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Gray

September – Two days after the London Games at Wembley

My mother’s London flat overlooks Hyde Park, with all-white walls and minimalist furniture that somehow feels both elegant and empty. She’s been pacing the length of her living room for the past ten minutes, muttering to herself in that way she does when she’s anxious. I’ve been sitting on her pristine cream sofa, watching her wear a path in the carpet, working up the nerve to say what I came here to say.

The afternoon light filters through the floor-to-ceiling windows, casting long shadows across the hardwood floor. Outside, London is alive with the buzz of tourists and locals enjoying the late September warmth. Inside, the silence between my mother’s muttered words feels suffocating.

I take a deep breath. It’s now or never. I didn’t fly all this way to watch her pace.

“Ma!” She stops pacing. “It’s time. You should be home with us.” I soften my voice. “We miss you. I miss you.”

Her voice barely rises above a whisper, “Too many good memories, Grayson.” 

Maybe I shouldn’t have asked her. But it’s time.

She glares at me with worry as she purses her lips together. I add softly, “It’s time.

It’s been over twenty years, and you should be home with us, not between London and Los Angeles, let alone two oceans to divide us. We miss you,” I murmur and shrug my shoulders.

“I miss you, and I need you to come home. Please.” I beg gently.

There, I’ve said it. I need her. I understand what September 11th did all these years ago. It affected Americans who lost loved ones. Even to this day, it’s still sore. For my family, we felt it as acutely as those who lost loved ones during that awful day, especially when the twin towers crumbled downwards into rubble. My father was a New York fireman who got caught in it all. He never came home. My mother was working in London at the time and never quite managed to go home after that. She is, after all, British, and London is actually her place of birth.

Too painful, she’d always said.

I vaguely remember that day as it touched us all to the core. I remember watching videos of my dad’s conversations with me, about being the one who always gets rough with her, even at my tender young age. Asher leans more toward dad, and that day affected both of us in the acutest way possible. 

But that day tore my family apart. Even more than it was torn already, it was the day my mother could no longer look after three children and retreated away from the world – not only did I lose my father, that day I also lost my mother.

“Too many good memories, Grayson...and some awful ones too,” she mumbles, her words barely audible.

As if these explain everything.

Dad always said she was a sensitive soul. Even at that age, I can recall his words, but somehow I no longer hear the sound of his voice, let alone his smell.

“Asher copes with coming over to see me,” she adds, and yet I know it’s a reprimand. 

“I know, Ma. Well, except for Asher, we all live in Los Angeles now, not New York, Mom. Not since da...” I trail off and shake my head as if that explains it all. Immediately, I add, “Aunt Ava and Uncle Robbie made sure we moved when I got drafted. Things are so different now.” 

“I hate flying,” She adds in a whisper, and her voice wobbles. I don’t know why I try, but I continue pulling punches. “You’re missing the best years with Avery.”

I know it’s a low blow even as the words leave my mouth. Asher makes sure she sees her granddaughter plenty. But I’m grasping at anything now.

Her face tightens, and she turns away from me, wrapping her arms around herself. When she speaks, her voice is barely audible.

“And Robbie looks so much like my Harry.”

The words hit me like a blindside tackle.

I freeze. My breath catches in my chest as the realisation crashes over me—wave after wave of understanding I should have reached years ago. Uncle Robbie. Her younger brother. The one who stepped up after Dad died, who moved us to LA, who became the father figure I needed. Of course, he looks like Dad. They were best friends long before Dad married Mom. That’s how my parents met.

I see it now—why she can barely look at photos from family gatherings. Why her FaceTime calls with us are always brief, her smile never quite reaching her eyes when Robbie’s in frame. Why does she find excuses when we’re all together for holidays? It’s not just Los Angeles she’s avoiding. It’s not just the memories of Dad in New York.

It’s seeing her brother’s face—his laugh, his gestures, the way he tilts his head when he’s thinking—and being reminded every single day of what she lost.

“Ma...” My voice cracks. I don’t even know what to say.

How can I ask her to come home when home means facing her brother’s face across the dinner table? When is every family photo a reminder? When even my face—her son’s face—must carry echoes of the man she loved?

She turns back to me, tears streaming down her cheeks now. 

“I know you think I’m weak. That I should be stronger after all this time.”

“No.” I close the distance between us in two strides. “No, I don’t think that.”

But I did. Until thirty seconds ago, I absolutely did. I thought she was choosing London over us, choosing her grief over her children and being selfish.

Now I understand—she’s been drowning this whole time, and I’ve been asking her to swim back to the very thing pulling her under.

“I’m sorry,” I whisper. “I’m so sorry, Ma. I didn’t... I never put it together.”

She reaches up and touches my face, her hand trembling. “You look like him too, you know. But you’re also so much yourself. So much of me is in there too.” A sad smile touches her lips. “Maybe that’s why it’s easier with you. You’re not just his ghost.”

The words settle between us like broken glass. I want to tell her Robbie isn’t Dad’s ghost either—he’s his own person, my uncle, who sacrificed his own life to raise us. But I can’t. Because to her, he must be exactly that. A living, breathing reminder of everything September 11th stole from her.

