
    
      Contents

      
      	Chapter 1: Touchdown

      	Chapter 2: The Specific Angle

      	Chapter 3: Group Stage Opener

      	Chapter 4: Surname Click

      	Chapter 5: Wrist Beat

      	Chapter 6: Mezcal

      	Chapter 7: Three A.M. Kitchen

      	Chapter 8: Press Pass in the Drawer

      	Chapter 9: Rooftop Dusk

      	Chapter 10: Desmadre

      	Chapter 11: The Half-Turned Handle

      	Chapter 12: Bedroom Reconciliation

      	Chapter 13: The Airport

      

    
  
    [image: Extra Time cover]
  
    
      Credits

      Extra Time

      Casey Blake

      Published by Fiamma Books, 2026

      ISBN (eBook): 9781917717687

      Copyright © 2026 Fiamma Books. All rights reserved.

    Casey Blake is a publishing identity released by Fiamma Books. Works published under this name are commissioned, developed, and published by Fiamma Books.

    
  
    Chapter 1: Touchdown

    My roller bag gives up a wheel on the Guadalajara airport curb at 3 p.m., and honestly, same.

    The wheel pops off, bounces once, and lies down on the concrete in the sun like it has decided this is where it lives now. I stand over it with my passport in my teeth and a duffel sliding off one shoulder while the heat puts both hands on me at once, eighty-eight degrees of it, smelling like jet fuel with somebody's grilled lunch underneath, which is rude, because I'm starving and the only thing I've eaten since Boston is a biscotti the size of a credit card.

    I pick the wheel up anyhow. It's never going back on. It just feels wrong to leave a body at the scene.

    The arrivals hall behind me was wall-to-wall tournament, El Tri shirts on grandfathers and on toddlers, a banner over the taxi line counting down three days in two languages, and the curb out here has the buzz of a city that knows the whole planet is about to look at it. I'd be lying if I said the buzz isn't in me too. It got in around the time the landing gear came down and it has not left.

    There's a voice memo from Dani Park waiting on my phone. Forty-one seconds. "Tess. You're on the ground, you're a star, the embed brief is in your inbox, do not open it tonight, I mean it. Eat something that did not come from an airport. Love you, bye." My contract for this assignment says Tessa Brennan in the byline clause, which is the only place on the planet anyone calls me Tessa, including my mother. Dani wrote that clause. Dani has never once called me Tessa in her life, and that is the correct order of things, and I will defend it in court.

    At the food-court counter I asked, in airport Spanish, for an iced coffee with oat milk, and received hot espresso over four ice cubes, no milk of any species. I drank all of it standing up, because caffeine has no pride and neither do I.

    The Uber smells like pine air freshener and takes Avenida Chapultepec at a speed I decide to find charming, jacarandas going by overhead in purple smears. I cue up Phoebe Bridgers and lean my head on the glass. Four weeks. One tournament. The biggest assignment anybody has ever handed me, a full embed for The Beat, and I have wanted this since I was nineteen and covering high-school soccer in the rain for a paper that paid me in bylines. I'm going to be normal about it. (I am not going to be normal about it. I've been awake for fourteen hours and I teared up at the baggage carousel when I saw a kid in an El Tri shirt.)

    My shoulders, meanwhile, have started cooking through the window glass, which should not be physically possible and is happening. The driver catches my eye in the mirror when the playlist leaks out of my headphones at a red light, and gives me the small nod of a man who has decided sad indie girl is an acceptable thing for his Uber to contain. Arriving pre-roasted, with a three-wheeled bag, soundtracked. Strong start. No notes.

    The building is the good kind of old, tall windows, a front door painted the green of a wine bottle. In the lobby the elevator wears a paper sign, fuera de servicio gracias, under three layers of tape, the bottom layer gone yellow, which tells me the sign and the building stopped negotiating a long time ago.

    So. Four flights. Somewhere on flight three the bag and I stop speaking and I call it a piece of shit out loud in an empty stairwell, which it absorbs without comment because it knows what it is. By the fourth-floor landing I'm sweating in places I will not be listing, and the door code works on the first try, and I let myself feel like a winner for the last four seconds that's true.

