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From outside I hear the roar of thousands of excited voices. I look up, waiting for the thrill of anticipation that used to course through me. It doesn’t come. I drop my head into my hands, trying to block out the noise. The bellowing of the crowd used to push my buttons, get my adrenaline pumping, make all the hours of training worthwhile. But now? It just fills me with dread.

I glance around the locker room. It's eerily quiet. My teammates are already out basking in the adoration of the fans. Not me. I'm slumped on a bench, half-dressed, battling with a hangover that’s gradually cracking my skull. 

Running a hand through my thick hair I feel the grease and dirt. I haven’t managed a shower today and even this small movement makes my stomach churn. Ah, crap. Did I really drink that much last night? I can't even remember. I woke up this morning next to a brunette with long legs and big tits—just how I like them. I can't remember her name. Sarah? Sally? Something like that. 

I lean forward and grab my laces, but my fingers are like useless sausages. If I don't get myself together in the next five minutes, coach is going to go crazy. I'm already pushing the limits. Anyone else would have been kicked out of the team long ago. But I'm Ryan Miller, star player and the fans’ favorite. He knows better than to get rid of me. Perhaps that’s why I keep goading him. 

"Ryan, you all right, bro?"

I look up and my vision spins in and out of focus. Connor Black, my best buddy, is staring down at me, face creased up into a frown. He’s no football player. He’s a musician and don’t the women just love his rock star persona? Bastard. I wave a hand. 

"Yeah, sure. Why not?"

"You look like shit."

"Thanks. That makes me feel a lot better."

He takes a seat next to me. "Your coach asked me to come fetch you. Although his exact words were, ‘go and stick your boot up his worthless backside.’ They’re waiting for you out there.”

“Yeah. I’m coming. Just give me a minute, will you?”

“So, who was she this time?”

"None of your damned business."

"Okay," he sighs, holding up his hands. "I'll not say another word."

He settles back against the wall, arms folded. Outside, the roar of the crowd gets louder as the players are introduced. I bend over, fighting down the churning in my stomach, and clumsily tie my laces. Gritting my teeth, I clamp down on the nausea. There's no way I'm gonna hurl, not in front of Connor. Wouldn't that just confirm that I’m the asshole he thinks I am?

Connor leans forward suddenly as though he’s just worked up the courage to speak. "Look, bro. I know you don't want to hear this but I'm worried about you."

I force a laugh. "Worried? I'm not a kid. I can take care of myself."

"Can you?" His voice is serious and he’s frowning in concern. "How many hangovers have you had this week? How many nights you can't remember? Shit, man, I'm all for having a good time but not like this. Nancy and I are getting a bit concerned."

I glance at him as he mentions Nancy's name. She’s Connor’s girlfriend. God, they're so loved up it makes me sick. I want what he has. I can’t help but get all twisted up with jealousy when I see them together. Trouble is, I'm such an asshole I don't know how to get it. I'm not built that way. I'm Ryan Miller:  football star, playboy, party animal. 

And a total shithead. 

That expression on his face makes me want to punch him. I don't need his fucking concern. I'm fine. I am. I open my mouth to tell him to fuck the hell off, but the words die in my throat. He's pretty much the only friend I have left. So instead, I shrug then stagger to my feet. 

"Tell Nancy she doesn't need to worry. I'm all right. You know me, aren't I always fine?"

He smiles wryly. "Sure, Ryan. Whatever you say."

I punch him on the shoulder, grab the rest of my gear and stagger from the locker room. I emerge into afternoon sunlight that slices right through my brain. The roar as I step onto the field hits me like a wave, making me stagger. With an effort of will I force myself to stand up straight and give a swaggering thumbs-up to the crowd. 

Then we're off. 

I don't remember the game. I never do. It passes in a blur of heat and noise and exertion. Yet as the game ends there’s a groan around the stadium and I glance up at the scoreboard. Shit. We've lost again. I stagger from the field, into the locker room, and just about make it to a sink before I vomit last night's alcohol all over the pristine white porcelain. 

I straighten, wiping my mouth on the back of my hand and turn to find coach standing behind me. His arms are crossed, and his wide, ruddy face is flushed with anger.

"What the hell was that?" he snaps. 

I turn and examine the sink. “Some kebab and several tequilas I think."

His eyes narrow. "Well, aren’t you the funny man? Don't mess with me, Ryan. I'm not in the mood. You were a liability on that field today. Were you running in treacle or something? And your passes? I’d expect better from a child!"

I shrug. What does he want me to say? 

"Another drinking binge was it? Despite your disciplinary last week? Jesus, Ryan, when are you going to wake up?"

I mumble something incoherent. I wish he'd shut the hell up. My head is pounding like a drum. 

He stalks forward and pokes me in the chest with his finger. “You need to pull yourself together and fast.”

