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      There is no pressure. Zero. None.

      No one expects us to win. We’re a wild card team who barely made the playoffs and yet, I have to win this game.

      It’s first and goal. There are twenty-six seconds left on the clock. We need four points to tie and five to win. We have no timeouts, so our only option is to throw the ball.

      We need a touchdown.

      I grip my helmet and nod when I hear the play. I point and yell and wait for everyone to get in their spots. Surely I can complete one pass out of four. I’ve had a perfectly respectable game. We win, and I’m a hero. We lose, and, well—I’ve been there before. I’m not eager to add another chapter to that book.

      Our center snaps the ball. I take it, drop back, and throw a perfect spiral into the corner of the end zone. Our top receiver, Ronnie, leaps into the air. He grabs the ball as he crashes to the ground.

      He caught it.

      I open my mouth and throw my hands in the air, but before I can start to celebrate, I see it on the big screen. His left foot was out-of-bounds. Two inches is the difference between success and failure right now.

      I ignore the home crowd as they cheer wildly. They’re rowdy and desperate for the win. It wasn’t supposed to be this close, and they know it.

      Three more chances.

      I take the snap and drop back again. It’s the same formation, but this time, instead of running toward the corner, Ronnie cuts back toward the center of the end zone. The outside linebacker breaks free. He’s coming right at me. I let the ball go half a second before I take the hit. I’m on my back when I hear the roaring of the crowd. Someone pulls me to my feet. I look at the replay. Incomplete pass. The damn defender got a hand on the ball and knocked it free.

      Two more chances.

      I’ve got to throw to another target. Ronnie’s too emotional. I can sense the tension radiating off him and he’s fifteen feet away. I can’t count on him to catch the ball after the last two plays.

      I take the snap and immediately freeze. Flag on the field. Offense. False start. Five-yard penalty. It doesn’t matter. We’re still in the red zone with time on the clock. Now we’ve got a little more room to work.

      Nine yards. That’s all we need.

      I can do this.

      I take the snap and drop back.

      Jameson, our tight end, fakes to the right and then cuts back to the left. He’s open. I let the ball go. It sails like a rocket straight toward him. I can taste victory. Then, out of nowhere, the opposing safety darts across the field. He snags the ball and tucks it into his chest. He hits the ground hard. The ball doesn’t wobble—not even a little bit.

      Interception.

      In the end zone.

      As time expired.

      I pull off my helmet. It slips out of my hand onto the turf.

      The noise is deafening. I’m used to it, and yet, it feels like it’s echoing in my soul. It’s so loud that I’m shaking. Or maybe that’s just the adrenaline.

      I lean down and pick up my helmet. Our opponents are going crazy. Watching them celebrate is like throwing salt on an open wound, so I close my eyes to regroup. Before I can slink away, I have to walk across the field to congratulate the winning quarterback. The media, the fans, and the league all expect good sportsmanship, and I won’t let anyone call me a sore loser.

      I trudge over to where Deacon Ryan, the number one pick in my draft class and the opposing quarterback, stands surrounded by fawning media. I muscle my way through the crowd and give them the money shot. We smile and embrace—hugs are considered friendlier than handshakes.

      Deacon is a decent guy and an excellent football player. He got drafted by the worst team in the NFL. They haven’t won a playoff game in almost three decades. Until now. My smile is genuine when I tell him congratulations. I’m not a complete jerk—I can be happy when others succeed.

      Once I escape the media circus around Deacon, I head for the visitor tunnel. I still need to survive the locker room and the podium. It’s hard to say which I’m dreading more, facing my teammates or the sportswriters. The guys on this team are solid—most of them won’t blame me, at least not to my face. I’ll blame myself, though. I’ve gotten good at that.

      I hate feeling like I’ve let them down.

      I’ve just reached the tunnel when Ronnie pops up. I’m startled because I didn’t know he was still on the field. Most of the team escaped as soon as they could.

