kicking their ass! They don’t need us here for that.”
 
   The crowd surrounding the concession stand turns, every one of them dressed in Seahawks green and blue. They are not happy with us.
 
   I give them a small smile.
 
   “You’re going to get us killed,” I warn Hollis quietly.
 
   “Oh yeah, because they were in love with us after your ‘fuck the northwest’ comment.”
 
   “Stop talking and give me your gloves.”
 
   “You’ll have to kill me first.”
 
   “Don’t think I won’t.” I bounce up and down on my toes, trying to stay warm. “I need coffee. They can poor it over my bare hands.”
 
   “We could be drinking coffee in the skybox,” Hollis grumbles under his breath.
 
   I reach behind me to smack him hard. “Don’t you start that shit,” I hiss. “You promised you’d stop.”
 
   “I lied,” he hisses back.
 
   “Joining with Berny is the smartest thing we ever did.”
 
   “I’m not arguing that. What I’m arguing is that we gave up a lot. A lot.”
 
   “Don’t you think I know that? I lost my home. Brad kicked me out of my apartment—“
 
   “His apartment,”
 
   “—and made me go live on the streets because we quit.”
 
   He rolls his eyes. “You live in a nice townhouse in a good neighborhood.”
 
   “Yeah, at street level.” I take a deep breath, slowing myself down. Calming the anger and hurt that tears through my veins when I talk about Brad. When I talk about my dad. 
 
   I knew it wouldn’t go over well, me leaving. I knew he’d be angry. But I didn’t know he’d stop talking to me. That he’d evict me from my apartment and ban me from his house. I’m not even allowed to go there to see Mom. Now I’m forced to visit with her on spa days and brunches that go on for hours. It’s a cunning punishment he’s devised. I’d be impressed if I wasn’t so fucking annoyed. 
 
   I lower my voice, swallowing my hurt. “Look, I don’t want to talk about it, okay? It’s done. We’re not going to the skybox. We’re staying down here and dying of frostbite together.”
 
   “Just as the old gypsy woman foretold,” he intones.
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “Nothing.” He shoves me forward in line. “I still don’t know why we’re here.”
 
   “We have three clients on the team.”
 
   “Kurtis doesn’t care if I’m here.”
 
   “Well, Colt cares if I am. He had a shit agent before who was never there for him. It’s important to him that I am now.”
 
   “What about Trey? Why isn’t Berny here?”
 
   “Because Berny has a time share.”
 
   Hollis scoffs. “What the hell kind of excuse is that?”
 
    “A warm one.” I shiver violently. “It’s in Hawaii.”
 
   “You know who owns a house in Hawaii?”
 
   “Bob Newhart?”
 
   “You’re adorable,” he replies dryly. “The Ashf—“
 
   “Fuck you,” I snap. “You think I don’t know the agency has a house there? I spent Christmas with the Mannings there two years ago. I’m well aware. Let it go.”
 
   “Oh God,” he groans unhappily.
 
   “What now?”
 
   “Look at the TV.”
 
   I glance up at one of the TVs hanging from the ceiling, broadcasting the game. We’re almost through halftime and all of the announcers have finished their pontifications. They’ve gone to commercial. 
 
   They’ve gone to a very familiar commercial.
 
   “Not again,” I sigh.
 
   It’s a commercial for Dairy Queen. It starts out innocent enough. It’s zoomed in on the handsome face of Colt Avery and those hypnotic blue eyes of his. His look is intense. Angry. Behind him is a rain of candy, because why wouldn’t there be one while a guy is hate fucking the camera with his eyes? Gummy bears and worms, chunks of chocolate bars, M&Ms cascading down. The camera pans out to find him topless. Oh and hey, there’s Tyus. He’s also topless. And angry. And Trey. Topless. Angry. 
 
   The camera stops pulling away just shy of showing their junk and we find each of them holding a plain vanilla cup of ice cream. The announcer, who sounds like a knockoff Samuel L. Jackson, speaks up.
 
   “The new Triple Threat Blizzard at Dairy Queen. You choose three flavors in one bursting Blizzard.”
 
   They zoom in on abs and ice cream, pouring different toppings on each one.
 
   Because why settle for one when you can have three?
 
   Some disembodied hand with red lacquered nails dips a signature red spoon into the ice creams one at a time, presumably taking a bite and loving it.
 
   “Get it how you like it. No holding back. The Triple Threat. Only at Dairy Queen.”
 
   I shake my head in amazement when the commercial is finally over. I still can’t believe they did it, Tyus especially. He was hesitant at first, but when he saw Trey get in there with his shirt off, he wasn’t about to be shown up. I don’t know what we all thought the spot would look like, but it wasn’t that. Trey’s mom called me the day it aired in Hawaii and I was glad that I got to be the girlfriend instead of the agent on that one. We commiserated on the ridiculousness of it. I felt like with that one phone call I was forgiven for all of my sins at the Draft. 
 
