
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          The Back-Up

        

        
        
          LA Story, Volume 4

        

        
        
          Allyson Michaels

        

        
          Published by Allyson Michaels, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE BACK-UP

    

    
      First edition. February 12, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Allyson Michaels.

    

    
    
      Written by Allyson Michaels.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Prologue


[image: ]




Gray

September – Two days after the London Games at Wembley

“Ma!” I shout to get her attention. She stops pacing and mumbling.

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 fifteen 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 say softly 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. Not only did it affect America, but it also 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 remember watching videos of my dad’s conversations with me about being the one who always gets rough with her, even at my tender 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 softly.

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 softly 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. 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.”

Although I know my comment is totally wrong because Asher makes sure he spends enough time in London. I miss those times with them. Call it selfish. 

I miss those times with her, and I don’t want my niece to go through that, although she has adjusted well to her Grandma living in London.

“And Robbie looks so much like my Harry.”

I know I was being a complete dick, but now I really get it. 

Shit!

How can I forget that? And how do I reply to that? I briefly close my eyes because I don’t want to push her too hard. And I know I’m being totally selfish and 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 want to tell her that I don’t want any goddamn tea. 

Instead, I don’t argue and 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 well-built with raven hair and a chiselled jawline. I even have her dimples when I smile. I have his passion for football, his easy smile, and his determined character; I have her eyes, except they’re not blue, along with her moody, intense shit. 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. She’s so tiny and fragile. I try not to hold her too tight in case I crush her. 

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.

It’s unlikely, but hell, every day I like my chances. Call it cockiness or blind faith in my ability, but I love the competitive challenge of competing against the best quarterback of all time. We joke that it builds character. And he’s so sure that I won’t be taking his place, but damn, I’ll keep bringing my energy every day and give him a run for his money. 

He’s the guy who influences the way I play my position since I moved from linebacker to quarterback. Since my draft day, I felt blessed to not only play for the Los Angeles Trojans and some of the best coaches in the NFL, but also to play with Luke fucking Matthews!

For both our competitive nature, I’m so glad to call him my friend.

I take my attention back to my mother; I 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. 
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Gray

November - two months later

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 abated 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. 

If he told me five years ago that I’d be with the Trojans winning twice, to one of the most coveted games in the NFL, or that I’d helped them again towards another Super Bowl, I wouldn’t have believed them; in fact, I would’ve laughed at them, but it’s a deal I would’ve definitely taken. It’s been a fantastic ride. 

To play the quarterback position in one of the most challenging positions, all teams are looking for the intangibles – the one thing that they can’t define. It’s the thing that transcends talent, beyond the X and O of football. Brady had it in abundance, as does Luke Matthews, along with Aaron Rodgers and Peyton Manning, to name a few. To play any game is sweet. The day I drafted with the Los Angeles Trojans as a backup quarterback, I thought we’d get close to the playoffs and even a Super Bowl. It’s a successful franchise that knows how to win. I’ll be behind one of the greatest quarterbacks of all time and learn. I knew my time to play would be limited, but I made the most of it. 

In my four years in the NFL, I’ve learnt so much from Luke, and now I’m ready to play - ready to set my mark in the NFL. In fact, I was prepared to play over a year ago. Everyone on the team knew it. I’ve learnt from the best on and off the field how to prepare, practice, and be part of a winning programme. I’ve seen and know how a winning team works. 

I’ve been part of that. So when I hit free agency next year, and a lot of needy quarterback teams are on the hunt, I know what I need to do.

I’m not green behind the years anymore.

I want to play for the Trojans, but the perennial quarterback, Luke Matthew, is not about to retire anytime soon. The man is unstoppable even at his age, and he’s still young for a quarterback; he still has more playing years left in him, plus he’s playing at such a high level, which is astounding. I mean, Tom Brady has proven that. Also, the team isn’t ready to retire him, and it’s the furthest thing from his mind. With multiple Super Bowl wins, he’s super competitive, and I would have to work even harder than I do already to take that starting spot from him. The only way is through a season-ending injury, and there’s no way I want that on him. 

Also, Luke had years of proving himself at this level, time and time again, in key game-deciding moments. Teammates will go into battle with him. Man, so would I. A true warrior! Fierce and demanding. While I only have preseason tapes and practice tapes, my only options are maybe free agency or staying as his backup. The latter is unacceptable.