      Ronnie does not like me. He was openly hostile the first time we met and I’m still not entirely sure why.

      “I was open,” he says.

      He gets right up in my face. He’s been a pain in my ass all season. Even when he’s got three defenders on him, he thinks he’s open. He’s good, but not that good. And he complains constantly that I don’t get him the ball enough. He’s confident—cocky, really—which would be fine if he were as good as he believes.

      I don’t want to start something, so I nod and try to step around him.

      Apparently he has more to say because he moves with me.

      “You couldn’t complete a single pass. That’s all we needed. One pass.” He holds his finger right in front of my nose. He’s looking for a fight. Intellectually, I know this. Emotionally, though, I’m pissed.

      I glance around. No one is paying us any attention. I shouldn’t respond, but I can’t stop myself. “If you spent more time catching balls and less time bitching, it wouldn’t have come down to one pass.”

      People only remember the last play.

      They’ll forget Ronnie couldn’t keep his foot in-bounds on first and goal. They’ll forget Clint, our running back, fumbled the ball on our twenty-two-yard line in the first quarter. They’ll forget about the field goal we missed to start the second half.

      It’s a long game. There are hundreds of moments that could have changed the outcome. Unfortunately for me, it’s only the last one that matters.

      I’m not trying to make excuses. I’m aware that I threw an interception to lose the game. Even though it’s a team sport, the reality is, the quarterback gets the glory—or the culpability. It might not always be fair, but that’s the way it is.

      Ronnie steps back and starts to turn away, but instead of leaving, he draws his arm back and throws a punch. I don’t fall over. I don’t even waver, but holy crap, it hurts. My cheekbone feels like it shattered. I get hit for a living and my eyes still water. Ronnie is the cooler-throwing, bench-flipping, wildly cursing type, so I shouldn’t be surprised, but I am.

      I don’t take the time to consider the consequences—I just let my fist fly. I connect right below his left eye. I’m three inches taller, seventy-five pounds heavier, and I have righteous indignation on my side.

      He doesn’t stand a chance.

      He crumples into a heap at my feet. I’ve never hit anyone like that. It felt surprisingly good. I try to ignore the fact that punching someone is assault. The personal conduct policy in this league is very clear. I could get fined. Or suspended. Does it matter that he started it?

      This might make getting a new contract harder.

      I’ll regret it tomorrow, but right now, I’m too numb to care.

      He jumps up and glares at me. Hatred is etched into his face.

      I won’t have to see him after today. The chances of me getting a new contract here are zilch. We have nothing left to say to each other, but that doesn’t stop him from looking me in the eye and spitting on my jersey. It’s the ultimate sign of disrespect. And somehow it hurts more than the shiner I’m sure to have by morning.
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        * * *

      

      Twenty minutes later, I’m showered and ready to brave the media. My teammates are subdued and quiet, as they usually are after a loss. I catch a few glares, but it isn’t nearly as bad as I deserve.

      When I get to the press conference, I step up to the podium with my serious smile in place. It’s the smile I reserve for losses. I have a more natural, cheerful one for the wins.

      I’m a pro at handling the media in these moments. I’ll praise my teammates, the coaching staff, the other team, the fans, and anyone else I can think of. Then I’ll take the blame for the loss, highlight my mistakes, and generally grovel. Only the super talented can walk out on the media without catching too much heat.

      I definitely can’t.

      I offer a brief statement and open the floor up for questions.

      Right out of the gate, one of the guys who’s covered the team all season says, “After the game, you had an altercation with Ronnie.” My smile starts to slip. I didn’t think anyone was paying attention. I should have known better. The bruise below my eye confirms the reporter’s statement, so I wait for an actual question. “He’s claiming you didn’t throw the ball to him on that last throw because you didn’t want him to get the glory. Care to comment?”

      “It’s a team sport. I just want to win. If I’d thought he could hang onto the ball, I would have thrown it to him.” It’s completely true. Still, I should have kept the dig about holding onto the ball to myself. Everyone hates players who blame others.