I’m being totally selfish, wanting her in Los Angeles. How can I ask her to endure that kind of pain every single day so that I can have my mother at my games?

And how do I reply to that? 

Shit!

I briefly close my eyes because I don’t want to push her too hard. And I know I’m on a losing battle. But I need her with us in Los Angeles. I need her to see me play and see what I’ve made of myself. I need to have memories of her with the rest of the family. FaceTime and visits aren’t enough anymore. And she’s not getting any younger, and we would all take care of her, especially when her brother moved to Australia, and she’s in London all by herself.

I’m being totally selfish.

“But you’ve never seen me play at home,” I whine. I purse my lips and gaze at her sadly.

“Ah, baby,” She moves quickly to me and cups my face. “Yes, I have. I saw you play yesterday.”

I cut in before she continues, “Ma, but that’s different.” 

She ignores me and carries on, “And maybe not in person in the States, but I’ve watched all your college games and even your NFL preseason games.”

I made sure she came while we were in London, but my eyes widened at her words. I never believed Uncle Robbie’s statements, even when he said my mother was watching, or when she told me herself. I never thought it was true, as time zones will play havoc. 

I bow my head and mutter, “I really liked you there yesterday, Ma.” I raise my head and add, “I want you there all the time.”

I know I’m being completely selfish wanting her in Los Angeles, but I don’t care. I’m fighting to keep my family together. 

Wanting my mother near me? Is that asking for too much?

I’ve been fighting this since that fateful day, but I let it go. I suppose if she wants her life in London, who am I to tell her otherwise? It just stings that oceans divide us, whichever direction you go. I can’t go upstate or across state to visit; instead, I have to fly to London. And from LA, it’s a hell of a journey.

I set my jaw at the adamant refusal and pout. I’m going after a lost cause.

She takes my hand, and a slow, sad smile touches her face. She tilts her head to the side, and her smile falters. She guides me from the living room into the large, white, modern kitchen. “I know. Give me time, baby.”

It’s been over twenty years! I want to yell at her. But I hold my emotions in check.

Her eyes are soft, and I feel that young boy all over again. Then she adds sweetly, “Let’s have some tea.”

As if all the world’s wrong can be set straight with tea. 

I pull my hand free. “I don’t want tea, Ma.”

The words come out harsher than I intended, but I can’t sit here and pretend a cup of Earl Grey is going to fix this. She flinches slightly, her hand hovering where mine had been, and immediately I feel like an asshole. But I don’t take it back. Instead, I lean against the counter and cross my arms, watching as she busies herself with the kettle anyway—filling it, flicking it on, reaching for the mugs like this is just another ordinary afternoon.

Maybe for her, it is.

After a moment, I let out a long sigh of frustration. I grasp her hand willingly. She gives it a soft squeeze. 

I must take these moments to enjoy my time with my mother.

As she takes our two porcelain mugs from the wall cupboard, I know I’ve lost the battle to bring her to LA, but nothing is stopping me from trying.

“Mom, I’ll let it go this time, but I won’t stop asking.”

She smiles at me, her brown eyes soft. “You wouldn’t be Harry’s son if you did. You’re so much like him.”

Her smile wobbles, and her crystalline blue eyes go all misty. Yes, I do have my father’s height and build, as does Asher. At six three, I stand tall above her. I’m a walking oxymoron. I am fire and ice, easy and intense. These are some of the wonderful traits my parents have.

I stand and pull her into my strong arms. I wrap my arms around her carefully—she barely reaches my chest, and I can feel her small elfin frame through her sweater. 

She’s my mother, the only parent I have that’s alive.

Maybe it’s best if I leave her here in her beloved London. She’s happy here, and I need to respect her wishes. And perhaps this is how my life is meant to be. Live with my uncle and aunt, who have been my parents to me since that fateful day in New York. When my father was alive, they made this long distance relationship work. I suppose if you love someone that much, you’ll do everything it takes to keep them alive.

I let go of all my pent-up frustrations and begrudgingly respect her wishes. I need to enjoy the rest of my stay. We chat for a few more hours, and when I give her my final hug at the door, I know it will be a long while before I see her again.

Because the day after I fly home, I’ll be back in sunny Los Angeles and enjoy the remaining days of my bye week. I’m thinking of visiting Asher before Monday to focus and prep for the Chiefs. Back to my day job and see if I can take the prize job from future Hall of Fame quarterback, Luke Matthews.

I take my attention back to my mother; I want to enjoy the short hours we have together before I head home, where it’s all business. I don’t have time for anything right now apart from football. 

Don’t get me wrong, I can get any woman I want, just like my brother, but my focus is football.

Call me boring, but it’s all about the game. 

Football. Football and more football. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One


[image: ]


Gray

November 

In my professional life, if my agent, Harris Law, who works for the same agency as Luke Matthews’ agent, told me he had the most fantastic deal, I would’ve waited with bated breath. He may not be the head honcho of the outfit, but he’s so damn good for me. Unlike most agents, I’m not just a commodity; I’m also a friend. 

I don’t know if it’s the company’s ethos, but they work as hard on my career as I do. You could say that Harris and I are symbiotic.