I’m so much better than that, and I want my chance to do more - a chance to play for my own team and to show just how good I am. I love this game too much to sit on the sidelines. The competitor in me is desperate to play. I want to play football at the highest level possible.

It’s a sweet gig playing his backup and a few rings to show for it. But I want to play. It’s my time to show what I can do in the NFL. All of those drafted have had time to shine or bust. I’m still waiting for my chance.

My agent knows that, and so does the team.

All my life playing, I’ve never been the backup except in the NFL. I planned to play backup for one final season for Luke Matthews and the rest of my Trojan teammates. Also, it’s another chance to get to the Super Bowl.

As I glance out of the window, this isn’t where I’m supposed to be. This isn’t where I saw myself being traded. Hell, I wasn’t expecting to be traded. Not at this late stage of the season. I wasn’t completely blindsided by that move, which only took place a few hours ago. I mean, Coach Matthews has been talking with me every week, and he’s been open and honest with me as I’ve been with him. You could say I saw it coming, but I thought I’d make it to free agency. I guess Coach Matthews had other ideas. 

I mean, why let me loose in free agency when he cashes up dividends on my stock? They all know I’m a good quarterback. Plus, athletes talk.

But here I am more than ten thousand in the air. Pondering about how I got here. I slide the button to unlock, but don’t enter the four digit code to release all the information available to me. I wait until the screen goes black, then do it again. As we slowly descend, I shake my head, and I gaze through the clouds below. 

It happened ever so quickly, but I need to get over it before we land. At the same time, I’m frigging excited. I’m disappointed, and it hurts that I was never able to say goodbye to my teammates properly. Competition and sport encroach on your relationships all at the same time. It’s hell. 

But this is football. 

But I can’t believe it’s true as I stare into space. I’m still in a daze at it all. My cap is low even in this mid-morning flight. My stomach is in knots, and it feels like a crazy whirlwind ready to explode. 

I pull up the message from Luke. He was one of the first to contact me when the news broke. I read his message a few times. It’s direct and with no ambiguity in what I must do. I know exactly what I must do on my first day of practice. There’ll be no easing into it.

Set the tone from day one and do what it takes to win the starting job from the rookie as soon as possible. Make sure that any plans to have another quarterback in free agency or through the draft are directed only to me. It’s going to be hell, it’s going to be brutal, but I’m ready to battle.

I mean, I’ve won two Super Bowls with two teams already. I’ve seen what winning looks like and what it takes.

A few hours ago, I was relaxing at home when my phone rang—speaking with Coach Matthews and thanking me for doing a fantastic job with the Trojans. That he couldn’t have asked any more of me, and he was sad to see me go, but this is business, and how my new team will benefit from a player like me. Then, when he added, “It’s a real opportunity to showcase your talent, G., and you are one hell of a quarterback. Don’t be a stranger. Come and visit us when you’re in town.” 

His kind words almost brought tears to my eyes. A few seconds after speaking to Tom Matthews, my phone rang again, this time with the head coach, John, and the general manager, Phillip. That’s when I knew the trade was for real. 

I’m going to be a Niner.

Hell fucking yeah!

Happy belated fucking birthday to me.

From sadness to ecstasy, it’s too much, but there’s no denying my excitement. The Niners have been struggling for a few years now. They have a new head coach and GM combination. I’m sure they’ll want to see if I can make a difference to the team. My attention to detail is second to none. It’s something that has been instilled in me since high school, but at the Trojans, I became more focused and detailed in my craft. A small part of me wishes they had traded me earlier in the year, but at the same time, I wanted to stay and have the Trojans keep me. But by the time Luke Matthews retires, my best years would’ve been behind me, and I didn’t want to stay as a backup. I tried to get my career started and show the world what I could do. 

I got my wish, and I was traded halfway through the season, making it impossible to help my new team. Apart from learning a new system and getting to know new teammates, I think the deal was too good to pass up, Coach Matthews.

Let’s be realistic: I am, after all, in the replacement business.

The city lights are approaching fast, meaning I’m close to landing. I will keep my thoughts to myself when the pilot announces it, and the flight staff starts picking up any unwanted garbage and checking that seat belts are locked. I glance at my iPad, where the additional notes I’ve made regarding my new team follow the notes from when I played against them last year, but that was twelve months ago, and they’ve added some new pieces to the team. Earlier, just after take-off, I checked out the playbook. Similar plays to Trojan, just called differently. 