    The apartment is one big bright room. Kitchen along the far wall, a couch that my brain clocks and files under we'll-get-back-to-this, and a man on the living-room floor.

    A whole man. Barefoot in joggers, draped over a foam roller, working one hamstring with the unhurried focus of a person who has nowhere else to be, which, it turns out, he doesn't. The roller creaks under him as he shifts his weight down the back of the thigh, slow, methodical, breathing through it the way athletes breathe through things, and for one full second my brain offers: burglar. Burglars, famously, love to foam-roll mid-job.

    He looks up and does not scramble. He holds my eye for a beat with an expression I can only describe as ah, there she is, then finishes the stretch, all of it, to the end of the rep, which is the most confident thing I have ever watched another human being do, and comes up off the roller in one motion, no hands, just legs deciding to stand and the rest of him agreeing. I want it on the record that I'm a professional sports journalist. I have stood in locker rooms and mixed zones on three continents and kept a straight face through all of it, and the way this man's quads handle the basic clerical task of standing him upright registers somewhere behind my sternum entirely without my permission.

    "You're the ESPN booking," he says.

    "You're the man in my Airbnb."

    "Technically you're the woman in mine. I have the email."

    "I also have the email."

    We stand there holding our phones at each other like badges. Same listing, same dates, two confirmations, both of them green-checked and cheerful about it. His says Salas, M. Mine says Brennan, T. He scrolls his a little so I can see the dates, and I scroll mine so he can see the dates, and we both nod like this is evidence in a trial we're now jointly losing. I decide on the spot that figuring out how it happened is a problem for somebody with more electrolytes than I currently have.

    He's got brown skin, dark hair pushed back, sweat still drying at his hairline from whatever he was doing before the foam roller, and one single strand of gray at his right temple. Exactly one, at what cannot be more than twenty-six years old, and you can tell from across the room that he's in total denial about it and that the strand does not care.

    There's a duffel by the couch with a Univisión Deportes lanyard half-spilled out of it, and that slots him in one move. The analyst desk. Mateo Salas. I've heard that voice call goals in clips that found me on three different apps before I ever once went looking for him, a voice built for the word golazo, and somewhere in the back files I know the rest of it too: played, stopped playing young, moved upstairs to the desk and got good at it fast. He has the settled look of a man who's been in this apartment four days and has already befriended it. There's a stack of his stuff colonizing one end of the kitchen counter and a pair of running shoes by the balcony door, drying, recently used.

    He apologizes first, in English, with a small head-shake that says he's been sitting with this for days and has come out the other side amused.

    "Somebody in Bristol, Connecticut read one line of a listing and ruined both our summers."

    "Dani would say she optimized our summers."

    "Is Dani the one-line person?"

    "Dani is the one-line person."

    "Then we were doomed in one line." He spreads his hands, easy about it. "I asked Univisión about a hotel. They laughed in two languages."

    "ESPN's travel desk sent me a per-diem and a thumbs-up emoji." Which is true, and which we both understand to mean the same thing his network meant: nobody is paying for a hotel in this city in this month, and neither of us is leaving. We get there in about ninety seconds, the two of us, standing in a kitchen-living room with one bedroom behind one door. Faster than either of our networks will ever confirm anything in writing.

    "Mateo Salas," he says, and puts out his hand like we're at a press table.

    "Tess Brennan." His handshake is exactly one notch firmer than polite.

    He crosses to the kitchen to get me a glass of water I didn't ask for and need badly, and that is when the calves happen to me. I cover athletes for a living. Calves are a normal workplace sight, like staplers. These are ILLEGAL. I'm going to need a minute, and the minute is not going to help.

    I drink the water and put my bag down by the couch and do the thing I do in every situation that has gotten away from me: I go make coffee. It's load-bearing behavior and my hands believe in it even when nothing else holds. I have made coffee in press tents, on hotplates, in a media room in Houston during a tornado warning. The ritual is the point. You grind, you pour, you press, and for ninety seconds the world has rules.

