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      She pulled at the hem of her skirt, smoothing out a wrinkle in its cotton paneling. Above all else, she thought, I will not look a fucking mess.

      Walking to the floor-to-ceiling glass windows that offered a dazzling view of the Orlando skyline, then beginning to make circles around the whole office, she ran her hand over the sleek mahogany desk, the leather-studded chair, and paused at the coffee maker.

      “Thanks for your service,” she said to the machine.

      She waited, as if expecting some kind of response from the inanimate object. No such luck, not even a beep. Where was the comfort of a robotic voice when a girl needed it?

      Relenting, she strode to the full-length mirror she kept in the corner of her office for just such occasions. Well, not quite these occasions, but still. For crises. Late nights at the office, emergency video-conferences with clients, etc.

      Heidi peered in the mirror, gently mussing her dark caramel locks that were run through with streaks of dirty blond. Hands came to rest at her trim waist, seated firmly above a set of bodacious hips.

      “Yup,” she said, gazing at her reflection, “Still got it.”

      Her confidence had gotten her this far, and damn it, it would keep her going. Confidence had given her the chutzpah to move from Miami, her hometown, to Orlando. What girl without brass balls could’ve swung that move? To leave behind the long, sultry days of Miami for—what? Retirement communities and outlet malls?

      Although, in fairness, Heidi wasn’t spending her days at either of those joints. No, instead, she’d located the night life in Orlando, which she had to admit, passed muster. The bars were noisy, fun and packed with tanned men who would buy you a drink faster than you could say your name.

      The local drink was a Negroni. The best nail salon was Bella’s, on 8th Street, where they had massage chairs and good gel polish. She knew the best route for runs, based on the weather pattern predicted for the day, and which local library had quiet spaces that didn’t smell weird.

      She’d even gotten involved in neighborhood politics, helping a councilwoman run for reelection on the grounds of repaving the streets and getting a handle on that damn red light camera on the intersection of Normund and Colie, which always seemed to snap pictures about half a second too soon.

      All these things she’d learned, and now what good were they? She’d probably have to leave town, like a bandit, in the middle of the night, rubbing her face over with grease paint. Finally call up her Mom and Dad. Poor Tom and Dina. She was really overdue to call them, but things in her life had been piling up like precarious blocks, and spare time to chat with parents had been a luxury she couldn’t afford.

      God, that made her sound like an ungrateful brat.

      Now, though, she’d have all the damn time in the world. Especially if she moved back down to Miami, which was looking increasingly probable.

      And I was so close to having it all, she thought. Swanky apartment, nice car, killer job. She paused and reconsidered. Well, minus any semblance of a healthy romantic life.

      In fact, she had to admit, maybe this was for the best. Work at Image-ine—the PR firm that had taken one look at her glowing 22-year old self and hired her for an internship on the spot—had always been frantic. Long days, longer nights, caffeine dependence, an aching back from hunching over a laptop all day.

      And, as she’d soon painfully realized, celebrities don’t ease up on the scandalous behavior over the holidays. On the contrary, they seemed to amp it up, as if to say, “Sorry, we know you had Thanksgiving plans, but I just got caught snorting coke off a public urinal! Cancel your trip!”

      And Heidi had made it in for each one of those calls. Through perseverance and sacrifice, she’d made herself invaluable, a vital member of the team no matter what play the bosses planned. Whenever a higher-up at the company needed something, they’d explain what they wanted to another intern, then sigh and say, “Just have Heidi do it.”

      It wasn’t long before they’d been forced to promote her from unpaid schlep to Executive Assistant, and from there on out, she was given a better title and a pay bump every six months or so. She climbed faster and faster, with a speed and grace the firm had never witnessed before. That’s how she, at 27, had become the youngest exec in Image-ine’s history. And none begrudged the rapidity of her ascent.

      Well. They hadn’t, at least. She had recently begun to wonder if that was what had prompted Gary to be such a fucking—Stop, she told herself in a firm tone. Don’t get mad. Get even.