He’s in my space, face right up close, finger jabbing me as if he has the right to tell me what to do. It happens in an instant. Hot fury turns my vision white. I grab the front of his shirt, yank him forward and raise my fist. I’m halfway through the swing before my brain kicks in and screams at me to stop. I pull the punch just in time and stand there, my hand fisted in his shirt, my breathing suddenly hoarse and ragged. 

Coach glares at me. He makes no move to escape my grip. “Go on, Miller,” he says in a voice barely above a whisper. “You know you want to. This has been coming for a long time. Get it over with. Then get the hell out of my team. You’re a thug, Miller.”

Fury flares at his words. For a second I almost do it. My arm quivers with the urge to punch the smug old bastard. But I’m not stupid. This is what coach wants. Anything to get me off the team. 

I let him go and stagger back, leaning against the sink. He says nothing. Just stares at me like he's seen all this before. Like I'm not the first football player to throw everything away and I won't be the last. 

"Sorry," I mutter. "I don't know why I did that."

He straightens his collar.  "This is it, Miller. You turn up drunk or hung-over to a match again, you threaten me or any member of the team again, and you're gone. I don't care who you are. I don't care that your father sponsors the team. This is your last chance. Got it?"

I nod, even though the movement makes my vision spin. He turns on his heel and strides away.

I slump onto a bench and put my head into my hands. Around me, my team-mates get changed and leave one by one. Nobody talks to me. No doubt they saw and heard every word of my latest little performance. I try to muster enough energy to care but I can't. Fuck them. Fuck them all. My cell phone beeps, and I dig it out of my bag. I press the message button and words appear on the screen. 

Thanks for leaving me like that. You fucking asshole. 

It's from Stacey. I stare at the text, trying to place the name. Stacey? The girl from last night? What the hell is she complaining about? I paid for our hotel room didn't I? She got a night of great sex with no-strings attached. What the hell does she want from me?

I toss the phone back into the bag. Tomorrow morning I'll probably have a similar message from some other girl. Story of my life. I get dressed slowly, trying not to vomit again. When I'm done I leave the locker room and make my way to my silver Alfa Romeo that’s parked in the lot. 

My steps slow as I see someone leaning against it. Late fifties, dark hair, wearing a sharp business suit like always. His eyes are cold as they track my approach. 

"Hi, dad," I say in as bright a voice as I can manage. 

He scowls. "Don't 'Hi, dad' me, Ryan. Your coach just had a word with me. Do you know what he said?"

I shrug. I really don't need this. 

"He said you played like shit. He said you let the whole team down. He said you're a pain in the ass he doesn't need."

"Aw, and here’s me thinking he doesn’t like me."

"This isn't funny." He plants his hands on his hips and looks me up and down, curling his lip as though disappointed at what he sees. "Do you have any idea the sacrifices your mom and me have made for your football career?"

Of course I do. They tell me often enough. 

"Do you think we've worked this hard just to let you throw everything away?" 

His face has gone white like it does when he's seriously pissed. Nothing annoys my dad more than not getting his own way. At the moment I'm in serious danger of upsetting his meticulous plans. My dad was a pro in his youth, but a back injury ended his career before he could make the big league. So I'm the one who’s going to carry the family honor. As long as I can remember I've had football training six days a week, come rain or shine. When I was a kid, I loved it. But I’ve not been a kid for a very long time.

"You’re out of control," my father says. "Your grades are slipping. You're missing training. You're turning up to matches with a hangover. Your mother went over to your apartment this morning and says it's like a pig sty. What the hell is going on, Ryan?"

I shrug. How the hell should I know?

"You've got a problem. You need help. Give me your keys, you're in no fit state to drive."

I glare for a moment before digging my keys from my pocket. I pause, holding them out between us.

“What’s this about?” 

"Get in."

"Why? Where are we going?"

"I'll drive."

"Drive where?"

"We've booked you into rehab."

The word sends a shockwave through my system. Rehab. What the hell? Does he think I'm some sort of alcoholic or something? I just like a fucking drink, that's all!

I back off. "No way. No fucking way."

"Yes way. Get in the car, Ryan. I'm not asking you; I'm telling you."

Now it's my turn to be angry. "I'm not five years old anymore, dad. You can't order me around."

His stare could melt lead. "Get in the car, Ryan."

"No."

"If you don't, I’ll stop your allowance. I won't fund your drinking binges and late-night parties. You'll be on your own."

I go very still. So that's it. That's how he plans to trap me. Well, fuck him. Let him keep his money. I don't need it. Without a word, I turn and stalk off.  

"Get back here!" he bellows after me. "Ryan!"

I keep walking. I don't look back. I'm so furious I can barely think. I just walk and walk and walk. When I finally slow down and look around, I realize I'm in a part of town I don't recognize. From the boarded-up shops and broken windows I guess it’s not the best neighborhood. At the end of the street a flashing neon sign advertises a bar. Fine. That’s all I need. I march up to the door and yank it open. The stink of sweat and stale beer smacks into me. I don't care. I really need a drink.