Harris called me this morning while I was still in bed. That should’ve been my first clue. My agent doesn’t do early unless it’s important.

“Gray, I need you to sit down for this.”

I was already sitting, but I didn’t tell him that. I just waited, my stomach dropping before he even said the words.

“Coach Matthews wants to talk to you. They’ve been fielding offers.”

Five years ago, if Harris had told me I’d win two Super Bowls with the Trojans, I would’ve laughed in his face. If he’d said I’d do it from the bench, barely seeing the field except in blowouts and preseason? I would’ve told him to find me a better deal.

I’ve spent four years learning from one of the greats. Now I need my own team.

But here I am. Two rings. Four years of practice squad reps and clipboard duty. Four years of watching Luke Matthews orchestrate one of the most dominant offenses in NFL history while I memorised coverages and ran the scout team.

I’ve learned from the best—how to read defenses, how to prepare, how to be part of a winning program. I know what championship football looks like. I’ve lived it, even if I haven’t played it.

The problem? I’m ready. I’ve been ready for over a year. Everyone on the team knows it. Luke knows it. Coach Matthews knows it. And Luke’s not going anywhere anytime soon—the man’s thirty-four and playing like he’s twenty-eight. He could have five more years in him, maybe more.

I don’t have five years to wait.

So when Coach Matthews called an hour after Harris, his voice warm but businesslike, I already knew. The speech about opportunity, showcasing my talent, how proud they were of me, and about staying in touch—it was all code for goodbye.

Then John Harlan got on the line—the 49ers’ head coach. New to the job, but his reputation preceded him. He didn’t waste time with pleasantries.

“We need a quarterback who can win now. Not next year. Now. Are you that guy?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good. We’re not bringing you in to hold a clipboard. The rookie’s got potential, but potential doesn’t win games. You’ve got until Thursday to prove you’re our starter.”

Three days. Three practices. Then Sunday against the Cardinals.

My birthday was two weeks ago. I turned twenty-seven on the bench in Los Angeles.

Now I’m a San Francisco 49er.

Hell fucking yeah.

Happy birthday to me!

But here I am, more than ten thousand feet in the air, still trying to process it all. The trade happened fast—faster than I expected. Coach Matthews had been honest with me for weeks, hinting that my time might be coming, but I thought I’d make it to free agency. I guess he decided to cash in while my stock was high. 

I can’t blame him for that.

But this is a sport, and this is the life of a football player. 

I glance out of the window and absently watch the clouds below me.

I unlock my phone, then let it go dark without opening any apps. I’m not ready to read the congratulations messages yet. Or the sympathy ones. As we descend through the clouds, I can see the Bay Area spreading out below—grey water, brown hills, the city skyline emerging through the haze.

It happened so quickly. This morning I woke up in my LA apartment. Now I’m landing in San Francisco, and I didn’t even get to say goodbye. No locker room send-off, no final practice, no chance to shake hands with the guys who became family over four years.

That hurts more than I expected.

But this is football. This is the business.

My mind wanders to the man I’ve been competing with since I joined the Trojans-Like Matthews.

Call it cockiness or blind faith, but I love competing against the best quarterback of all time. Luke and I joke that it builds character—him staying sharp, me chasing perfection I’ll never catch. He’s certain I won’t take his job. I show up every day determined to prove him wrong.

He’s the reason I switched from linebacker to quarterback in the first place. Watching him play changed everything for me. Since draft day, I’ve been blessed—playing for the Trojans, learning from elite coaches, and going head-to-head with Luke fucking Matthews in practice.

Despite our competitive nature—or maybe because of it—I’m damn glad to call him my friend.

I pull up Luke’s message. He was among the first to reach out to me when the news broke.

Luke Matthews: G. Listen up. Day one, you walk in like you own that building. No feeling out the rookie. No easing in. You’re a 2x champion, and you’ve learned from the best (me, obviously). Make them forget his name by Wednesday. Show them what a real QB looks like. This is YOUR shot. Don’t you dare waste it. Call me after your first practice. And Gray? Go win a ring without me so I can finally shut up all the assholes who say you only won because of my arm. Proud of you, brother.

I read it three times, letting each word sink in.

Luke’s laying it out exactly how it needs to be—no ambiguity, no sugarcoating. Walk in like I own the place—battle for the starting job. Make them choose me over the rookie, over any free agent they’re eyeing, over anyone they might draft.

It’s going to be brutal. The rookies have had months in this system, while I’m learning it on the fly. But I’ve won two Super Bowls. I know what it takes.

This is my shot.

Time to prove I’m more than just his backup.

It’s going to be hell, it’s going to be brutal, but I’m ready to battle.

The 49ers have been struggling. New coach, new GM, a roster that hasn’t lived up to its potential. They’re betting on me to change that. My attention to detail, my preparation—it’s been drilled into me since high school and perfected under Luke. If I can bring even half of what I learned in LA to San Francisco, I can turn this team around.

The hardest part? I didn’t get to say goodbye. One phone call and four years of brotherhood just... ended. No locker room send-off, no final practice, no chance to shake hands with the guys who became family.

I’ll text them when I land.