      After all, she’d already called up Meredith, her day-one office buddy who’d eventually become her closest confidant, and dramatically reenacted the whole story. They’d weighed pros and cons for nearly an hour and, at last, Heidi had given up on strategizing. She’d known the right move at the start of the hour, but sometimes, you need to hear your girlfriend say it about 50 more times before the answer sinks in.

      Gary was a pig. No doubt about it. He’d always been a damn pig, squealing and getting flecks of the mud from his pen onto Heidi’s life. This just happened to be the last straw.

      She thought she could withstand the incessant, inappropriate remarks until she’d scrounged up enough money to open her own PR agency; she figured that another remark about her firm tits could go be withstood in the name of the future.

      That goal now seemed light-years away, in a different dimension. Opening up a PR agency? God, the seed investment alone would be in the hundreds of thousands. Her parents had offered to help, but she was too proud for that. Taking more money from them, after they’d paid for college? She couldn’t bring herself to do that.

      Besides, even if they gave her the seed money, there was still the matter of literally everything else: finding investors, getting office space, hiring an entire new staff and training them by herself. She could do it—you don’t graduate alma mater from business school at the University of Miami without knowing how to open a, well, business—but it would take money she didn’t have, and there weren’t enough hours in the day. Besides, she’d have to do it all alone.

      She took another long look at the skyline. She’d miss this part. The city at night, lights flooding the darkness as if for her and her alone. She liked the way they flickered and flashed in gaudy colors. And she liked the way her heels sounded clacking on the marble floor, liked feeling as though she moved with her own power soundtrack, click-click-clicks following her, always announcing her arrival.

      Yeah. She’d miss all of it. Maybe she could convince Meredith to leave—actually, she was certain she could—but it wouldn’t be fair. Mere had a kid who needed to be placed in a private school, the little Brainiac, and a new home loan to pay off. Heidi couldn’t ask her to blindly jump onboard a startup that wouldn’t turn a profit for at least a year, assuming things went dazzlingly well.

      Nah, friends watched out for friends, and that meant not roping them into a business that might land them in financial ruin. Heidi wasn’t some kind of shark; she took her friendships as seriously as she took her relationships (when those happened, back in the day). She wanted the kinds of friends she could call at two in the morning to cry about the finale of a reality show, not the kinds whose backs she stepped on to reach the next rung in the career ladder.

      Heidi sighed. No time like the present. A small huff escaped her full lips and she reached one long, crimson red nail to the buttons, then began to dial home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Bradley

          

        

      

    

    
      Bradley awoke with a start, as if emerging violently from a bad dream, maybe something that included sirens and badges. He was in a room filled to the brim with sunlight. He shielded his eyes with a hiss, and when that failed, he squeezed them shut tightly. Hadn’t he told the maid to lower the blackout curtains?

      He curled his body into a rigid ball, strong arms encircling worn-out knees, then paused. The light physically pained him, and a headache hammered hard and fast into his brain. Suddenly, a figure appeared, though pieces of its proportions were blocked by what Bradley thought were silver lines. Weird. Wait, was that—

      “Todd?” he asked groggily, hands still partially covering his face. “Did I miss practice?”

      Not again, he thought. Coach will fucking murder me. Actually, scratch that, he’ll hire someone to murder me, someone who’ll make it slow and painful.

      His agent shook his head.

      “No, buddy,” Todd replied, “It’s the middle of August. Off-season. Or did you forget?”

      “Oh.” Bradley mulled this over. He had, it seemed, misplaced all sense of time and space. How embarrassing. Even Todd’s face seemed to float in the middle ground, somehow separated at an awkward distance.

      “Come closer, dude,” Bradley instructed the agent.

      Todd hit something, and a clang resounded.

      “I can’t,” he said.

      Rubbing his eyes free of sleep, Bradley at last was able to assemble the picture in front of him. Todd couldn’t come closer, because that clanging sound had been his hands hitting metal bars. Oh shit.

      Todd watched the realization dawning on Bradley, and tilted his head to the side, nodding wearily.

      “Yup,” he said. “Another night in the drunk tank.”

      Bradley groaned deeply, and rolled onto his back, no longer caring how badly the sun burned. The splitting headache made for a good distraction from the consequences.