      Hell—I hate players who blame others.

      As if I didn’t already know I’d made a shitty comment, my publicist slips into the back of the room with a little head shake. My agent Cam hired Judy right after I threw eight interceptions in the biggest game of my life. In the three years since, I’ve kept her busy.

      Another reporter, smelling a story, jumps in. “Are you saying you don’t trust Ronnie to catch the ball?”

      Of course that’s what I’m saying. I have plenty of regrets on the football field. Not throwing to Ronnie for the third time isn’t one of them. He wouldn’t have caught the ball if we were the only two players out there. He’s not clutch. Just like me.

      Maybe that’s why he’s so pissed.

      Instead of agreeing, I shake my head, determined to take the high road.

      “Ronnie is a very talented player.” If you like divas who also have the emotional maturity of a toddler, then he’s great. “Our emotions were running high after the game, but I have tremendous respect for him. I’m sure he feels the same about me.”

      Judy smiles at my blatant lie, which is a sure sign that I’ve mastered my media training.

      Unfortunately, Ronnie hasn’t.

      He must have been lurking in the hall, because he pops his head into the room and says, “You get paid to lose big games?”

      I stiffen. It’s a theory that’s been tossed around before. A local radio guy suggested I was paid to lose after I threw eight interceptions in the divisional title game. The national media got a hold of the story and it blew up into this big thing. It was all speculation, obviously.

      Eventually, an independent investigator took a fine-toothed comb to my finances. They concluded there was zero chance I had taken money to lose. As if I would ever lose on purpose.

      Ronnie continues, “If he’s here next year, I won’t be. I’d rather sit the whole season than catch passes from this asshole.”

      Nobody thinks I’m going to be on this team next year. Ronnie is under contract and I’m not, so it’s an empty threat.

      It still makes for a juicy headline, though.

      A few reporters follow Ronnie out of the room. The rest stir in their seats, desperate to go on air, or get in front of their computers, but uncertain the drama is over.

      I give a tight smile. A funny quip would be useful. Unfortunately, my mind is blank. I’m struggling to stay upbeat. Losing sucks.

      A guy in the front identifies himself, then says, “Would you care to share your plans for next season? There has been a lot of speculation about what you might do on the free agent market. Do you think this game has ruined your chance at a starting position?”

      Shit. It’s a logical question. That doesn’t mean I want to answer it. Teams don’t want starting quarterbacks who play like a roller coaster, peaking in meaningless games and then plunging when it matters. I may very well have played my last game as a starter, but it’s virtually assured I’ll get picked up as a backup.

      Backup. The word sits heavily in my gut. I don’t want to be a backup.

      I should say something to deflect, but after today, I just can’t do it. “I might get a starting position. We all know there aren’t that many guys who can throw the ball at this level. I’m not anybody’s first choice, but someone might get stuck with me.”

      “Stuck with you?” a voice shouts from the back.

      “Four teams won two or less games this year. I’ve never been that bad.” Professional quarterbacks don’t grow on trees. “Those teams would be lucky to make it to the playoffs. Not every team is full of divas like Ronnie.”

      So much for the high road.

      Judy muscles her way to the front of the room. Her face is pinched. She hates it when players talk negatively about each other. You’d think she’d like it—it gives her a lot of work. Instead, she thinks it’s petty. I don’t disagree, but I’ve had a bad day and I’m struggling to hold onto my composure.

      “Mr. Jones isn’t taking any more questions today. Please direct any inquiries you have to my office.”

      She grabs my arm and drags me out of the room.

      Judy’s good at her job, so instead of reprimanding me, she says, “Don’t worry about that. I’ll get a couple of guys talking about what a good teammate you are. Then someone else can mention how you work harder than everyone else. First one in. Last one out. Maybe I’ll get a coach out there talking about spreading the ball around. Utilizing every option.” She could go on for another ten minutes. She’s always five steps ahead.