The San Francisco 49ers have a long history of Lombardi wins, just one less than the Trojans, but they’re done with two different quarterbacks. With a state-of-the-art stadium in Santa Clara, it has hosted a few Super Bowl games over the years. 

I was hoping that the team that drafted me would have kept me, but after four years with no play in sight, the move was coming. Unfortunately for me, it was earlier than I expected.

I mean, I was a former number two overall pick for the Trojans, but the team has one of the greatest and hottest quarterbacks in the game. Luke Matthews is a special kind of person. He’s a better person because he is a player. And boy, can that man throw. I learnt a lot from him, and the team is about hard work and staying humble. I’m a quick learner. I’ve emulated my favourite QB while learning under him, and that’s humbling in itself. Our names will be forever linked in NFL folklore.

And I can’t diminish that. My story has just begun.

I knew then my days were definitely numbered, even if I still thought that maybe I’d get one more season. What does a guy have to do to stay in one organisation? But in today’s game, unless you’re an exceptional commodity, you’re moving on. What made it worse was that I’m still miffed that I hadn’t had time to say goodbye to some of the guys that I’ve bonded with over the past four years. And that sucks.

I’ll text them when I land.

Anyway, enough of this shit; it’s not going to help me after I land. Deal with my new reality; I’ve been traded, now fucking live with it. I take a few slow breaths.

I’m distracted when the pilot announces, “Ladies and gentlemen, we’ll be landing shortly.” He informs us of the local time, which is the same time as Los Angeles, and then he adds the weather, and that is slightly cooler than LA.” When I think he’s finished, he adds, “If anyone is in town for more than a few days, go visit the Levi Stadium and watch the game against the Cardinals. Go Niners!”

Shit! 

I let out a low groan. I should’ve taken the private jet to pick me up, but being a suborn mule, I took a commercial flight instead. The Cardinals are my new divisional opponent. Hell! Along with the Hawks. Fuck. And the Rams are on the up too, along with the St Louis Gunners. Double Shit!

I smile as Luke’s voice comes into my head: “Nothing you want is easy; hard work is involved.”

I wonder if they’ll play me for that game. After three practices? I’d better get my arse into learning a new playbook. And soon!

Remember, set the tone on day one!

I doubt they will, but you never know in this game. They have a promising rookie who knows the system better than I do. I’m not going to rest on my laurels and be a new player for the rest of the season, no matter what they say. 

I’m going to prepare like I’ve always done and be ready for game day. I’m tenacious, intense, and I prepare and train hard. I also know how to goof around. God, they better be ready for me. 

Then I remember that I am, after all, in one of the best sports TV reality shows. And it’s of the awesome kind.

Like those around me, I chuckle under my breath and push my cap lower over my forehead. First class is almost empty at this time of the morning, even for an over-hour journey from Los Angeles. But I’m not taking any chances.

The landing was smooth, and as I stuffed my iPad into my rucksack, I was the last to leave first class. With my bag over my shoulder, I arrive at the door of the plane, and the captain is there waiting with his flight attendants. He’s in his late fifties and in stellar condition. He’s tall and stern. Gray eyes smile at me as he stretches out his hand. I take it and give me a firm shake.

“I hope you enjoy your time here.”

I smile at him and say in a friendly tone, “I’m sure I will, sir. I take it you’re a fan of the local football team.”

He nods at me, “A season ticket holder. Glad you’re here, Mr Finch.”
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Gray

I doubt the pilot was aware I was on the flight, so even though he saw me, the press will be in arrivals – waiting for me. I thought I’d slip in under the radar until I reach the facility. The idea of the private flight is now more appealing. But it is what it is. I’m too proud or stubborn to accept the offer. It’s my stubbornness that makes me want to do this on my own. Plus, it’s not how I roll, and at this time of the morning, there shouldn’t be any problems. Maybe I should’ve gotten a red-eye flight. Hindsight is a great thing.

“No one knows you’re here. Plus, I believe you have someone collecting you.”