I glance at my iPad, where I’ve been making notes on the 49ers’ personnel. The playbook I downloaded after take-off sits open—similar concepts to what we ran in LA, just different terminology. I can learn this. I will know this.

The pilot’s voice crackles over the intercom. “Ladies and gentlemen, we’ll be landing shortly. Local time is 10:47 AM, weather is sixty-two degrees and overcast.” Then he adds with evident enthusiasm, “And if you’re in town this weekend, catch the Niners at Levi Stadium against the Cardinals. Go Niners!”

My stomach drops.

The Cardinals. My new division rival. Sunday. Four days away.

I should’ve taken the private jet the team offered, but I’m stubborn. Now I’m sitting here on a commercial flight while some stranger announces my first potential game to a cabin full of people who might recognise me.

I pull my cap lower and smile despite myself. Luke’s voice echoes in my head: Nothing you want is easy; hard work is involved.

Three practices. Then maybe—maybe—I’m starting against Arizona.

The rookie knows the system better than I do. He’s had training camp, preseason, and ten games of experience. But he doesn’t have two rings. He doesn’t know what it takes to win at the highest level.

I do.

God, they better be ready for me.

I take a slow breath as the plane drops altitude, the landing gear grinding into position beneath us. No more looking back. Deal with the new reality. I’ve been traded—time to live with it.

Time to thrive in it.

The plane drops, landing gear grinding beneath us. I close my eyes and breathe. When I open them, San Francisco sprawls below—grey water, concrete, possibility.

No more looking back.

The landing is smooth. I wait until the first class empties before grabbing my rucksack, taking my time. The flight attendants nod as I pass, professional smiles that don’t quite reach their eyes. They probably recognise me. Probably wonder why I’m flying commercial.

The captain waits at the door—late fifties, fit, grey eyes, sharp beneath the brim of his cap.

“Good luck out there, Mr Finch.” He extends his hand. “We need you.”

His grip is firm. Genuine. Something loosens in my chest.

“I’ll do my best, sir.” I pause. “Season ticket holder?”

“Twenty years running.” His smile deepens, creases forming at the corners of his eyes. “Welcome to San Francisco, son.”

The word hits differently than I expected. Son. Like I belong here already.

I nod and step into the jetway. The recycled air gives way to the terminal’s familiar smell—coffee, cleaning solution, bodies in motion. Through the floor-to-ceiling windows, I spot Levi Stadium in the distance, red and gold against the overcast sky.

Then I see it.

On the concourse wall, impossible to miss: a massive billboard featuring last season’s roster. The rookie’s front and centre, arm cocked back mid-throw, jaw set, looking every bit the golden boy. His name stretches across the bottom in bold letters, backed by the 49ers’ faithful filling the stands behind him.

I stop walking.

That’s my competition. That’s the guy who’s had ten games, training camp, and an entire offseason to make this team his. The guy the fans already know. Already love.

By Thursday, I need to make them forget he exists.

I adjust my cap low and wait until everyone in first class has left the area. I grab my bag and let people stream past—businessmen, families, a kid in a 49ers jersey who does a double-take when he sees my face. I lower the cap further.

I stand when the plane is empty except for the cabin crew and pilots

Time to get to work.
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Gray

The pilot recognised me, but that doesn’t mean the press won’t be waiting in arrivals. I thought I’d slip in under the radar until I reached the facility. Should’ve taken that private jet. 

Too proud. Too stubborn. It’s not how I roll, and at this hour, there shouldn’t be any problems.

Hindsight is a great thing.

And maybe I should’ve gotten a red-eye flight. 

“No one knows you’re here,” the captain says, reading my thoughts. “Plus, I believe you have someone collecting you.”

I relax. The brunette flight attendant beside him lets her gaze travel up and down my frame—appreciative, unmistakable. I know the look. See it all the time. She’s pretty, but I’m here to play ball, not hook up with the first available woman. Before today, maybe. Now? Not a chance in hell. Besides, I’m so much more than what I look like, and I want the same from my women.

“It’s great to be here.” I turn to the captain. “Thanks for the safe flight. See you at the game.”

“That’s for sure.” His grin widens.

A tall, well-built man in his sixties approaches, full head of grey hair, airport security trailing discreetly behind him. He takes the captain’s hand first.

“Hey, Dick. How’s the wife?”

“Hi, Bruce. She’s fine.”

Bruce grins. “Great. Thanks for taking care of our precious cargo.” He turns to me, hand extended. “Mr Finch. Welcome to San Francisco. It’s a pleasure to have you here with us.”

I take his hand—firm grip, confident. “Thank you.”

I follow Bruce down the jetway. Behind me, I raise a hand in a quick wave to the captain and crew, then quicken my pace.

That’s when I spot him.

Harris. My agent. Head down, thumbs flying across his phone screen, walking straight toward us like he’s got GPS implanted in his skull. Texting and walking. Classic Harris move.

I thought he’d meet me at the facility. Seeing a friendly face here lifts something in my chest I didn’t realise was heavy.

He stops in front of Bruce, exchanges pleasantries— “Mr Lawson. Bruce.”—then looks up at me.

“What’s up, G?”

