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CHAPTER 1 - DANIELLE

I had always been a loner. During my school days I was often the focal point of the bullies, an easy target for lowlife jerks who needed to knock someone else down a peg to feel better about their own pathetic lives. On top of being gawky and clumsy with frizzy hair and braces, I was always a huge nerd, as well. Being naturally gifted certainly benefited me in my scholastic career, but it didn’t do me any favors in the friend department. I mean, I did have a couple of friends back then, usually just as nerdy and socially inept as I was, but for the most part I learned how to get by on my own. Group projects generally turned into solo all-nighters, and I suppose that’s how I learned self-discipline, how to be my own coach and cheerleader.

It may not have gained me any favors with the popular crowd back then, but it sure as hell gave me a leg-up nowadays. I was a cub sports journalist, wedged between two equally fast-paced, high-stress writing gigs, pulling sixty-hour work weeks and micromanaging every dime I earned. I spent so much time with my laptop, pen, and spiral notebook that I occasionally had to wear wrist braces to deal with the strain. But I was determined to make my dreams of becoming a big-time successful athletic reporter come true, and if I had to skip meals, forego sleep, and claw my way there... then so be it.

Today I was in a particularly intense state of exhaustion, having spent the last couple of nights poring over football stats and researching the personal backgrounds of different players. The bulletin cork board hanging over my laptop in my cubicle at the office was covered with post-it notes and photos printed off the Internet, creating preliminary rudimentary profiles for each and every guy on the Nevada team. I was trying to narrow down which team member to select for a detailed interview, someone to follow for the season, like a sort of spotlight dedication.

It was mind-numbing work, trolling through stats and percentages, records and numbers. Don’t get me wrong, for a former nerd I was surprisingly into sports. Sometimes I wondered vaguely if my distinctly non-athletic past influenced my decision to go into sports journalism. Maybe since I never got to live that life myself, the closest option was to live it vicariously through the people I wrote about. But really, the main reason was just that it was easier to get into sports writing than I ever thought it would be. As a teenager, when I was first trying to come up with a life plan, I thought maybe I would be a world-traveling wildlife journalist, with the ultimate goal of joining the National Geographic team. But as it turned out, being in Vegas didn’t quite give the kinds of local connections I needed to jump into that field.

However, my cousin was a professional cheerleader. And she dated several different football players, fell in with their public relations teams, the writers who tailed them. She opened up to me one night about how much money those big-time sportscasters and editorialists made and I was immediately hooked.

Besides, I really, really did love football. At least, the culture surrounding it. I was fascinated by the passionate ire the game aroused in the American people, how it had become such a massive, sweeping phenomenon. Everybody and their mother had a team they pulled for. Football games spawned rivalries, ended marriages, changed people’s lives irreparably.

It was amazing.

And then there were the players themselves: tall, muscular, powerful. Young and talented men with the whole world being laid at their feet. It was a huge responsibility and a huge promise of reward. And every single one of them had some article-worthy story in their background—if you knew how to dig them out and give them life.

That was my job: to find the story behind the jersey number, to dive into the inner lives and minds of these guys and give them a brand-new face for the world to see. I loved finding their weaknesses, their strengths. I lived for the moment when I came across some gem of an anecdote from some tough footballer’s childhood that suddenly cast him in a new light.

But usually my research came from extensive digging, reading up on high school track records and interviewing friends of friends of friends. I was only a blip on the journalistic radar, churning out the kinds of inconsequential articles that wouldn’t do much to influence my career, nor the careers of the footballers I wrote about. But today... that was about to change.

At least, I hoped it would.

Sitting at my desk, I closed my eyes and leaned back in my rickety swivel chair, letting out a long sigh. My stomach was already turning in knots and the interview was still hours away. It was dark in my office building, as even the nighttime cleaning crew had gone home hours ago. As usual, I was here all night, bent over my keyboard as I furiously hammered out the next piece for our online journal. This was my steady job, the one that paid my bills and kept me going. But it wasn’t what I wanted to do forever. I’d started here as a secretary, then worked my way up to becoming a line editor after I corrected so many mistakes on my boss’s notes and emails that he finally decided I was a better writer and editor than many of the full-time workers.