    The espresso machine sits on the counter, silver, plug-in, ordinary, the kind of machine that has made coffee in a hundred rentals without ever once being discussed. There's a bag of grounds beside it and a tamper sitting in the drip tray like somebody set it down mid-thought two days ago and never came back for it. I fill the basket, tamp it flat with two firm presses, lock the handle in with the little quarter-turn of authority I use on machines that don't know me yet, set a cup under the spout, and hit the lever.

    The machine makes the sound of a sick whale dying inside a metal closet.

    I am not exaggerating for effect. It's a deep marine groan with something rattling inside it, mechanical grief from a silver box, and it goes on long enough that I take a half-step back from the counter like the machine and I need space. No espresso arrives. None is on the way. The sound winds down by stages, like even the whale is embarrassed, and the kitchen goes quiet around my hand on the lever.

    "Two days I've been trying," Mateo says behind me, friendly, unhurried, a man narrating a highlight he's already watched. "It does that to everyone, if it helps."

    "It does not help."

    I reach to unlock the handle and go again, because I have beaten worse appliances than this, and he makes a small sound like a referee about to produce a card.

    "There's a workaround."

    "Give it to me."

    "After you've lost twice on your own. House rule."

    "You've lived here four days."

    "And already there are rules. Imagine four weeks."

    The laugh gets out of me before I authorize it, short, half friendly and half something with more teeth, and I can see him clock it the way I'd clock a stat that doesn't fit the narrative, filing it without changing his face. Great. Wonderful. Day minus three and the scouting report already runs in both directions.

    "You could just tell me the workaround," I say, "as a gesture of goodwill between networks."

    "Our networks have no goodwill. Our networks are in litigation somewhere right now, probably."

    "And the people on the ground rise above."

    "The people on the ground," he says, "have a house rule," and he picks his phone up off the counter like the matter is closed, and it is, and the worst part is that I respect it.

    "Is there anywhere in four blocks that does iced coffee with oat milk?"

    "There's espresso in this kitchen, if you can get it out. So no."

    He leans on the counter on his forearms, which is its own situation, and looks at me like he's been saving something since the phones-out moment.

    "Tessa Brennan. I read your Liga MX pipeline piece. You were wrong about the Pachuca academy, but you were wrong with sources, which I respect."

    "I wasn't wrong."

    "Órale."

    He says it easy, two syllables, downhill, the way you'd say sure, champ, except I don't actually know that's what it means in this sentence, and I'm not going to ask him. I'm going to ask the internet later, privately, like an adult. Also: Tessa, straight off the email, off the byline, and I let it go, because we're nine minutes into four weeks and I am choosing my battles like a woman with a finite number of battles.

    The sleeping arrangements take two sentences. I'd love to tell you there was a summit.

    "Your reservation, your bedroom," I say, because his confirmation predates mine by a month and I'd rather hand it over like a queen than lose it like a guest.

    "The couch pulls out."

    "It does not."

    "It does not, no."

    And that's the negotiation. Four weeks of cohabitation settled faster than my last salary call, both of us nodding gravely, neither of us saying the obvious thing, which is that this is insane and we're both going to let it happen because the alternative is a per-diem versus a World Cup hotel market.

    The couch and I size each other up. It's long enough, firm in the cushions, with one crossbar under the middle that my hip is going to be on a first-name basis with by Friday. I've slept on worse for less. There was a futon in Columbus during a snow delay that I still think about with anger, so the couch and I are going to be fine, and if we're not, I'll lie about it, because the bedroom went to him fair and square and I'm not a renegotiator.

    I unpack like I'm setting up base camp, because I am. Laptop on the kitchen table, chargers in the one outlet that looks trustworthy, toiletry bag staking a corner of the bathroom shelf. I take the press lanyard off my neck and lay it on the kitchen table, fresh plastic, never scanned, my own face looking up at me with the eyebrows of a woman who believed this apartment was empty. Past-me had such plans. Past-me is, professionally speaking, having a moment.

    The Stanley comes out of the duffel last and hits the counter with a big hollow clatter, empty since the layover, loud as a dropped pan, and Mateo glances over from the couch like the kitchen just announced me. Fine. The kitchen just announced me.