I relax at his first comment. The pretty brunette next to him nods as her eyes run appreciatively up and down my body. I know the look, and I see it all the time. She’s cute, but I’m here to play ball, not get naked with the next available woman. Before today, I could do that, but now, not a chance in hell. Also, not that it gets boring, but 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 then turn to the Captain and say, “Thanks for the safe flight and see you at the game.”

“That’s for sure,” He adds.

Coming towards us, I see a tall and well-built man with a full head of hair in his sixties walking towards us. Behind him, discreetly, is airport security. 

He takes the captain’s hand, “Hey, Dick. How’s the wife?”

“Hi Bruce, she’s fine.”

He grins and answers Dick, “Great and thanks for taking care of our precious cargo.” 

He turns to me and says, “Mr Finch. Welcome to San Francisco. It’s a pleasure to have you here with us,” He stretches out his hand for a firm handshake. 

I take his hand, “Thank you.”

I follow Bruce, and after a moment, I turn slightly and quickly give them a wave goodbye.

I try to quicken my pace, but I notice my agent coming towards me with his head down on this phone. Talk about texting and walking. I shake my head and smirk.

That’s such a Harris move.

Harris, whom I thought would meet me at the Niners’ office, is here. Pleasant surprise to see a friendly face. I’m glad that he’s here to meet me. 

He stops before us and exchanges pleasantries. 

“Mr Lawson.”

“Bruce.”

I turn to face him and stare longer than I should when he says, “What’s up, G?”

“Nothing H. I’m just surprised that you’re here.”

His blue eyes wrinkle at the corner as he smiles, “I wanted to meet my guy.”

“Uh-huh. Is that so?” I tease.

We are making slow progress toward collecting my suitcases. It’s all five of them that I managed to pack with most of the stuff that I’d need for the remainder of the season.

He smirks and ignores my comment, “Yeah, dude. Anyway, they wanted earlier in the season, and they were quite aggressive about it, but Tom shut them down real quick. They must have given Tom a bone to chew upon that he couldn’t let go. This is a great move for us.”

I know he’s right. And it’s up to me to make it work. I know my talent, and I hung on to the words of those who know my work the best - Luke and Coach Tom.

Since joining Trojan, it has always been Harris and me. I trust him to take care of my career, and so far, he hasn’t let me down.

He continues, “This could be a good home G; I think their scheme will fit you very well. Similar to Trojans, just different to what you’re used to, I’m sure.” 

There’s that word, home. I just left one of the best homes in the NFL. Trojan. A team that understands winning, and if I’m only allowed to take one thing with me, it’s that mentality. A winning mentality. And I pray that they’re the same, even if they’ve been losing games. 

Harris’ right, though, it’s my opportunity to start afresh and show the Niners that they chose well in me. Thankfully, it’s a young team. I doubt I’ll meet my old team anytime soon, but if I did, the press would make a meal of it as a grudge match. But first, let’s see how we go when I start, as I have a completely new playbook to learn.

“Hmm, I hear you.”

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

“Seriously!” I gaze at him in amazement. “How come I haven’t about it?” 

He was my college teammate who played a variety of offensive line positions. He mainly played centre and left tackle. I wonder what they’ve in mind for him. I hope it’s the same position, since we were successful back at Oregon when he was my left tackle, but the Niners do need some good players on the line. Their rookie QB has been getting banged up since the second quarter of the season.

But Vinnie is a beast at left tackle and damn fast!

He grins at me, “Because they’re making the official announcement tomorrow. Because your announcement is today, today is a big deal.”

That goes without saying. It goes with the position – it’s a high-profile position that demands that attention.

Harris continues, “So no pressure. Plus, at this time of the day, we should get a quiet reception at the airport as most of the press should be at the facility waiting for you.”

I try to tone it down, “I’ve so much to learn. A new system and all.”

“Who’s ready to start when called upon, with a huge upside for this organisation. Remember who you backup.”

How can I forget? He’s always in my head when I’m on the field or in the locker room. How should I carry myself at all times? He has such a high standard.

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

There he is in my head, again.

Going through local customs and collecting my suitcases was painless; being with Bruce, we avoided most of the public areas and, with stealth, ended up outside a waiting 4x4 with darkened windows. My phone keeps vibrating in my pocket. I put a few of my bags in the back of the 4x4 without waiting for Bruce to do it for me, but he helped. Harris makes his way to the right side of the car and places himself in the back passenger seat. As I plant myself on the front passenger side, my phone buzzes again. And again.