It was the first time, as far as I could remember, that anyone had looked past my quiet, timid personality to see the potential inside. Of course, I had grown up a lot since my days as the bullied nerd in school. Gone were my frazzled hair and braces, and I had shot up several inches, my curves filling out proportionately. I had grown out of the awkward laugh and the stutter that got me shoved into lockers in my younger years.

But that kind of trauma... it stays with you. And I knew the years of bullying had definitely taken their toll on me. Even though I didn’t look the part anymore, I still felt very much like the same scared little girl I used to be. I was jumpy and anxious, always trying to shrink down and blend in so people didn’t notice me. From what I learned as a kid, standing out meant being singled out. So it was just easier to dress down, keep myself soft and quiet and unobtrusive. It was safer, you know.

However, blending in at an office full of loud-mouthed, pushy guys was virtually impossible, and I had faced my fair share of being singled out. But it wasn’t the same way it happened before. Here, people didn’t pick on me for being awkward or weird or unattractive. In fact, I was selected purely based on my dateability. The guys here seemed to be convinced that I was only working here in order to gain access to a wide array of available bachelors.

As if I would ever be interested in any of the guys here anyway. They were all the kinds of guys who screamed at the television when watching sports, who cracked jokes about beer and boobs and acted like I was inferior simply because I was a woman. Like the only reason I could possibly have gotten the job was because I was cute or because I flirted with the boss or something. Of course, that wasn’t true in the least. In fact, I regarded my boss here as more like a gruff, vaguely disapproving father figure. It wasn’t that he disapproved of my work or anything—in fact, he constantly praised me as being the best writer in the division—but he worried about me, I guess.

“You’re gonna run yourself ragged,” he warned me more than once. And I knew he was probably at least partly right. I was definitely working three times as hard as anyone else. I was the only one working full time here and somewhere else, as well. Yet I still turned in my work faster than the others, and my articles were polished and complete unlike my colleagues’. But then again, I was the only woman.

So I had to work harder, be better. It wasn’t fair, and I hated it. But that’s the way it was and had always been. Things were improving, slowly, in this genre of journalism. Finally, the public was starting to realize that women could be sports fans without just doing it to appease their sports-crazed boyfriends, fathers, and brothers. I was thankful for that. Still, in my office I was regarded as kind of a joke.

Joke was on them, though, every time the next issue of the journal came out and my work was on the front page—yet again. My boss, Chuck Handler, often held up my work as an example to the others, urging them to be more like me. The teacher’s pet in me loved the validation, but at the same time, it put me in a rather awkward position with the other writers. Most of them left me alone nowadays, their bitterness giving me the wide berth I wanted all along from them, but there were still a few of them who couldn’t just leave me be. They would hound me in the break room, asking how I found the time to work so hard and get as much done as I did. They asked for my “secret” and demanded to know if there was something going on between Chuck and me.

There wasn’t. There never had been. And there never would be. He was at least twenty years my senior, with a paunchy belly and a grizzly salt-and-pepper beard. He looked like he could be my dad—he was certainly old enough. Besides, he was about an inch shorter than me. That was one of the pitfalls of growing several inches since high school: it was tricky to find a guy who wasn’t at least slightly intimidated by my height. It wasn’t like I was a giant or anything, but at 5’11” there was a significantly smaller pool of men who were still taller than me when I wore heels. Not that I wore heels very often—or ever.

Suddenly my phone buzzed, jolting me out of my reverie. I looked down at the illuminated phone screen and my stomach flip-flopped instantly. I had an email from a PR rep working for the guy I was supposed to meet up with and interview. It asked if we could push the meeting time back an hour as the guy was hungover and couldn’t get his ass out of bed yet. I groaned, rubbing at my temples. This didn’t bode well. I was a stickler for punctuality, myself, perpetually showing up early to everything. It was just the professional way to do things, and in my position I was all about looking as professional and put-together as possible in order to get taken seriously by the sharks hunting for chum in the water.