    He spends the evening doing settled-person things while I do arriving-person things. He takes a call on the balcony in Spanish too fast for me to do anything with, laughs twice at whoever it is, comes back in and gives me the wifi password off the back of the router and a rundown of which burner lies about being lit. At some point he picks up my failed espresso attempt, knocks the puck out of the handle, rinses the basket, and sets it all back exactly where it was, a man resetting a chessboard. (He has good hands. Big-knuckled, certain, the kind of hands that fix one thing while he's talking about another thing. I'm paying a completely normal amount of attention to his hands. I am a liar.)

    "Tomorrow I'll be out early," he says. "Mobility, then a production call. The bathroom's yours from seven."

    "You scheduled my bathroom."

    "Four days," he says, tapping his temple, the one without the gray. "I know things about this apartment you won't learn for a week."

    "That's not ominous at all."

    "The hot water," he says, "has moods," and declines to elaborate, and goes back to his phone with the satisfaction of a man who has just handed someone else a mystery.

    Anyway. I make up the couch with the spare blanket from the closet, eat the protein bar I swore at customs I didn't have, and brush my teeth in a bathroom that already smells faintly of somebody else's soap, which is the single strangest part of the whole day, stranger than the wheel, stranger than the whale. At nine I take the last flight of stairs up to the rooftop terrace with my laptop, because the apartment has his evening in it, his phone calls and his ease and his running shoes drying by the door, and I need ten minutes that belong to nobody.

    The rooftop has two plastic chairs, a table with a tile top, somebody's herb pot fighting for its life, and the cicadas going like a sound effect someone cued and walked away from. The city is loud below, four floors of it, bar noise and traffic and one dog with a lot to say, and the night heat sits on my red shoulders like a hand. Pink this afternoon. Red now. I check under my shirt strap and there's a line, an actual tan line, eight hours into the country. Day minus three and I'm already cooked; my freckles never stood a chance and have surrendered the territory to the burn. Tomorrow I buy sunscreen in a number they probably don't sell to civilians, and tonight I sit very still and don't lean back on anything.

    I open the laptop because I owe Dani two hundred words, and I write them. On the ground, credentialed, embed live from tomorrow, opener logistics confirmed, first sit-down feelers out. Clean, professional, slightly boring, exactly what a producer note should be, and I get it to two hundred and three words and trim three because Dani notices things like that and loves me for it. Then I sit with my cursor blinking at the end of it. I write also the Airbnb came with a Univisión analyst already installed in it and delete it. I write quick flag on the housing situation and delete that too. Two credentialed adults sharing a rental during a housing crunch is the most boring sentence in journalism, and I'm still keeping it out of the note, because I know Dani, and I know exactly what forty-one seconds of voice memo she would send back, and I have had a very long day. I send the boring version. I will tell her at some point that is not tonight, when it has become a funny logistics story and not whatever it currently is.

    What it currently is: a man four floors down who fact-checked my Pachuca sourcing within the first ten minutes and withheld an espresso workaround like it was a state secret, and me on a rooftop doing my honest professional best not to think about the standing-up thing.

    Okay so the actual job, since somebody on this roof should focus on it. The opener is in three days at the Azteca, a few hundred miles east of all this haze, and if I squint at the horizon I can pretend the far glow is the stadium warming up instead of, you know, an entire other city. Group stage from there, four weeks of it, match windows and mixed zones and the whole country holding its breath in the best way, and my job is to be the person who puts an American audience inside that breath. That's the pitch I made Dani in a conference room in February with my hands sweating, and Dani took it upstairs, and now I'm here, on a roof, slightly burned, fully employed. I've got a tournament to cover, a credential on the kitchen table downstairs, and a producer who believes in me one line at a time. The plan is simple: file well, sleep occasionally, hydrate like it's my job, and do not develop opinions about my roommate's calves. Three of those four are achievable.

    It's after eleven in Boston, which means my sister is awake, because Maeve treats sleep as a suggestion from a government she doesn't recognize.

    I text Maeve: the airbnb has a man in it

    Then, because she deserves the full picture: a whole entire man. he's on TV here

    Maeve: babe.