      “Hey. Can we talk tomorrow?”

      She squeezes her eyes shut. “Yes. You know how it is. So many options.”

      She’s in her element when things go south. Frequent opportunities to change the narrative make me her favorite client. She reaches out and pats my cheek.

      “Totally shitty loss today. Get some rest. Things will look brighter in the morning.”

      She doesn’t make empty promises. When she gets done spinning her magic, things will look better. Unfortunately, they won’t actually be better. I’ll still be responsible for a loss that could have been a win.

      Instead of going back to the locker room, I order a car.

      It’s a cowardly move, but I don’t care. The team buses are not an option.

      When I slide into the car, the driver does a double take. “Holy shit. You’re Slater Jones.”

      I give a little nod.

      “Man, I was sure we were gonna lose.” He pumps his fist. “Go Hawks.”

      Naturally, my driver is a fan of the home team.

      I smile weakly, but otherwise don’t respond. There isn’t anything for me to say. I gave his team the win tonight. I could get free drinks from any bar in town. I’d probably get some drunken toasts, too. I’m a fan favorite, at least for today.

      My phone vibrates in my pocket. I dread pulling it out. My mother. My father. My sisters. My agent. Anyone and everyone who loves me will be sending me their own brand of encouragement. Just once I’d like to make it through an entire season where I don’t require phone calls of support.

      The phone vibrates again. This time I pull it out. No time like the present. I’ve already taken a fist to the face today, so a few messages should be easy.

      My mother has called three times. The first time, she left a message.

      “Slater, dear.” Her voice is as cheerful as it always is. “It’s just a game. There are people out in the world with real problems. They don’t care if you throw a touchdown or an interception. They are too busy worrying about how they are going to feed their kids. Think about that tonight instead of the game…I love you. You’re still my favorite son.”

      I’m her only son. And she gives me a variation of this speech every time I lose. It’s her version of a pep talk. I appreciate it—I do—but I want to be sad that I lost. I don’t want to have to pretend that I have perspective. I don’t want to pick myself up and dust myself off right away.

      Football is just a game.

      But it’s also my life.

      My job.

      My career.

      It’s hard to dedicate yourself to something and constantly come up short. I wonder, for the millionth time, if it’s too late. What will I do if my window for success has closed? What if I never become the player I thought I was destined to be?

      I drop my head back against the seat and take shallow breaths. My emotions threaten to overwhelm me, but the back of a stranger’s car isn’t the right place for an infamous quarterback to cry, so I keep them locked away.
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      I turn off the television, take a sip of coffee, and look around for something to do.

      Three days. It’s been three days of unemployment and I’m ready to climb the walls. I’ve cleaned out my pantry and my refrigerator. I’ve read three spicy novels. And I’ve scoured every surface in my small, already tidy, apartment.

      I could run the vacuum again. There might be a crumb left next to the coffee table.

      I start to get the vacuum when I remember my downstairs neighbor gave me a lecture yesterday about how loud it is, so no vacuuming for a day or two.

      I turn the television back on. More than one hundred channels and nothing to watch. I flip slowly, each option worse than the last. Double murder on the local news. Drug addiction on the national news. Political infighting on cable news. Morning television is not cheerful. I finally pause on a commercial. It’s sad that a commercial about car insurance is my best option.

      My phone rings and I pounce on it. Anything to save me from a morning of nothingness.

      “Elle,” my little sister’s cheerful voice chimes.

      “Want to have lunch?” I say, conveniently ignoring that we don’t live in the same city and can’t meet for lunch.

      “Umm…no,” she replies. “I need a favor.”

      I’d do anything for my sister, but the way she says it makes me hesitate. “A favor?”

      “Of sorts,” she says vaguely.

      “You’re going to have to be more specific.”

      “It’s a favor that’ll make you a little extra money. So, I guess it’s more like a job?”

      “A job?” Now I’m even more hesitant.