As Bruce moves us into the traffic flow, I glance at the screen and see many texts as my aunt calls me. What’s wrong? 

I swipe the screen and ask worriedly, “Hey, what’s up?” 

“Hello, Grayson, is it true?” 

I smile as she’s the only person who uses my full name. She continues, “You’ve been traded? It’s all speculation across the Sports Centre.”

“Hi, Aunt Ava.” I greet her with the endearment that I know she loves. “I’m very well, thanks. Thank you for asking,” I tell her cheekily. Before she can give me a telling off, I add quickly, “And yes, it’s true. But keep it quiet until the announcement,” I tell her softly.

“Okay.” Then she adds, “Oh heck, Grayson. They’ve just announced it.”

I hear her slow sigh in the background. “Okay, glad you’ve landed safely. Does that mean we now have to remove all the Trojan stuff?”

I chuckle at that, and before I could answer, she then 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’d still be there.”

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

I cut off our call when she hung up. I love my aunt; not only am I grateful that she took us in, but the love and support she gave me over the years of losing my dad. She knows me too well and how focused I am on football. It’s just unfortunate that I didn’t get the chance to text or call her about the trade. I had to move quickly as I had a couple of hours to get some shit together. I reply to messages from my teammates – both individually and in group messages. 

My phone buzzes again. I glance at the screen, and it’s Asher. What is he doing up? 

“Hey, what’s up?” I ask worriedly.

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

My seven year old niece is worried about her uncle and it sends pure joy to my heart. I smile. I love that girl and my brother. I’m so proud of the way he’s raising her.

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

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

“Hey, Ave,”

She lets out a yawn, “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 this great love for the Niners wide receiver, and it’s something we’ve spoken about her liking this team. 

Also, I want to dampen her expectation of him, “I doubt I’ll see Brad Quinn tomorrow. 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, but definitely when I see you next. Now go to bed.”

She giggles, “Only if you promise.”

She’s a demanding little thing, but so adorable.

“Promise. Sleep tight, Ave. Now put your father back on.” I ask as I hear Asher laughing in the background.

I hear her small hands rustling as she hands the phone to her father.

He mutters, “Hey.”

“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 to train her on the art of negotiation. I’ll take my chances on me.”

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

“Thanks. You okay?”

“Hmmm,” There’s that noncommittal response from him, which tells me something is up, but I let it go when he quietly says, “See you at Sunday’s game.”

“Yeah. See you Sunday.”

I cut off our call when he hung up. Even though I know something is on his mind, my brother understands me too well. He won’t be distracted by telling me what’s wrong. It must be about Anne-Marie. So I don’t push. He knows how I focus gets, because he’s the same way when it comes to music, but Avery demands his time. And rightly entirely so, but he never seems to mind it. 

As soon as I hang up on Asher, my phone buzzes again, and I wonder who is calling, and then I notice another surge of messages from teammates. I’m overwhelmed. My phone buzzes again, and it’s Cody Kramer, a friend and now an ex-teammate.

“Hey, Code.”

“Dude, you’ve left us without saying goodbye.”

Aware that Bruce is sitting next to me, and he has a senior position at the Niners office, but I need to watch what I say as I’m a professional. There’s only so much energy I can waste until I need to do what I’m paid to do. And that is to be the quarterback of the San Francisco 49ers football team – 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 my job away.

Once a starter, work at being a starter. We are all that matters. It’s another football lesson from Luke Matthews. He made sure I never got the starting gig. We kept getting those wins.

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

It’s going to be a long while since we played them last year in the regular season.

“Seriously, I think you’re feeling lucky.” I hear the sarcasm in his voice.

I chuckle, “Yep, we may have lost our eight games, but we sure as hell don’t play like a losing team. I mean, 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 snigger at my own joke. “Thanks for the call. Gotta go, we’ve 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 cut off the call and scrolled through all the texts from family, teammates, friends, and even ex-teammates. The one that catches my eye is one 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.

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 problems it creates for your relationships with your teammates, who are also your friends. Somehow, we found that balance.

I reply immediately as emotions nearly become too much. Thanks – you’re just the best. Going to miss our morning chats.

As I place my phone on my lap, it buzzes again. I’m a phone call away. L

What can I say to that and reply with Thanks.