“Nothing, H.” I shake my head, grinning despite myself. “I’m just surprised you’re here.”

His blue eyes crinkle at the corners. “I wanted to meet my guy.”

“Uh-huh. Is that so?”

We make slow progress toward baggage claim. All five suitcases—everything I managed to pack for the remainder of the season. My entire life condensed into luggage.

Harris ignores my teasing. “Yeah, dude. Anyway, they’ve been after you since early in the season. Aggressive about it. Tom shut them down real quick.” He pauses. “They must’ve given him an offer he couldn’t refuse. This is a great move for us.”

He’s right. And it’s up to me to make it work. I know my talent. I’m holding onto the words of those who know my work best—Luke and Coach Tom.

Since joining the Trojans, it’s always been Harris and me. I trust him to take care of my career. So far, he hasn’t let me down.

“This could be a good home, G.” Harris’s voice softens. “I think their scheme will fit you very well. Similar to the Trojans, just different enough to keep you sharp.”

Home. There’s that word again.

I just left one of the best homes in the NFL. The Trojans. A team that understands winning. If I’m only allowed to take one thing with me, it’s that mentality. A winning mentality. I pray the Niners have the same hunger, even if they’ve been losing games.

Harris is right, though. It’s my opportunity to start fresh. Show the Niners they chose well. It’s a young team. I doubt I’ll face the Trojans anytime soon, but if I do, the press will spin it as a grudge match.

First things first: learn the playbook. Win the job.

“I hear you,” I say quietly.

“Plus, there’ll be a few familiar faces. Yesterday, they re-signed Vin Wolfe.”

I stop walking. “Seriously? How come I haven’t heard about it?”

Vinnie. My college teammate. We tore it up at Oregon when he was my left tackle—a beast, damn fast for his size. If he’s protecting my blind side again, we could do some damage.

Harris grins. “Because they’re making the official announcement tomorrow. Your announcement is today. Today’s a big deal.”

That goes without saying. Quarterback is a high-profile position. Demands attention.

“So no pressure,” Harris continues. “Plus, at this hour, we should get a quiet reception. Most of the press should be at the facility waiting for you.”

I try to downplay it. “I’ve got so much to learn. A new system and all.”

“You’re ready to start when called upon. Huge upside for this organisation.” Harris’s tone sharpens. “Remember who you backed up.”

How can I forget? Luke’s always in my head—on the field, in the locker room, everywhere. How to carry myself. How to maintain the standard.

It’s a way of life. Remember, it’s an exclusive club.

There he is in my head again.

Custom is painless. Bruce navigates us through employee corridors, avoiding the public areas. We emerge outside to a waiting black SUV with tinted windows. My phone vibrates in my pocket. Once. Twice. Three times.

I toss a few bags in the back without waiting for Bruce. He helps with the rest. Harris slides into the rear passenger seat while I claim, shotgun. As Bruce pulls into traffic, my phone buzzes again.

I glance at the screen. Multiple texts. But it’s the call from Aunt Ava that catches my attention.

What’s wrong?

I swipe to answer. “Hey, what’s up?”

“Hello, Grayson. Is it true?”

I smile. She’s the only person who uses my full name. Always has.

“You’ve been traded?” Her voice pitches higher. “It’s all speculation across SportsCenter.”

“Hi, Aunt Ava.” I lean into the endearment, knowing she loves it. “I’m very well, thanks. Thank you for asking.” Before she can scold me for being cheeky, I add quickly, “And yes, it’s true. But keep it quiet until the announcement.”

“Okay.” A pause. “Oh heck, Grayson. They’ve just announced it.”

I hear her slow sigh. “Okay. Glad you’ve landed safely. Does that mean we now have to remove all things Trojans from the house?”

I chuckle. Before I can answer, she adds, “See you at Sunday’s game. Love you, Grayson.”

“Yeah. Love you too. I’ll let you know if I’m playing.”

“No matter. We’ll still be there.”

I smile at the phone. “See you Sunday.”

She hangs up first. I love my aunt. Not only am I grateful she took us in after Dad died, but the love and support she’s given me over the years—she knows me too well. Knows how focused I get on football. Unfortunately, I didn’t get the chance to text or call her about the trade. I had maybe two hours to pack my life and get on a plane.

I reply to messages from teammates—individual threads and group chats. My phone buzzes again.

Asher.

What is he doing up?

“Hey, what’s up?” I answer, worried.

“Hey, Ave couldn’t sleep. You were her only option. She was worried about you.”

My seven-year-old niece is worried about her uncle. It sends pure joy straight to my heart.

“Ah, Asher.” I don’t know what else to say. “Am I on speaker?”

“Yeah.” He chuckles. I hear her tired voice in the background.

“Hey, Ave.”

She yawns. “Uncle G.”

“Shouldn’t you be asleep, sweetheart?”

“I will, once I know you’ve arrived.”

“I have, Poppet. How do you know I’m in San Francisco?”

“Daddy told me. I wanted to speak with you earlier, but he said you were flying.”

“Okay.”

“So if you’re in San Fran, are you going to the Niners?”

She has a great love for the Niners’ wide receiver. We’ve talked about her crush on Brad Quinn more times than I can count.