      Kelsey is a model. She has wavy, honey-colored hair with the bounce of a freaking shampoo commercial. My hair is straighter, a much lighter shade of blonde and I still haven’t mastered styling it in anything more complex than a ponytail.

      She also has vibrant blue eyes, while mine are pale grey. We’re nearly the same height, but I lack the easy grace that is innate to her. Don’t get me wrong, I’m pretty. But she is gorgeous. Hence, she’s a runway model and I’m a psychologist.

      “Not a modeling gig.” She laughs, a cheery tinkling sound.

      I brighten a bit. I need a job. Not for the money—I’ve got some savings—but for my sanity. “Tell me more.”

      At this point, I’m so sick of staring at the walls that I’m starting to wonder if trying to solve other people’s marital problems was really that bad.

      Spoiler alert: It was.

      “You know Slater Jones?”

      “Nope,” I say as I glance at the television. The commercials are over and a talk show is on. My eyes instantly zero in on the question at the bottom of the screen. Has Slater Jones played his last NFL game? “Actually, they’re talking about him on television right now.”

      “Of course they are. After another game-losing interception, he’s the hottest topic in sports. Everyone is trying to comprehend why someone so talented keeps imploding.” I can practically hear the eye roll as she continues, “Cam owes me five bucks. I told him you wouldn’t know who Slater is. Google him and call me back, okay?” She clicks off without waiting for a response.

      Cameron Clark is my new brother-in-law. He’s a sports agent. We get along fine, but I’m not fully convinced he’s good enough for my sister. They eloped six weeks after they met. Who does that?

      I turn up the television as I pull out my laptop and listen with half an ear as my computer loads relevant websites. Slater has forty million followers on social media. I scroll through a few posts where he is tagged. His followers are either grateful or extremely angry. The angry side is winning. This guy is getting more hate than the president. I click on an article. When I’m done reading it, I watch a grainy YouTube video. I gasp when he punches another football player. He’s got a nasty right hook.

      I call Kelsey back.

      “Would you consider being his assistant for a couple of weeks?” she asks after a single ring.

      “His assistant?” I ask, thoroughly confused.

      “I know…it sounds silly. And I know you’re going to find a kick-ass job when you’re ready, but he needs help and you’re available.”

      “What would he need me to do?” I ask a little suspiciously.

      “Hmm.” She pauses like she’s thinking. “Simple stuff like grocery shopping and getting coffee. Maybe you can monitor his social media or pick things up for him. He’s a celebrity and he has a lot of fans, so it isn’t always easy for him to go out.”

      I bite my lip as I consider her words. There’s something she’s not saying. “Kelsey.”

      She sighs. “He’s having a hard time. He needs someone to talk to.”

      The light clicks on. “I’m not a sports therapist. I have zero experience working with troubled athletes.”

      “He isn’t troubled and I’m not asking you to be his therapist. He needs a friend.” She lowers her voice. “Cam’s worried about him. Apparently he’s hiding in his apartment in DC and avoiding everyone.”

      “You want me to take a job as his assistant, pretend to be his friend, and trick him into talking to a therapist?”

      She makes a grunting noise. “None of the above. I want you to be his friend. You do not need to be his therapist.” She pauses like she expects me to respond. When I don’t, she says, “It’ll be really flexible. You can pick up his dry cleaning. Make him lunch. Whatever he needs. He’ll pay you handsomely.”

      “I don’t really need the money.” Not yet at least.

      “But you’re bored…I know you are. You hate being idle.”

      She isn’t wrong. Logically, I know quitting my job wasn’t a mistake, but I am already bored, and it would be nice to have a distraction. “How does he feel about my profession?”

      “Strictly speaking, he isn’t aware of what you do. Or that you are going to offer to be his assistant. However, you don’t have to lie to him. Tell him who you are. You can even tell him what you are. The only thing you need to be vague about is the friend thing. He’ll be prickly if you tell him we asked you to be his friend.”

      “Kelsey,” I whine. I’m not good at subterfuge.