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

Bruce turns onto the forecourt to the opening gate of the facility. I set my brain to matters at hand. I won’t lie and say that seeing a different part of the 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 of me.

Bruce stops the car and says, “We’ve booked you a room at the Hilton until you find your own place, but I’m sure John and Philip have told you there’s a press conference to introduce you after introductions and medical. It’s a good hotel, but don’t worry about privacy because we use it often.” 

He opens his door, and before I do the same, I throw my baseball cap on the dashboard. Run my fingers through it, and then I open the door. I take my paperwork and iced tea. There to greet me are more media.

I confidently say, “Good morning.”

With Harris, I shake hands with a few of the front office staff who meet at the car, and then we briskly make our way towards the entrance door of the office.

Here’s to new challenges, a beginning, and a new team.

Bring it on!
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Chapter Three
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Dallas

I glance up at the TV screen as I watch the last questions at the press conference of the new quarterback in town. The camera is on the general manager, and as he talks, I take my eyes off the screen and focus on the task at hand. I browse online for my almost-impossible client’s wish, which takes up most of my time. Why the hell do I make such promises? I roll my eyes. Because I think I can make a difference in her wedding. Boy, how my optimism is slowly being eroded. 

She wants to host her pre-reception at the Gold Club. But I know it’s booked on the day that she wants. Some private function or other. Trying to find the perfect alternative post-wedding but before reception venue for a last-minute-dot-com wedding is getting crazy. All my favourite and go-to places are booked for the dates the clients want. 

Why the hell did I take this job?

I need the money to expand the hotel’s client base. Plus, she was absolutely fantastic and had a few hours to kill before she could have the room for her reception.

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

This isn’t where I want to be. I frown, and reality sets in. This job pays for my little box-shoe flat and gives me some financial independence. If I wanted to be an artist or illustrator, I’d be a starving one at this rate.

Because I’ve got no authors knocking on my door demanding my work, and here is my ongoing argument: how can I improve my dream client list if I spend all my time focusing on the hotel’s wedding client base?

Argh!!!

I get that we have the 49ers close by, but what the hell. I don’t get the hoopla around this new quarterback. I really don’t care. The press conference fades into the background as I concentrate on my task. Immediately, it’s all forgotten, and after a few moments and without looking at the screen, I mute the sound. It’s stressing me out because I cannot find a solution for Miranda Silver.

I need to find one of our guests an excellent last minute place for their wedding. At the same time, make a few arrangements with the kitchen for upcoming weddings, a few strange requests, but at the same time, bubbles of excitement erupt in my stomach knowing that I’m part of someone’s wonderful day.

This part of the job I love, and to earn extra money, I work at the reception booking in our guests. Wherever the manager puts me, I’m happy, but organising a wedding is wonderful. I get lost in the hours as I try to sort and organise our guests’ requests.

The phone rings, and it’s Stella. She’s excited about her wedding tomorrow, and her hairdresser has fallen ill. I take it upon myself to reassure her that I have someone in mind and book an appointment right away.

After fifteen minutes of reassuring soon-to-be Mrs Keely, we say goodbye, but not before asking her to let me know about Simone, one of my go-to local hairdressers. I turn up the TV and watch the journalist give his overview. 

“Grayson Finch, our newly traded quarterback, had 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. But 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 three and a half years at the Trojan, he has picked up a thing or two. He did say, 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 set the TV back to mute. Back to work. Enough of this football news. I’m sure Jaz will update me, as she’s already gaga over this new quarterback. I tuck a loose strand of hair behind my ear and set to work for the wedding this weekend. I ignore the sun seeping through the tall glass windows into the reception and go to task. I won’t be here, but I want to make sure that one of my counterparts knows exactly what our client needs.

I love the Bay Area. I’ve been living here for a few years. It’s a significant part of the world. I mean sunny California. Unfortunately for me, the sunshine doesn’t fare well on my skin. My problem is that I sort of burn, not easily, but burn nonetheless. I need to be careful about how long I stay in the sun. It’s hard to explain, especially with my colouring and mixed heritage; it shouldn’t be an issue, but I have fair skin dusted with freckles. Over the years, I’ve gotten to love those pesky freckles; they’re subtle and all over. Swimming, I have limited my time in the sun. I tan easily in the shade and have to use high-factor sunscreen to avoid burning. I need to be as careful as everyone, really.