   Luckily other people think it’s funny, like we meant it to be hilarious. No one takes it seriously. That’s our saving grace. Dairy Queen has ordered two more commercials similar to this one and all three of the boys are signed on for it. The publicity has gotten Trey a meeting with Outback steakhouse, Tyus is talking to Dolce and Gabana about doing a print ad for their men’s cologne, and Colt has already signed a deal with Snickers. Apparently he has a pregame ritual where he gorges himself on sugar, and the candy company ate that shit up. He does it on the sidelines right before he heads out to play. He swears up and down that it gives him an energy boost and makes him run faster. Announcers jokingly call his big plays ‘sugar rushes’. I call it diabetes waiting to happen, but he’s my client and he can do what he wants. I’m here to support him.
 
   Even if it kills me.
 
   A horn blows down on the field, signaling the end of halftime. I groan inside, wishing I was a bitch because at least I’d be warm. If I was less supportive, less committed to my job, if I loved Trey even a tiny bit less than I do, I wouldn’t be here right now. But I’m not and I don’t. I’m supportive as shit, my job is my life, and I’d die for that Spandex clad gladiator running out onto the field right now. So I’m here and I’ll shut up and I’ll drink my coffee, and when the Kodiaks kick the hell out of these Seahawk sons of bitches I’ll stand in the fray and shout for joy at the top of my lungs because we’re one win away. One more victory to put the first half of the season to bed, then it’s on to the next. On to the downhill run with the big show in our sights. 
 
   Super Bowl, baby. 
 
   Here we go.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Thank you for reading ROOKIE MISTAKE!
 
   SUGAR RUSH, the second book in the series, is coming April 7th, 2016.
 
    
 
   To keep up on all of my new releases and sales, be sure to LIKE me on Facebook.
 
    
 
   Keep reading for a preview of LAWLESS.
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   Lawson Daniel is good at a lot of things. He can show you the best places to surf, the perfect time of day to ride the tide. He knows the best bars, the best bands, he has the best weed, and if you’re looking to get laid, he’ll show you the best time. 
 
 
   No girl in her right mind should speak to him. She definitely shouldn’t have sex with him, and only a blind, self-loathing idiot would fall in love with him. 
 
 
   I’ve done all three. 
 
 
   All in the span of one sweltering, suffering summer that nearly cost me everything down to the blood in my body and the beat of my heart. 
 
 
   No one walked away from that season unscathed. 
 
 
   Not even Lawson Daniel.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter One
 
    
 
    
 
   My skin feels tight. It’s sticky from the dried salt water of the sea, burning from the heat of the afternoon sun that touches on every inch of bare skin it can find. My swimsuit will smell like the ocean for days. I won’t wash it. I’ll take it with me to Boston and I’ll let it smell like California. I’ll let it remind me of today. Of my last day.
 
   “They’re setting up a bonfire,” Katy comments.
 
   I roll my head to the side, squinting one eye open to see the group of six guys gathering firewood down the beach. It’s the surfer crowd. The ones who get here at dawn and don’t leave until well after dark. They live here because they live for the ocean. For the waves and the crash and the ride. Their bodies are toned from the sport, browned by the sun, their hair bleached out with natural highlights that most of the girls out here would pay a fortune in the salon for. There’s a handful of them, all hot and smiling, but one stands out. One always stands out, no matter where he goes.
 
   “Do you wanna stay?”
 
   I close my eye and point my face up to the fading sun. “I don’t know,” I mumble to Katy.
 
   “Do you still need to pack?”
 
   “I’ve been packed for over a week.”
 
   “That eager to leave, huh?” she chuckles, but she doesn’t think it’s funny. 
 
   Neither do I.
 
   “Yeah, I guess.”
 
   I’ve lived my entire life in Southern California. I was born and raised in the small coastal town of Isla Azul parked about an hour up the shoreline from Malibu. Katy and I have lived next door to each other since we were born. I’ve been going to college at Santa Barbara twenty minutes to the north, and when I graduated high school I went with Katy and three other girls to Mexico to celebrate. It was the farthest from home I’ve ever been. 
 
   That will change tomorrow. Tomorrow I’ll get on a plane that will take me over halfway across the country to Boston, Massachusetts where I’ll study music at the New England Conservatory. It’s a huge deal. It made the front page of Isla Azul’s tiny little paper. My dad framed it and hung it on the wall so we could see it every day. So I could be reminded of where I was going.
 
   Of the ticking clock running out on the life I’ve always known. 
 