***
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I GLANCE OVER AS THE door opens. A gust of wind snatches it, slamming it against the frame. A man stands in the doorway for a moment, peering around, then kicks it closed behind him and swaggers to the bar. He's new. I know all the regulars and he’s not one of them. He walks with easy confidence and his physique is that of an athlete, toned and broad-chested. His thick, dark hair falls forward, hiding his features as he climbs onto a stool by the bar. 

The regulars flick disinterested glances in his direction before going back to their drinks. There's not much conversation. Everyone's caught up in their own thoughts. It'll be a while before the alcohol starts to loosen their tongues and things liven up a bit. 

"I'll be with you in a second," I call to the newcomer as I serve old Len’s usual scotch on the rocks.

The dark-haired man grunts and I study him as I finish Len’s drink. I think he must be around my age, early twenties, although I can’t get a good enough look at his face to be sure. There's a sports bag on the floor by his stool, confirming my first thoughts. His hands are clasped in front of him, and he stares at them while he waits. His clothes appear expensive and the watch on his wrist is probably worth more than my monthly wage.

Hmm. I sure hope he knows what he's doing. 

I hand over Len's drink with a smile for the old man. He takes it in a shaking hand and whispers in his gravelly voice, "Pippa, my darling, will you marry me?"

"Will you keep me in the lifestyle to which I’ve become accustomed?" It's a little ritual between Len and me. His wife died decades ago, and drink has been his companion ever since. 

"Of course," he replies, spreading his hands in surrender.

“Well, there’s no way I can marry you then,” I say with a grin.

He chuckles. “Ah, there we have it.” He raises his glass. “May you one day meet your Prince Charming, my dear.”

“One day,” I agree with a smile although inside I cringe. Prince Charming? There’s no such thing. Only men who use you and break your heart.

Tucking a rag into my apron, I sidle down the bar to the newcomer. "What can I get you?"

He doesn't look up. "Beer.”

I open a bottle and place it and a glass in front of him. He ignores the glass, grabs the bottle then chugs like his life depends on it. When he's downed the bottle, he slaps it on the table along with a wad of notes. "Another."

I place another bottle next to the first. He grabs it and pulls it close, like a protective lover. 

I sigh inwardly. I've seen this a thousand times before. Fast forward twenty years and this guy could be Len or Joey or Harry, or any of the other dozen or so regulars who frequent JC's bar. Lonely men. Men with nowhere else to go and nothing better to do. 

Ah, hell. Would you listen to me? Getting above myself again, as my mother would say. I'm just a barmaid. My job is to serve drinks, not psychoanalyze my customers.

Picking up my rag, I move away, cleaning down the bar as I go. The door swings open again and Annie walks in, taking her usual seat by the window where she can watch the world go by. I approach her, smiling. 

“Hey, Annie.”

The smile she gives me is dazzling, despite her advancing years and gives a clue to the beauty she must once have been. “Hey, Sugar! How’s things?”

I shrug. “Ah, you know. The same as ever.”

She laughs. “That good eh? You applied for that course yet?”

“Not yet, Annie. But soon. What can I get you?”

“Oh, the usual, Sugar.” 

She turns to gaze out the window. I once asked her why she does this so much and her answer startled me. Looking for my son, she said. If I watch for long enough, maybe he’ll come past one day. Annie had been a beauty queen in her youth and married the most eligible bachelor in town. But that eligible bachelor had turned out to be a wife-beater and a drunk. She’d finally worked up the courage to leave him but had left her son behind. Now she never sees him. 

I bite my lip, fighting down my sudden unease. Do I see a little of myself in Annie? Do I wonder if I’ll be her one day?

No, I tell myself fiercely. I might be a barmaid but deep down I harbor a dream, a secret little dream that's all my own. One day I’ll save enough money to go to school. I’ll study psychology and build a better life. One day.  

It's not easy. My home life is complicated and at the end of each month my little pot of savings seems to hardly increase at all. Still, one step at a time. 

My shift passes quickly. There's only me on tonight as it's a weeknight but Alonso, the owner, is out the back watching TV and eating greasy kebabs should I need him. It gets busier as people finish work and rock up to the bar to relax, play pool and chat. 

The newcomer orders drinks in quick succession, each time staring at the bar and barely saying a word. He seems engrossed in his thoughts and he’s holding something in one hand that he keeps spinning through his fingers. After a moment I realize it’s some sort of paintbrush.  One of those tiny artists’ brushes for real delicate work. 

He waves me over and orders some more beer. Phew, this guy knows how to drink.

Placing his bill down on the bar I say, "Twelve dollars.” 

I take the notes he hands me and count them. "I'm sorry, this isn’t enough. I need another couple of dollars.” 

And that's when it happens. He raises his head and peers at me. I see his face properly for the first time. Deep brown eyes fix on me and I freeze. My heart skips. This man is stunningly handsome. Dark skin and hair. Sparkling eyes in a face that looks like it’s been chiseled from a mountain side. A light dusting of freckles
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