      “Do the Sharks know yet?”

      He didn’t need the answer—he already knew the horrendous words about to be said—but Todd answered obligingly.

      “Oh yeah.”

      “How bad is it?”

      “How bad is their star quarterback getting arrested for public intoxication yet again? I’d venture to say, uh, pretty fuckin’ bad.”

      With that, Todd turned and waved to someone out of Bradley’s sight line. A guard strode up, a menacing gun in his holster, and he and Todd exchanged words. The guard stared at Bradley, unable to keep his eyes off the 6’3” giant who was taking up the bulk of the cell.

      Bradley was used to it, obviously, but that didn’t make the unabashed stares any more welcome. But perhaps the stare was the price he had to pay for freedom, because it wasn’t long before the bars were thundering open, and he was a free man once more.

      Bradley looked around to gather up his things, and then remembered he wasn’t allowed “things” in jail.

      “My watch?” he asked Todd.

      Todd held it up in one hand.

      “Already got it. Please. I made them turn it over first thing when I arrived. Like I’d trust these guys to hold onto a thing worth thousands of dollars.”

      He turned to the guard and added, “No offense.” The guard shrugged.

      Todd passed the watch over, and Bradley looked at it for a moment.

      An interesting thing about being wildly rich and famous was that people assumed your watches were real. And sure, he had a whole spread of watches worth well over ten thousand bucks—some with rubies on the hands, others inlaid with diamonds on the face—but this one was worth only $100, and so much better.

      He turned it over and ran a finger down the inscription. It read, You’ve made me proud, son.

      He remembered how his mother had presented it to him on the day he’d won the full-ride football scholarship to Miami U. Her eyes had glistened as she'd said bashfully, “It’s not much, but…”

      He’d known exactly how much one hundred dollars meant for her. Bradley knew his mom had had to scrimp and scrounge for months, saving for this present, meaning she’d bought it for him before she’d even been certain he’d get the scholarship. That was how much faith she’d had in him. Now, a single dress shirt alone cost him that much.

      I’m sorry, Mom, he thought.

      He’d sworn he would make her proud, do right by her. Ending up behind bars for the second time in as many months? Probably not what she’d been hoping for when her son “went big.”

      Bradley pushed her sweet, sunny smile out of his head and strapped the watch back on his wrist. He had to wear it on the loosest setting now; his forearms had grown larger with each passing season, with each throw of the football.

      “We’re all set,” Todd said, pulling Bradley out of his reverie.

      He knew better than to ask if there would be release paperwork. For an NFL icon, a household name? For people like that—for people like Bradley—paperwork seemed to just disappear. There was always somebody else whose job was to “take care of that.”

      The rules didn’t apply when you were a god among men. You could even get away with being called a playboy and womanizer, and having a different girl on the docket for each night of the week. His multi-million dollar sponsorships didn’t care how he got his pleasure—provided he kept it charming, that is. Having a bevy of ladies on your arms? Sexy. Aspirational. Waking up, still a little drunk, in jail? Less so.

      Todd pushed open the back doors of the building, passed Bradley a pair of sunglasses, and led the superstar quickly into an idling limo. Bradley was, unfortunately, in a position to know that celebrities even had their own private exits in jail. He wished he hadn’t become so well-acquainted with that fact.

      The two men clambered into the back of the black car, where smooth jazz was playing and a full bar was built into the side paneling. Bradley was debating the efficacy of a Scotch and soda when Todd shifted to face him straight on. That was not a promising look.

      “Listen, man,” Todd said carefully. “Things are—well, I’ll be straight with you. Things are not good.”

      “Can you be more specific?” Bradley responded with caustic sarcasm.

      “Er, yeah.” The agent shifted in his seat, uncomfortable. The leather squeaked with the movements. “Sure. So, you remember the brawl last night?”

      The only sound was the smooth jazz filtering through the car speakers.

      “No.”

      Todd’s eyes widened a little. “Really?”

      “Really.”

      “Well,” Todd began sheepishly, “you got into a bar fight. A pretty vicious one.”