But it wasn’t my place to chide the footballer for being late. It was my job to be accommodating, to make this as easy and painless for him as possible so he would go along with my questions and not give me any trouble. I decided to swallow my pride and just do whatever I needed to make this happen, even if it was annoying. So I emailed back agreeing to a later meeting time, and returned back to working on the article pulled up on my computer screen.

It wasn’t even an article for the online journal—it was a piece I was writing for a local newspaper, as a kind of independent reporter. My job here was great in that it provided a constant stream of relatively easy work, but I knew it was a dead-end position. However, the newspaper gig put stars in my eyes. Seeing my name in real, physical print on a real, physical page was a magical experience, and I craved more. I knew that pursuing my on-and-off unofficial position at the paper could be my ticket to the next stage of journalism: becoming an independent, critically-acclaimed sports reporter. So I worked hard to make it happen, even though my articles there paid significantly less than the work I did here with Chuck.

So I dug into my article, whiling away the hours until it was time to head out across town to the little cafe where I was supposed to meet the subject of my interview... Kieran Michaels. My fellow journalists were just beginning to trudge into the office by the time I packed up and headed out for the interview around half past nine. They were always late, and I was always already there working. It didn’t surprise anyone anymore these days, even though Chuck was still always a little wary of letting me stay up all night working. Luckily, over time he realized there was no stopping me or my indomitable work ethic.

I took a cab across town and walked into the cafe to wait, anxiously arranging my notepad and colorful pens on a corner table. I reviewed the list of questions I had to ask him, going over them in my head. My heart raced and I felt my hands going clammy as the hour approached eleven o’clock.

This could potentially be a big break for me. I never really got to have one-on-one interviews with the footballers themselves, and especially not one as well-liked and popular as Kieran Michaels. He was a relatively new face on the field, and still kind of a mystery to the adoring fans of the Vegas sector. I wanted to dig into his life and create a well-rounded profile, looking into his past, his thoughts and dreams. I was excited, but also extremely nervous.

And when he finally strolled in, fifteen minutes late, I felt my heart stop for a moment.

He was even more handsome in person than he’d looked in his photograph. I stood up and waved him over nervously, trying to shape my lips into a smile even though I really felt like throwing up. He was exactly the kind of guy who scared the pants off me: impossibly tall and imposing, startlingly attractive, and carrying himself with a self-confident swagger.

I knew I was a goner the second I saw him.

But when he sat down across from me and immediately heaved an annoyed sigh, I felt my initial attraction to him waning. He regarded me lazily, his light blue eyes hooded. The guy was so bulky he barely fit into the booth.

“Hi, my name is Danielle Allen, it’s so exciting to meet you,” I introduced myself, holding out my hand for him to shake. He looked at it hesitantly for a second and I wanted nothing more than to evaporate into thin air forever. This was going to suck.

But finally he shook my hand and I felt a warm tingle rush down my spine, despite my nerves. After all, he was intensely good-looking.

“Kieran Michaels. But you already knew that,” he replied flatly, withdrawing his hand and folding his arms over his chest. He fixed me with a smug grin and I wanted to reach over and slap it off his gorgeous face. So he was one of those.

“So, Mr. Michaels, where are you from?” I asked, clicking my pen and getting ready to write down his answers. He raised an eyebrow.

“Why does that matter?” he said, almost defensively. “I’m here now, wrecking all the records. Forget about the past, babe, it’s all about the present. And the future.”

“Alright, then. What do you see in your future?” I asked, following his change of topic. Sure, I was timid and quiet, but I was a seasoned interviewer by now and I was not about to let some cocky jerk derail what could possibly be my big break.

“Football, obviously,” he remarked with a chuckle. He leaned forward suddenly and said in a lower voice, “So, I gotta ask: are you single?”

“Wh-what?” I stammered, getting flustered. “That’s not—”

“Oh, right. Sorry. You’re the one asking the questions, huh? Okay, uh, let’s see. Well in my future I see a lot of touchdowns. A lot of cameras. Fame. Fortune. More of the usual.”