    That's it. That's the whole text. One word, no punctuation she didn't mean, nine seconds flat, and I put the phone face down on the tile table, because Maeve has known me my whole life and babe from her is a complete cross-examination that I decline to attend tonight. She'll re-open the file tomorrow. She always re-opens the file.

    The cicadas keep sawing. Somewhere below, a door I'm already starting to recognize closes the way it does when he's the one closing it, and I file the name Mateo Salas where I file things I'm not dealing with yet, under problem, and put my headphones on.

    Noise-cancelling does its job. The cicadas go, the traffic goes, the dog with a lot to say goes. What's left, in all that manufactured quiet, is the one sound my brain apparently decided to keep.

    Four floors down the machine is quiet, and I can still hear it.

  
    Chapter 2: The Specific Angle

    It is 7:42 a.m. and I am losing to a kitchen appliance for the second morning in a row.

    The machine does the sick-whale thing again, that long wounded note from somewhere deep in the chrome, and gives me a hiss, a shudder, and an empty cup. I locked the portafilter in and tamped the way the tutorial said and pulled the lever with the confidence of a woman who has ordered espresso on three continents, and the machine took all of that under consideration and said, in whale, no.

    It is also already hot. The kitchen window has the sun in it, my hair has responded to Guadalajara humidity by developing a personality, and somewhere out there the city is waking up in that easy rolling way it has, mopeds and birdsong and a bus exhaling down on Avenida Chapultepec. Two days to the opener. I have a group-stage preview to build, a producer who calls me Tess in voice memos while my contract says Tessa, and a standing order of iced oat-milk coffee that does not exist within four blocks of this apartment. What I have instead is this machine, and the machine has decided we're rivals.

    My back has opinions about the couch, the couch has opinions about my back, and nobody in this arrangement has had caffeine. We settled the sleeping situation last night in two sentences flat, his reservation, his bedroom, the couch that does not pull out, and now the next four weeks have terms. Fine. Great. The plan this morning was modest: one espresso, plus one of the airline packs of oat milk I personally escorted through Mexican customs like contraband, and I become a functioning member of the international press corps. The machine has now voted against this plan two mornings running, and I am taking it personally, because it is personal.

    For the record, getting to this kitchen required walking past Mateo Salas at seven-forty in the morning, on the living-room floor, mid-hamstring stretch, in shorts. There was a foam roller involved. There were hamstrings involved, plural, both of them operational. Here is the thing about retired footballers that nobody warns you about: the equipment does not retire. The man does mobility work like it's a sacrament, every morning so far, and the quads alone are a broadcast-rights situation. I clocked it the way you clock a speed limit sign, noted, legal, kept driving, and took the long way around the coffee table anyway because I am a professional and professionals manage risk.

    Second attempt. I refill the basket, tamp it tighter, lock it in like I mean it this time, and pull. The machine starts its long complaint again, same pitch, more conviction. Somewhere in the building a pipe answers it, which feels like mockery from a colleague. My cup stays empty, and my reflection in the chrome looks back at me, unemployed.

    I say a word my byline would never print. I say it quietly and with feeling.

    Yesterday I lost with grace. Yesterday I told myself the machine and I had simply gotten off on the wrong foot, that we'd find our rhythm, that this would become one of those travel stories I tell at weddings. Today I understand the machine for what it is, which is undefeated at home.

    Mateo comes in off the living-room floor with sweat at his hairline and a Univisión tee with the sleeves cut off, which I assume is a contractual matter between him and his shoulders.

    "Okay. Twice on your own. You've earned the workaround."

    "It beat me. I didn't lose."

    "That's what losing is, Brennan."

    "I had it on the ropes."

    "You had it making the whale sound. The whale sound is what it does when it's winning."

    He says my last name with the press-table emphasis, like he's calling on me from a podium, and the worst part is that it lands. I step half a pace sideways to surrender the machine, and he doesn't take it.

    "You do it," he says. "I'll show you."

    So this is how, at 7:46 on a Wednesday morning, I end up with Mateo Salas standing behind me at an espresso machine, his hand over my hand on the lever. He doesn't grab the machine and do it for me, which I notice, because men mostly grab the machine. His hand is big and dry and a little rough at the palm, and the weight of it registers somewhere well south of professional
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