      “Oh, fuck,” Bradley moaned. When you’re in the NFL, and deadlift 400 pounds, being in a bar fight just isn’t fair to the other guy. “Did he come out okay?”

      Todd grimaced. “You’ve kindly offered to cover his hospital bills.”

      “Shit.”

      “He’s uninsured.”

      “Shit.”

      Todd hesitated, then reached past him and swiped a bottle of whiskey and a glass from the bar. He poured himself a stiff drink and took a swig.

      “Well?” Bradley asked, not appreciating the theatrics.

      Todd had always been kind of a prima donna, but today, Bradley wasn’t having it.

      “So the thing is,” Todd said, “last night was bad, yeah. But they say bad news arrives in doubles, and that’s kind of the situation we’re dealing with at the moment. You see, well, no easy way to say this…sometime in the early morning, a sex tape was released. And you were in the starring role.”

      Bradley’s mouth dropped open, and he fumbled for words but couldn’t seem to find any between his shock and hangover.

      “And I’m sorry about this, man, I really am, but several sponsors have already started to back out, saying that you no longer meet their ‘family-friendly’ expectations.”

      “Since when am I fucking family-friendly?”

      “You know I’ve been able to spin the sleeping around. This is—you’ve gotta understand—this is a bridge too far for them.”

      Todd took another gulp of the whiskey and wiped his mouth on his sleeve.

      “I’ve been on the phone with Coach Simon, too, and he says that the Sharks don’t need any more of this bullshit. Last season’s kerfuffle with Lucas was all that Simon could handle. If you don’t straighten up and fly right, he’ll cut you from the team.”

      Todd finished delivering the news, then polished off the brown liquid in his glass.

      Bradley was stunned. Had America really turned on its golden boy so fast?

      They’d loved him when he’d gotten caught necking in a VIP lounge, or dancing on the tables in St. Moritz. The magazines had published spreads devoted to Bradley’s alleged “Search for the One.” They’d made boatloads of cash off the whole flagrant display. He was 29, in the prime of his damn career, and was about to forfeit his legacy because of some bad behavior that had previously been encouraged? Hell no.

      “All right,” Bradley sighed. “How the fuck are we gonna fix this?”
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      “Hi, sweetheart. What a wonderful surprise! I was just thinking about calling you the other day, what a funny coincidence, when I ran into Barbara at the grocery store, and do you know what that woman told me, she said—”

      “Mom,” Heidi interrupted, getting a word in edgewise. “I need to tell you something.”

      The line went quiet.

      “Okay,” her mother said slowly.

      “Listen, Mom. I’m leaving Image-ine.”

      Her mother tittered, in that way that only mothers can.

      “Why, honey? Did something happen? I thought you loved it there. Of course it’s hard, but you’ve never been a quitter, your teachers have said as much in every report card ever. You said you loved it.”

      “I do, it’s just…” Heidi trailed off. “It’s Gary.”

      “What did that asshole do this time?”

      Heidi smiled a little. Her straight-laced lawyer mother never swore. When she got this riled up, it meant she was completely on Heidi’s side. With that boost of confidence, Heidi launched into her story.

      See, Gary—as her mom had so aptly noted—had always been an asshole. He was Heidi’s boss, but he sure as shit didn’t act like it. He commented on her tits, her ass, and everything in between.

      He made lewd suggestions about what they could do after-hours, and had refused to call her anything except ‘the hot one,’ until at last she’d made exec tier and he’d had no choice but to acknowledge her by name. Not a single person in the office had spoken up about it, possibly because the HR person was a nepotism hire who owed his job to Uncle Gary.

      In short, he’d been harassing Heidi for years. She’d told her mom, Dina, about all of this in previous calls over her tenure at the company, and her mother, like any good parent, had encouraged her to quit.

      But it wasn’t that simple, obviously. Heidi had built up a reputation at the firm, had made good connections, and she didn’t want to sacrifice all of it just because some man was an asshole. No. She couldn’t let him win. If she could just ride out another year or so on the company’s paycheck, amass enough money for her own firm—then she’d tell Gary where to shove it, and flounce out the door.