      “He needs someone to talk to,” she repeats. “That last game zapped his confidence.”

      “I’m not good at instilling confidence.” All the couples who broke up after therapy with me flash through my mind. The kind of confidence I inspire is not what he needs.

      “Pish. You’ve always given me confidence. You’re the best cheerleader I know.”

      “Cheering for you has always been easy.”

      “Lies. You thought I was crazy when I decided to pursue modeling. And you still managed to give me the confidence to go for it.”

      “That’s sweet.” I wasn’t as supportive as she seems to think. In fact, I remember an unfortunate conversation where I told her she was wasting her potential. Turns out I was wrong. She’s wildly successful and happy.

      “So, you’ll do it?”

      “I don’t know.” If I’m being honest, I don’t know precisely how to be a fake friend. And I know nothing about being an assistant.

      “Come on. I know how much you hate having nothing to do. This is perfect. Plus, Cam needs someone on the inside.” And the truth comes out.

      “I’m not spying on one of Cam’s clients for him.”

      Kelsey’s voice is tight. “He doesn’t want you to spy.” She lowers to a whisper. “Slater is taking this most recent loss hard. Cam’s worried about him. He thinks Slater is going to retire.”

      “Maybe Slater wants to retire?” If the internet is correct, he’s having a bad week. If the television is correct, it isn’t his first.

      “He’s twenty-six. He doesn’t want to retire. He’s just disappointed. He needs a friend.”

      I mull over her request for another minute. It isn’t like I have anything else going on. And it isn’t like it would be a hardship to meet a handsome, rich athlete. “I suppose I can talk to him, but I’m not making any promises.”

      Kelsey lets out a squeal. “I knew you’d help. Cam’s going to text you the details. Just remember, Slater needs to regain his confidence before they head into contract negotiations. Cam isn’t going to be able to find a team who will take him if he looks like a homeless vagabond.”

      Slater’s face pops up on the television. He looks nothing like a homeless vagabond. He’s a quarterback. Isn’t there an unwritten rule that says quarterbacks must be ruggedly handsome? Chiseled jaws. Glittering eyes. Sculpted abs. You know the type.
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        * * *

      

      Three hours after getting off the phone with Kelsey, I find myself entering a green certified building that is about four blocks north of the Capitol in DC. It’s nice, but not where I’d expect to find a famous athlete.

      I breeze into the lobby and head for the elevators. The man at the front desk barely looks in my direction even though he’s the one who buzzed me in. At the very least, I expected he would call Slater and let him know I was on my way up. I can’t help wondering how Slater keeps out the crazy stalker types.

      I take the elevator to the fifth floor, stop in front of a nondescript door, and give it a firm knock.

      No one answers so I try again.

      Still nothing.

      I knock for the third time and try not to fidget. Even though a few hours ago, I had never heard of Slater Jones, I’m nervous. He’s famous. Forty million followers to my twenty-six. Plus, he’s an athlete, which means he’s all toned and fit, while I’m more of the cerebral type. Case in point: the last time I ran a mile was when I failed the fifth-grade presidential fitness test.

      I raise my hand to knock again when the door swings open.

      My eyes bulge. He looks nothing like he did on television this morning. On one side, his hair is matted to his head. On the other side, it’s sticking up in patches. His eyes are red and bloodshot. One of them is surrounded by the fading yellowish-brown of an old bruise, making him look like he survived a backyard brawl. His facial hair is scruffy. His shirt has an unidentified stain in the middle. He looks defeated. I feel a wave of something. Empathy? Concern? Horror? Maybe this isn’t going to be as easy as I thought.

      “What?” he barks as I stare at him.

      “Hello.” I adopt my most cheerful smile. “My name is Ellie West. And⁠—”

      He doesn’t let me finish before he starts to shut the door.

      “Wait.” I thrust my foot forward.

      He looks down at my boot. “I’m not interested in whatever you’re selling.”