   “We should stay then,” Katy tells me decidedly. She lays back down on her towel next me, fanning her long brown hair out above her head. “We’ll soak up the last of the sun. Send your butt to Boston looking tan and hot. Give those pasty white east coast girls something to be jealous of. Show ‘em what a real true California blond looks like.”
 
   I smile, but I don’t respond. I close my eyes, listen to the sound of the waves, embrace the burn of the sun, and I reach out my hand until it brushes against hers. Until she lifts her pinky, wraps it around mine, and I lock them together tightly.
 
   It’s another ten minutes before I can’t take the heat anymore. The sun is going down but the summer is just getting started, just heating up, and that warmth is embedded in my skin. It’s getting dark but there’s enough light for one last swim. One last kiss of the crisp ocean cool before I say goodbye to it for an entire year.
 
   Katy stays on shore, opting to go mingle with the surfers and scope out who’s here. I know who she’s looking for. They do too, and even though she’s not going to find him or get any information about him, they welcome her with open arms. As I walk down to the water I see Baker hug her firmly, draping his arm over her shoulder while holding a beer loosely by the neck in his other hand. The other guys offer her a beer, nod in greeting, but I frown when I realize someone is missing. Just as much as Lawson Daniel’s presence stands out, his absence does as well. 
 
   It shouldn’t surprise me to find him out in the water. He’s nothing but a dot on the darkening horizon, bobbing on his board with his legs dangling in the water, but I know what he looks like. Every girl in a hundred mile radius knows what Lawson looks like.
 
   Sex and sun. 
 
   Golden brown hair and sea green eyes.
 
   Sly smiles and broken hearts.
 
   I’ve known him as long as I’ve known Katy and I’m more proud of the fact that I’ve never tangled with him than the fact that I got into the NEC. I’m in the minority in both respects. Exceptional. Smart. Skilled. 
 
   Alone.
 
   There’s no one else in the surf when I step inside the waves. The white foam curls up frothing and eager over my feet, and I sigh as my body instantly starts to cool from the touch. Everyone else has gone up to the shore to find beer and food and other bodies. Everyone but Lawson and me. As I wade into the water I watch him sit patiently, waiting for the next big wave. The last one of the night. But unlike me, I know he’ll do this again tomorrow. And the day after that. And the day after that. He and that board are as constant as the tide, as sure as the sun, and I envy him that. I wish more than anything I could have one more day. One last summer.
 
   When I’m in far enough I dive down. I face a wave head on and I slip expertly beneath it, kicking hard to go farther and deeper. My skin aches with a burn I won’t see until the morning when I’m getting ready to get on the plane. My flight will leave LAX before dawn and I bite down hard on a sob that tries to escape my throat as I realize I’ve seen the last of the California sun for an entire year. I won’t come back at Christmas or Thanksgiving. My family can’t afford it. Once I’m in Boston I’ll be locked in. No room for doubts or reservations. No retreat.
 
   I kick toward the surface, my lungs screaming for air, but once I give them what they want I go under again. Then again. It’s not until I come up that third time that I realize I’ve gone farther out than I planned. 
 
   A wave crashes into my face, sending me down again, but I don’t panic. I’ve been swimming this ocean since I was a toddler. I can handle it. I can take a wave to the face or a long swim back to shore. The key is to stay calm.
 
   When I break the surface again I’m in the clear. The water is calm around me and I watch as the wave curls back toward the beach, lazily furling forward. I glance around, wondering if Lawson is still out here or if he took the wave. I’m surprised to find him paddling furiously toward me.
 
   “Rachel!” he shouts, his voice barely audible over the distance between us. Over the rush of the wind and water. “Swim toward me!”
 
   I frown. “What?!”
 
   “Swim toward me! Now! Go!”
 
   I shake my head, completely confused. 
 
   Lawson has spoken to me all of four times in my life. Once in elementary school to tell me I had a booger hanging out of my nose, once in middle school to say I looked good with boobs, once in high school to tell me he door dinged my car, and now out in the open ocean he’s screaming at me to swim to him. His handsome face is pinched with anxiety and exertion as his arms dig hard into the water, propelling his body laid flat on his surfboard.
 
   “What are you talking—“
 
   Something brushes my leg roughly. I spin around, looking at the water to see what it was, but it’s getting too dark. The glare of the setting sun is blinding me, making the surface like a mirror I can’t look beyond. My heart races in my chest but I will it to calm.
 
   It’s probably one of his stupid friends, I tell myself. They’re probably playing a prank to scare you.
 
   Another touch. This time it hurts, like sandpaper dragging across my sensitive skin.
 
   “Rachel!” Katy cries faintly from the shore.
 