He flexed his hands behind his head, giving me a wide smirk.

“Do you consider yourself a role model to the younger generation who may look up to you?” I questioned next, deciding to ignore the fact that Kieran Michaels had just asked me if I were single. I couldn’t tell if he was serious or not, but I figured it was safer to assume not. After all, back in high school there were a few times a guy asked me out on a dare... as a joke. I still struggled to get over the subsequent blow to my already dwindling self-confidence. I was determined not to let some cruel jock get the better of me again.

“I mean, yeah. Who wouldn’t wanna be me?” he laughed, shrugging.

“How does that responsibility affect you on a daily basis? Have you changed your lifestyle to suit your new duties?” I pressed onward, scribbling down his bullshit answers.

“Oh hell no,” he swore, shaking his head and chuckling to himself. “I don’t change for anybody, no matter what. I’m the same guy I’ve always been and nobody is ever gonna catch me acting any different. Why mess with perfection?”

“Okay, Mr. Michaels—”

“Kieran. Call me Kieran. Jeez, lady, it’s not like I’m fifty years old or anything. Besides, I like the way it sounds when you say my name,” he commented with a wink. I felt my face go red and I wished I could just melt into the floorboards. He had to be messing with me. Guys like Kieran didn’t hit on losers like me.

“I just have a few more questions about your childhood and stuff, if you could—”

Suddenly he clammed up and shook his head, his expression darkening. “Uh, actually I gotta go. I just remembered I’ve got a meeting with my publicist real soon and I can’t be late to that,” he said quickly, standing up and rifling his fingers back through his tousled blond hair.

“You were late to this,” I commented in an undertone before I could stop myself. But he hardly seemed to notice, as he was already heading out the door. I sat for a moment in stunned silence, unable to comprehend just how rude he was, how horribly unsuccessful this interview had been. I was a failure. I was a screw-up.

I was fucked.

But instead of letting myself dwell on my disappointment—or my confusion at Kieran’s apparent interest in me, feigned or real—I did what I always did. I threw myself into my work and churned out a kickass article anyway using the bare-bones answers Kieran provided. I fleshed out a preliminary personality piece about his cockiness, his self-assured determination to make it to the top, toning down his rough edges to make him less abrasive to the readers than he was to me. And when I turned it in later that afternoon, the editor at the paper agreed it was one of my better pieces.

As I took a cab back to my apartment to finally let myself collapse into bed for the first time in over thirty-six hours, I thought that maybe I performed better under pressure. Or maybe I was just motivated by pure spite. The harder people tried to bring me down, the harder I fought to stay up. And not even a guy like Kieran could drag me down.

I wouldn’t let him—or his gorgeous, smirking face—ruin my shot at greatness.

CHAPTER 2 - KIERAN

I’ve had crushes before. I’ve felt that little impulse in the back of my head that make me imagine the person I’ve had my mind on at my side throughout the day. There wasn’t even anything particularly romantic about it, I just found my mind wandering around, thinking about how it would be if she were out shopping for groceries with me, how she’d react to my jokes, what those moments would look like where our lives kind of...touched.

Then I remembered what an ass I was in my interview with Danielle, and all those nice thoughts turned sour in the blink of an eye.

Even as I was driving to my mom’s house, steering through the sleepy suburb where she lived out a quiet life on her own, I couldn’t get my mind off Danielle. She’d been persistently occupying my thoughts since our interview, and I swear, by the this morning, I’d gone through every line of conversation we’d exchanged and picked apart just how much of a jerk I’d been to her.

Maybe her persistence in my imagination was her revenge for the way I’d acted.

But wasn’t out and about today to get distracted by thoughts of the hot journalist from work, I was out to do what I did just about every day I had a bit of spare time: check up on Mom.

I pulled up in her driveway, the familiar sight of the tan stucco house with a white roof a quiet comfort to me. I stepped out of the car, the old knee-high palm tree in what passed for a front yard pricking my legs on my way out as it always did, and I made my way up to the front door and knocked before letting myself in.