      That hadn’t quite panned out. Because, this morning, she told Dina, on this godforsaken Monday morning, he’d cornered her in the office kitchen, licking his teeth and bragging about the shit he’d pulled over the weekend. She’d tried to ignore him and had continued preparing her breakfast. But he wasn’t having it; he craved her attention, and (Heidi suspected) the following rejection.

      Because he didn’t really think he ever had a chance with her, right? A young woman that smart, that funny, that hot—in what damn world would she sleep with a guy like him? She assumed he knew the answer was ‘never,’ but that didn’t seem to change anything.

      He’d gotten back up in her face, his breath reeking of stale liquor, either from last night or this morning (or both), and bragged about the models he’d been screwing, name-dropping one woman after another. Heidi wouldn’t have been impressed even if she had believed him, but she didn’t believe him. Gary was a pathological liar.

      “Tell your wife I said hi,” she’d shot back at him, as she’d attempted to maneuver her way out of the small kitchenette. “She must be so very pleased with your behavior.”

      He’d laughed a deep, cruel laugh. “That bitch doesn’t know a thing,” he’d said.

      Now, that interaction alone wouldn’t have been worth a call to her mom. Gary said shit like that on a daily basis. On Heidi’s personal ‘Scale of Bad Gary Behavior,’ this barely registered.

      Hence, it was an essentially unmemorable day until the front door of the office had slammed open, and a piercing shriek had filled the building, bouncing off white-washed walls, no carpet in its modern lines to dampen the noise.

      The scream had risen and risen until its owner came into view—it was Ellen, Gary’s wife, and the mother of his children. Heidi knew this from having met her at a few office Christmas parties, at which Ellen usually slurred about how mean Gary was (no surprise there), and how he was a terrible father.

      But never, not ever, had she appeared in the office. This was bad news.

      Ellen had shouted, “Get that fucking asshole out here, right now!” to a nearby secretary, who’d skittered off in search of the boss. Gary had appeared moments later, using hushed tones and calming words, saying “Now, now, honey.” While the entire staff had looked on, Ellen had pulled from her designer purse a pair of purple lace panties.

      “Whose thong is this?” she’d bellowed into his face. “I’m an extra small, and these are a medium. Not to mention, I found them in the back of your car, and God knows we haven’t had sex in there since the Bush administration. You gonna tell me who they belong to? Or should I just call up my lawyer and get him working on the divorce paperwork?"

      Gary had rambled nervously, going on and on about how he was so sorry to cause her any alarm, he really was, and how badly he felt that she’d had to drive all the way down here to yell at him about underwear, when they didn’t actually mean a thing.

      “Because,” he’d said, turning towards Heidi, “they’re Heidi’s.”

      The office of two dozen people had gasped in a jarring unison, like in a particularly cheesy movie.

      What the fuck, Heidi had thought-screamed. That can’t be true. Unless he found the pair I keep in my office for emergencies. But why was he searching through my desk? Was he searching through my—

      “No, not like that,” he’d went on, holding up his hands in a peace gesture to the room. “I was giving Heidi a ride home from the gym last week, and silly goose, she didn’t zip her bag up tight. Classic. Her, ah, undergarments fell out in the trunk.”

      Gary had looked directly at her, the mean set of his jaw indicating that she was to play along, or else.

      “I texted you and said I’d give them back, right Heidi? But I just forgot.”

      Heidi had been astonished. Did he really expect her to play possum while he lied to his wife of 15-odd years? It was one thing to be subjected to his unwanted advances, and another to be made complicit in the ruining of that woman’s life.

      He’d walked over to Ellen, plucked the offending panties out of her hand, and strode back across the office, like a matador proudly presenting his cape to screaming fans in the stands of an arena. He’d come to a halt in front of Heidi, and lifted his arm, dangling the panties between two bloated fingers. Her eyes had swum with the purple lace.

      “Now,” he’d growled, leaning in, “here’s your underwear. Take it.”

      The words had been a command, a threat, and the moment had hung tensely. Distantly, she’d thought she

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  



This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