   I look back to find her standing knee deep in the water. Baker is holding onto her, holding her back from coming any farther in, and the look of sheer panic on her face tells me instantly that this is no prank. This is real. 
 
   I’m in trouble.
 
   I turn toward Lawson and start swimming as hard as I can. I dig deep, pull hard, but he’s so far. I wonder if I shouldn’t have gone for the shore instead. It’s too late now, though. All I can do is swim as fast as I can, hope he’s doing the same, and maybe I can make it up onto his board with him before—
 
   I go under. Something takes hold of my leg and yanks me down. The horizon disappears from my view in one sharp snap that brings my world to cool darkness. 
 
   Just as quickly as it takes hold of me it lets me go. I scream under the water, bubbles bursting from my mouth up over my face and into my hair as I struggle to get to the surface. I’m kicking hard and suddenly I ache in my right leg as my vision goes white around the edges. 
 
   My hands find air, leaving the water, but then I’m going under again. I’m going down and it’s colder and darker than before, and even though my blood is screaming through my veins and in my ears, it’s eerily silent. 
 
   Something takes hold of me under my arms. It pulls me in tight, pinning me to a mass behind me and I thrash and fight until I realize it’s an arm. My hands find the hard corded muscle of a forearm across my breasts and I hold onto it tightly, desperately, as it pulls me upward. We find the surface and I gasp for air, pulling in water and oxygen and hope in big, heaving gasps that make my lungs ache in my chest. 
 
   My vision comes back to me in strange shades. The light is too bright, the shadows too dark. Everything is washed out and somehow too vivid at the same time. The sky is blood red, the water pitch black. The white surfboard phosphorescent bone. 
 
   “Grab hold of it,” Lawson says breathlessly in my ear. “Can you lift yourself up?”
 
   I reach for the board and I’m grateful when my body complies. I take hold of the opposite side and with the force of Lawson’s hand on my hip shoving me upward I’m able to pull myself up until I can roll my body onto the board. 
 
   “Grip the front tight. Hold on.” 
 
   I nod in agreement, my fingers hesitantly dipping back into the water just enough to wrap them around the gentle roll of the front of the board. Lawson’s head disappears from my peripheral. It sends a jolt of panic through my body and I’m just about to sit up to look for him under the water when the board lurches forward. He’s behind me, holding on to the tail end and kicking us back to shore. 
 
   I don’t breathe the entire way. I’m watching for that iconic, telltale triangle to appear on the top of the water. I’m waiting for Lawson’s strength to disappear below the surface. I’m waiting for the agonizing crush of mouth and teeth and nature to take hold of both the board and me, and drag us under again. 
 
   It can’t take us more than a two minutes to reach the shore but it’s the longest two minutes of my life. Lawson is relentless, his body unfailing as it wills us out of the water. Once he can stand he’s running with me, his powerful legs plowing through the water. Thrashing loudly as people shout and he hollers back. Someone is calling 911. Someone else is getting a blanket. Lawson is calling for a knife. 
 
   The surfboard rolls and rocks in the water as he pushes me in. A wave crests and crashes over us. It jostles me. It nearly knocks me off the board but he’s there, Lawson is there, his hands on me with hard certainty that keeps me afloat and pulls me back up onto the board. I grab hold of one of his hands with mine as my vision swims dangerously. The ocean, the sky, the sand, the sun, the stars – they swirl together in a sickening dance until I don’t know up from down anymore. All I know is the hot pain in my leg and the gentle warmth of Lawson’s hand.
 
   “Stay with me, Rach,” he says sternly. “Eyes on me, you hear me? Stay with me.”
 
   We’ve reached the beach. I’m on my back on the board, wet sand clinging to my face along with my blond hair. He brushes it aside so I can see him. So I can find him and his eyes, and I latch onto them as the world spins faster and faster. 
 
   “Is she alive?” Katy asks tremulously.
 
   “Stay with me,” Lawson repeats calmly, ignoring Katy. “Rachel.”
 
   “Stay with me,” I whisper, my eyes full of his face. 
 
   He grins, relieved. “That’s right. I need you to stay with me. Help is coming. They’ll get you out of here.”
 
   I hold his hand tightly, afraid to let go. Afraid the tide will take me and I’ll slip back into the water. Back into the darkness. If he leaves me I’ll die. I can feel it.
 
   I look at him in open terror, my heart in my throat. “Stay,” I plead.
 
   His grin fades as he nods seriously. “Okay. I’ll stay with you. I promise.”
 
   I nod, feeling relieved. 
 
   Then sick.
 
   I turn my head and vomit on the golden sand. It’s all water. All ocean and fear that mingles in the foam of the surf and fades out into the ocean. 
 
   It fades to black.
 
    
 
   END PREVIEW
 
   You can purchase LAWLESS here.
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