“Hey, Mom,” I announce myself as I step inside the cozy little home, and a voice greets me from the kitchen.

“Hey Kieran! Come on in, I was just trying to get some tea ready.”

I headed into the kitchen and greeted my mom with a smile, and she turned from the counter to give me a hug, dwarfed by my size. She was in her fifties, with the light blue eyes and blonde hair she gave me, though my hair wasn’t nearly as curly as hers. She wore the same dark purple t-shirt I could swear she wore just about every time I saw her.

“Oh, it’s good to see you,” she said with a smile as I let her go, and I caught her cane as it started to slide from the counter to the ground when she accidentally bumped it. “Tch, look at me. I swear, I’m a functioning human being most of the time! Could you put this jug in the fridge for me?”

“Sure, Mom.” I took the batch of newly-brewed tea to the fridge, but as I opened the door, I glanced over at the sink, seeing a pile of half-washed dishes next to what looked like a bucket of soapy water. “You uh, getting creative with the housekeeping these days?”

She laughed, waving a hand as she crossed the room to take a seat at the table. “Oh yes, just been on a kick of ‘antique cleaning.’ No, the sink’s been acting up since Thursday, and I just can’t get down there to work on it like your father showed me how. I swear I could have it up and going again in just a few minutes if I could reach it, but I’ll have to call a plumber, I think.”

“Not gonna happen,” I said with a chuckle, heading to the closet where I knew an old toolbox to be stashed. I used to borrow it more often than not, but now that I could afford it, I bought my own. Using the old ones felt like handling old friends again, though.

“Oh, Kieran, don’t bother, I know you don’t want to come over here all the time just to fix things for me around the house.”

I didn’t listen to her though, simply making my way over to the sink and opening the cabinet doors, moving aside the years’ worth of old cleaning supplies to get to the pipework.

Mom sighed across the room as I got on my back with a wrench and turned the water spigot off to get to work. “I swear, you’re as stubborn as your father sometimes.”

“Would you have raised a son who’d let his mom have to call a plumber for this stuff?” I said back with a smile.

“No, but I’d hoped to have been able to handle all this myself,” she said, a sigh in her voice. “But these days, even if I can move around just fine, I feel like this or that is just going to get broken again, so why bother. I swear, your father taught me everything I know about being handy only for me to waste it all on this cane.”

“Dad would be proud of your endurance, Mom,” I said sincerely, though I couldn’t see her reaction from under the sink.

Mom wasn’t nearly old enough to have to use a cane from age. She’d sustained her injuries in a car accident that happened ten years ago, the same accident that took Dad’s life. The loss had been crushing for all of us in the family, but it had hit Mom worst of all. She’d struggled with depression her whole life, but nowadays, it was hard to get some sincere joy to show in her, even if she was as kind and hospitable as I’d always known her to be. That was why coming over and helping out around the house like this was the most important thing me and my brother Carter could do.

“Has Carter been be recently?” I asked, a hint of suspicion in my voice.

“No, he doesn’t know about the sink, if that’s what you’re implying,” she chided, but neither of us would honestly think Carter any less dedicated to the family than me. My little brother was a good guy.

As I fixed her sink, getting my hands filthy in the process of figuring out what in the world kind of food she’d put down the drain to get it clogged up this badly, we chatted about how the past few days have been. Mom’s life nowadays was simple and quiet, and honestly, that was something I really admired.

I was a football star, and it was hard to find sports fans around Vegas who didn’t know who I was—especially as a local. It was the high life by the standards of some—the fame, the money, the feeling of flexing your muscles against other men on the field, and I couldn’t deny that I liked what I did. But there was always something...not quite there.

“So how did your interview go—wasn’t that yesterday?” Mom suddenly asked, and the question snapped me out of my line of thinking as I finished up the repair and stood up, closing the cabinet doors and turning the water on with a smile to demonstrate my work before washing my hands thoroughly.

“Oh, yeah, that was yesterday,” I said absently, realizing that I had to
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