I want to manage her expectations. “I doubt I’ll see Brad Quinn tomorrow, Ave. It’s going to be a busy day.”

“Promise you’ll try, Uncle G. And that you’ll send me a picture with him.”

“I’ll see what I can do, Poppet. I’ll try really hard. If not today, definitely when you visit. Now go to bed.”

She giggles. “Only if you promise.”

Demanding little thing. So adorable.

“Promise. Sleep tight, Ave. Now put your father back on.”

I hear her small hands rustling as she passes the phone to Asher. He’s laughing in the background.

“Hey,” he mutters.

“Can’t believe I’m negotiating with a seven-year-old.”

“You should’ve gotten Harris to talk with her.”

“No way. I’ve seen how you get Harris train her on the art of negotiation. I’ll take my chances.”

I hear Harris’s soft laughter behind me. Asher chuckles. “Glad you landed safely.”

“Thanks. You okay?”

“Hmm.”

That noncommittal response tells me something’s up, but I let it go when he adds quietly, “See you at Sunday’s game.”

“Yeah. See you Sunday.”

He hangs up first. Even though I know something’s on his mind, my brother understands me too well. He won’t distract me by dumping his problems right now. It must be about Anne-Marie. I don’t push. He knows how focused I get—same way he is with music, except Avery demands his time. And rightly so. He never seems to mind.

As soon as I hang up, my phone buzzes again—another surge of messages from teammates. I’m overwhelmed.

It buzzes again. Cody Kramer. Friend. Now ex-teammate.

“Hey, Code.”

“Dude, you left us without saying goodbye.”

I’m aware Bruce is sitting next to me. He holds a senior position at the Niners. I need to watch what I say. Stay professional. There’s only so much energy I can waste before I need to do what I’m paid to do—be the quarterback of the San Francisco 49ers.

Until the job is taken away from me.

But first, I need to win it. And once it’s mine, I have no intention of giving it away.

Once a starter, work at being a starter. We are all that matters.

Another Luke Matthews lesson. He made sure I never got the starting gig in LA. We kept winning. That’s all that mattered.

“It’s not intentional, Code. But you’re right, it is what it is.” I pause. “Anyway, we’re going to whoop your ass when we next play you.”

It’ll be a long while. We played them last year in the regular season.

“Seriously? I think you’re feeling lucky.” Sarcasm drips from his voice.

I chuckle. “Yep, we may have lost eight games, but we sure as hell don’t play like a losing team. Most of those were close losses, right? And you know I’m a fast learner.”

Cody pauses. “Whatever, dude. I know you’re trash-talking now. Stay in touch, buddy. See you when you’re next up here.”

I laugh. “Likewise. Hey, happy to show you some Niners love when we play next, dude.” I snicker at my own joke. “Thanks for the call. Gotta go, we just reached the facility.”

“Yeah, talk soon.” I hear the laughter in his voice.

“Proper catch-up in the off-season. Later.”

“You got it.”

I end the call and scroll through all the texts—family, teammates, friends, ex-teammates. The one that catches my eye is from Luke Matthews in our quarterback group message.

A lump catches in my throat.

He didn’t have to do that. Not when he already sent me a personal message.

Luke Matthews: Do your thing and showcase who you are and what you know. Be the stud that you are. Your story has just begun. Stay hungry and stay humble. Keep in touch. I’m here if you ever need me. L

Amid all the excitement of a new start, there are the problems it creates for relationships with teammates who are also friends. Somehow, we found that balance.

I reply immediately, emotions threatening to overwhelm me. Thanks – you’re just the best. Going to miss our morning chats.

I set my phone on my lap. It buzzes again.

Luke Matthews: I’m a phone call away. L

What can I say to that?

I text back with, Thanks.

Luke didn’t have to say any of this. I’m no longer his teammate or his competition. I always knew he was a special kind of guy, but today it sinks in just how special he is. Not many players would offer that.

Bruce turns onto the forecourt, approaching the opening gate of the facility. I set my brain to the matters at hand.

I won’t lie—seeing a different facility and stadium still takes my breath away. A few years ago, we played in the Super Bowl here.

Today is different.

Butterflies erupt inside me.

Bruce stops the car. “We’ve booked you a room at the Hilton until you find your own place. John and Phillip told you about the press conference after introductions and medical, right? It’s a good hotel. Don’t worry about privacy—we use it often.”

He opens his door. Before I do the same, I grab my baseball cap from the dashboard, run my fingers through my hair, then toss the cap back. I take my paperwork and iced tea.

There to greet me - more media.

I step out, shoulders back. I dazzle them with my TV smile. “Good morning.”

With Harris at my side, I shake hands with the front office staff waiting by the car. Then we briskly make our way toward the entrance.

Here’s to new challenges. A beginning. A new team.

Bring it on.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Three
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Dallas

I glance up at the TV screen, catching the tail end of the press conference for the new quarterback in town. The camera’s on the general manager—suit, tie, practised smile. I watch for maybe five seconds before returning to my laptop.

I have bigger problems than football.