I have a few memories of my parents, but, to tell you the truth, I don’t really know them; only snippets from my grandmother. My grandmother passed away before I turned ten, and with no other relatives to take me in, there was only one option. Not even my family in Holland. Then again, I don’t think anyone knew where to start. Well, my grandmother told me that my father was from Amsterdam. Here I was, an almost ten-year-old with no family. My only option was a foster home. Luckily, social services found me a lovely family, and I learned to stay out of their way. For six years, I kept my head down and got the grades that I needed to be independent. With a local scholarship, I was able to complete my qualification at the local college. I never felt that I had the opportunity of having a loving foster parent, supportive but not loving. For that, I’ll forever be grateful. They took me in when no one else did. Yet I’ve always felt out of sorts and not part of the family. A few times, I was reminded by my “siblings” that I’m one of them - one brother and a sister, Fallon. But then no one really kept in contact during college. I always made excuses not to go home during the breaks. I suppose that says it all.

Never felt like I belonged. But then I can live with that. It made me the person I am today. It made me a stronger, more determined young adult.

My major was arts, and my minor was business.

“Hey.”

I raise my head and grin at Jasmine. Standing before me, she’s dressed in her black shirt and skirt, along with the most comfortable heels possible, as she’s standing all day in the restaurant. I met Jasmine on my second day in our business studies class. It was where we met and bonded. I’ve never met anyone who was persistent in becoming my friend in those two hours, talking about what we want 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 in getting to know me. Then again, she’s a go-getter. And that can scare people. I would rather think of her as a force of nature and such a wonderful person.

“What’s up, girl?” I smile at her, and I remember the first day we met.

“Nothing, Chicka. You?”

“Nothing. I can’t seem to find a solution for Miranda Silver,” I frown at her and then shrug nonchalantly.

“I’m sure something will come to you,” she advises, tucking a loose strand of blonde hair behind her ear, but not before she sits down in the chair opposite me. 

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

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

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

“I know. It can make a few people run to 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.

She pulls a face, but she’s not too forward in her answer, “I just need to work it out in my head.

I cock my head to the side. Not promising at all.

“Are we doing beers tonight?”

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

“Oh, and I’ve booked us pedicures tomorrow.”

“Please say here after work. I can’t be dealing with going downtown.”

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

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

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

She sits back in the chair 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 going on in the Bay area.”

“Sweetie.” 

The way she says “sweetie”, I know I’m in for a long lecture about the religion of sports. I place my hand before my mouth to hide my smirk and stop myself from rolling my eyes.

“I’ve told you this before. Sport’s a religion. It brings people together and helps them forget their differences. Whether it’s football, baseball, hockey or basketball and all the other sports that we have in the wonderful country.”

I lean back and fold my arms across my breasts, squeezing those enormous melons together. 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.”

“Wow. That’s new,” I tease and grin. “It’s a shame you’re not a filmmaker. That title works really well.”

I get music and stories, but not sports. I tilt my head to the side, and she stands, pushing the chair back loudly. 

I suppose she’s right. “I just don’t get the complete fascination of it all.”

“After all these years of going to a football game 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 hitting each other hard in pads and tight pants.” I let out a slow sigh as if it’s the most fantastic thing ever. I purse my lips to hold back the laughter that’s bubbling inside of me, “It’s oh so sexy.”

I chuckle at the thought.

“You’re too funny.” She smiles at me. “I’m so glad you said that because we have tickets for the next game.”

I let out a sigh. “Really?”

“Yep. I do.” And she chuckles at me. “I want to see our new quarterback.”

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

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

“It seems 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 already a lost cause.”

I can’t help but laugh with her.

At the corner of my eye, I see the restaurant manager making his way to reception. Dion gets his attention, which gives me time to turn my attention to Jaz and mutter, “Hide.”

She turns her head to the reception and makes a mad dash out of his sightlines. 

Thank fuck for Dion’s quick thinking; for that, we owe him one. Andrew starts to make his way towards me, so I stand and meet him halfway, so he won’t see Jasmine, who’s hiding behind the corner wall and tall fake plant.

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

“Hey, Andrew.” 

“Dallas. Have you seen Jasmine?”

“Just missed her.”

He looks beyond me and starts to make his way towards my desk. I subtly block his path. “I think she mentioned going to the staff area.”
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