Miranda Silver’s wedding is in three weeks, and she wants her pre-reception at the Gold Club, which is booked. Of course it’s booked. It’s always booked. Some private function she doesn’t care about and won’t make exceptions for.

Finding the perfect alternative venue for a last-minute wedding is driving me insane. All my favourite go-to places are booked solid for the dates she wants. The backup venues to my backup venues are booked.

Why the hell did I take this job?

Money. I need the money to prove myself, to expand the hotel’s client base, to show I can handle the impossible. Plus, Miranda was absolutely charming when she booked, and she has a few hours to kill between the ceremony and the reception—plenty of time to make magic happen.

Even though it’s not my dream job, I’m very good at what I do.

But this isn’t where I want to be.

I frown as reality sets in—again. This job pays for my shoebox apartment and gives me financial independence. If I wanted to be an artist or illustrator full-time, I’d be starving. No authors are knocking on my door demanding my work, and here’s my ongoing argument with myself: how can I build my dream client list if I spend every waking hour focused on the hotel’s wedding clients?

Argh.

The press conference drones on in the background. I don’t get the hoopla around this new quarterback. I really don’t care. After a few moments, without looking at the screen, I mute the sound. It’s stressing me out more than helping, and I cannot find a solution for Miranda Silver.

I need coffee. And a miracle.

I refocus. Wedding arrangements with the kitchen for upcoming events—check the list, send emails, and confirm the strange requests. A bride who wants only purple food. A groom who’s allergic to seventeen different ingredients. A cake that needs to be exactly four feet tall, not an inch more or less.

But despite the chaos, bubbles of excitement erupt in my stomach. I’m part of someone’s wonderful day. That’s the part I love.

To earn extra money, I also work at the reception desk, booking guests in. Wherever the manager puts me, I’m happy—but organising weddings? That’s where I get lost in the work, where hours disappear, and I forget to eat lunch.

The phone rings. It’s Stella. Bride. Wedding tomorrow. There’s panic in her voice.

“My hairdresser fell ill. Dallas, what do I do?”

I take it upon myself to reassure her, keep my voice calm and confident. “I have someone in mind. Let me make a call.”

Fifteen minutes later, I’ve booked Simone—one of my go-to local hairdressers—for early tomorrow morning. Stella is crying with relief. I smile as we hang up, then make a mental note to follow up later tonight.

I turn up the TV volume just as a journalist gives his overview.

“Grayson Finch, our newly traded quarterback, arrived at Niners headquarters via a black Chevy Suburban. He waved. He smiled his GQ smile. And then he disappeared.”

I chuckle at the reporter’s cheeky comment.

He continues, “To be honest, the press conference was almost insightful. Grayson Finch is polished as they come at that position. His pedigree says it all. You can see that in his years with the Trojans, he’s picked up a thing or two. 

He said, and I quote: For my part, I’m really just excited to get an opportunity with the Niners. Just happy to be here right now, anxious to get into the playbook and start learning the offense. I can’t wait to get in there and get after it.

“If that doesn’t get you excited, I don’t know what will. These are exciting times for the 49ers Faithful. This is Joe Braden for WBZ.”

Blah, blah, blah.

I pick up the remote and mute it again. Back to work. Enough football news. I’m sure Jaz will update me—she’s already gaga over this new quarterback. I tuck a loose strand of hair behind my ear and dive back into the weekend’s wedding details. I won’t be here, but I want to make sure my counterparts know precisely what the client needs.

I love the Bay Area. I’ve been here a few years now, and it’s become home. Sunny California. Unfortunately, the sunshine doesn’t do me any favours. I burn—not easily, but I burn. I need to be careful about sun exposure.

It’s hard to explain, especially with my colouring and mixed heritage—fair skin dusted with freckles. Over the years, I’ve learned to love those pesky freckles—they’re subtle, scattered everywhere. I tan easily in the shade, but I need high-SPF sunscreen to avoid looking like a lobster. Just like everyone else, really.

I have a few memories of my parents. Snippets, mostly—things my grandmother told me before she passed. My father was from Amsterdam. I know even less about my mother. Grandma died before I turned ten, and with no other relatives willing to take me in—not even family in Holland—there was only one option.

Foster care.

Social services found me a family. They were kind. Supportive, even. But not loving. For six years, I kept my head down and earned the grades I needed to be independent. A local scholarship got me through college. I never felt like I had loving foster parents, but I’ll always be grateful they took me in when no one else would.

Still, I never felt like I belonged. My foster siblings—one brother, one sister named Fallon—reminded me a few times that I was “one of them,” but no one kept in contact during college. I made excuses not to go home during breaks.

I suppose that says it all.

I can live with it. It made me who I am today—stronger, more determined, more independent.

My major was art. My minor, business. The perfect combination for a struggling illustrator who needs to pay rent.

“Hey.”

I raise my head and grin. Jasmine stands before me in her black shirt and skirt, comfortable heels—the kind you can stand in all day without wanting to die. I met Jaz on my second day of business studies. She was persistent about becoming my friend, talking nonstop for two hours about what we wanted to achieve from the course. She forced her company on me, and after agreeing to watch the college football team during lunch, I knew I liked her.

She’s more than a good friend. She’s the best thing that ever happened to me.

Persistent as hell. A go-getter. The kind of person who scares people off. I’d rather think of her as a force of nature—a wonderful person.

“What’s up, girl?” I smile, remembering that first day.

“Nothing, chicka. You?”

“Nothing. I still can’t find a solution for Miranda Silver.” I frown, then shrug.

“I’m sure something will come to you.” She tucks a loose strand of blonde hair behind her ear before sitting in the chair opposite me. “You always figure it out.”

“I was just thinking about how we met.” I grin at her.

She smirks. “I wasn’t very subtle, was I?”

“No, but I’m glad you weren’t. You’re pretty obvious about what you want.”

“I know. It makes people run for the hills.”

“So how’s Charlie?”

“He’s okay.”

Oh. That doesn’t sound promising.

“Jaz, what’s going on?” I lean back in my seat, studying her face.

She pulls a face but doesn’t elaborate. “I just need to work it out in my head.”

I cock my head to the side. Definitely not promising.

“Are we doing beers tonight?”

“Yeah. But not too late—I’m on early tomorrow.”

“Oh, and I booked us pedicures tomorrow.”

“Please say here, after work. I can’t deal with going downtown.”

I smile and nod. “Yep, right after work.”

She lets out a small squeak and claps quietly, her blue eyes animated. “That’s why I love you. You’re my bestie.”

She leaps out of her chair and wraps me in a tight hug. I chuckle into her neck at her exuberance. It’s our weekly treat to each other, and we get staff discounts. We work at one of the best hotels in San Francisco—it would be a shame not to take advantage.

She sits back down and glances up at the TV.

“Why is it on mute, Dallas?”

I gaze up at her and roll my eyes. “They were talking about your new quarterback. Like it’s the second coming and the only thing happening in the Bay Area.”

“Sweetie.”

The way she says it—drawn out, patient, like she’s about to educate a child—I know I’m in for a lecture about the religion of sports. I place my hand over my mouth to hide my smirk and stop myself from rolling my eyes.

“I’ve told you this before. Sports are a religion. They bring people together, help them forget their differences. Whether it’s football, baseball, hockey, basketball—all the sports in this wonderful country.”

I lean back and fold my arms across my chest. I let her continue. She’s on a roll.

“It’s like music and stories. It touches people’s emotions at the most basic level.”

I want to tell her that it’s tribal instead, I say with a grin, “Wow. That’s new.” I continue grinning. “It’s a shame you’re not a filmmaker. That line would work really well in a documentary.”

I get music and stories. But sports? I tilt my head to the side as she stands, pushing the chair back with a loud scrape.

I suppose she’s right, in a way.

“I just don’t get the complete fascination with it all.”

“After all these years of going to games with me, you still don’t get it?” She gently scolds me, but I see the laughter in her eyes.

I smirk. “Oh, I get it, alright. I love watching men hit each other hard in pads and tight pants.” I let out a slow sigh, as if it’s the most fantastic thing in the world. I purse my lips to hold back the laughter bubbling inside me. “It’s oh-so-sexy.”

I chuckle.

“You’re too funny.” She shakes her head, smiling. “I’m so glad you said that, because we have tickets for the next game.”

I let out a sigh. “Really?”

“Yep. I do.” She chuckles at my expression. “I want to see our new quarterback in action.”

“Of course. You and everyone else are in love with this Grayson Finch.”

“Have you seen this guy?” It’s rhetorical, but I shake my head anyway. “Man, I’d drop my panties for that face and that dazzling smile.”

“It seems like you and everyone else in the Bay Area.”

“He’s so handsome,” she mutters with a slight slur, like she’s about to have an orgasm.

“Please don’t have an orgasm here.”

She giggles. “Too late. I’ve already had a few, even though it’s a lost cause.”

I can’t help but laugh with her.

Out of the corner of my eye, I see the restaurant manager making his way toward reception. Dion—bless him—gets Andrew’s attention, which gives me time to turn to Jaz and mutter, “Hide.”

She whips her head toward reception and makes a mad dash out of his sightline.

Thank God for Dion’s quick thinking. We owe him one.

Andrew starts making his way toward me, so I stand and meet him halfway, blocking his view of Jasmine hiding behind the corner wall and tall fake plant.

There’s nothing worse than a man twice your age chasing after you. Especially when you know he’s married with kids.

“Hey, Andrew.”

“Dallas. Have you seen Jasmine?”

“Just missed her.”

He looks past me and starts to move toward my desk. I subtly block his path. “I think she mentioned going to the staff area.”

The staff area is back where he just came from.

“Oh. Okay. Thanks.”

“Do you need her for anything?”

“No. I just wanted to see if she wanted to have lunch with me.”

“Is it our lunch already?” I raise a brow and gaze at him pointedly. “I think she’ll be having it with me. Anyway, how’s the wife and kids?”

His face goes pink. He looks almost embarrassed. “Yeah. They’re good. Thanks.”

I hope he gets the message, but I want him to really understand. “I respect you as a work colleague, right?”

He nods, furrows his brows, wondering where I’m going with this.

“I hope you don’t mind me asking—if everything’s good at home, why are you
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