      “I’m not selling anything. I⁠—”

      “Are you a fan?”

      “Uh…no.”

      “Are you a call girl?” he asks. “Because I don’t pay for sex.”

      My jaw hits the ground. “Do I look like a call girl?”

      I’m wearing winter galoshes, the kind that are tan on the bottom and blue around the ankle. Skinny jeans. A puffy jacket that hits me mid-thigh. A hat with a pom-pom on top. Not exactly seductive wear. Although call girls probably wear all sorts of different outfits, right?

      He scowls and gives me a quick once-over. “I guess not,” he says, like he isn’t sure.

      I’m beyond curious why his brain jumped from me selling something to being a fan to being a call girl, but before I can question him further, he says, “Do I need to call security?”

      This is not going how I expected it would. “Cam sent me,” I say hastily.

      He slowly pulls the door open farther. “My agent sent you to my apartment?”

      I nod rapidly. “He did. My name is Ellie West.”

      And then, because things aren’t awkward enough, I thrust my hand forward. He doesn’t seem inclined to shake it, so I lean, just a little, and grab the hand that’s hanging by his side. I pull it up and give it a nice firm shake. His grip tightens and his eyes narrow, but he says nothing. I release his hand and it drops back to his side.

      He doesn’t budge from the doorway. Not that I blame him. The stalker types probably don’t knock and introduce themselves, but with the lack of security in this place, it pays to be cautious. Especially if the only people who knock on his door want something from him.

      “Cam should have called you. Why didn’t he call?” I mumble to myself. Then, louder, I say, “He asked me to swing by and help you out for a bit…”

      This time there is a flicker of something in his eyes. Annoyance. Curiosity. I can’t be sure. Before I get the chance to decipher his expression, it clears and he says, “I don’t need help.”

      “Cam thinks you do.”

      He looks pained as he rubs his hand over the scruff on his chin. “Why?”

      “Well…uhhh.” How do I explain that my sister convinced me to show up at his apartment and force my friendship—I mean, assistance—on him because Cam thinks he’s having a hard time dealing with his most recent professional failure?

      My mouth stays open, but nothing comes out.

      He holds up his hand. “I’m not interested in your help,” he states. He shakes his head slightly. “But thank you.” He starts to push the door closed again.

      I grimace. I’m not explaining myself very well. Maybe I need to be more specific. “Cam thinks you need support. He asked me if I could be your assistant, but I think he just wants to be certain you’re alright.”

      He gives me a look. “I’m fine and I don’t need an assistant. What would I do with an assistant?”

      “Anything you want.” I barely withhold a wince at the suggestiveness of that statement. I just got through telling him I’m not a call girl. “I can run errands. Shop for groceries. Pick up your dry cleaning. Post photos of you working out on social media. Ooh…I can rent one of those standing scooters and ride along next to you while you jog.” That sounds fun.

      He’s not impressed by my ideas. “I don’t need a running buddy. Or someone to run errands. And Judy handles my publicity.”

      “This isn’t about publicity.” Between talking to Kelsey and driving over here, I took a crash course in all things Slater Jones. “This is about your…” I trail off because I want to say mental health, but I’m not sure how he’ll take that.

      “I’ve been dealing with this for years. I already said I’m fine.”

      “Really?” I wrinkle my nose. “You haven’t shaved in a while. You don’t look like you’ve showered today. Are you eating regularly? Exercising? Sleeping?” I pause, and then add, “Brushing your teeth?”

      “It’s the offseason,” he says defensively.

      “You won’t shave, bathe, or brush your teeth again until next season?” I can’t help needling him. He’s making it so easy. Humor will help us connect.

      His jaw clenches. Apparently I hit a nerve. Humor doesn’t seem to be helping. “I’m a grown man. I don’t need someone to tell me to brush my teeth.”

      Of course not. We’re getting seriously off track. Again. It’s as if I’ve never had a conversation before. “How about a trial run? You let me assist you for a few weeks and then we reevaluate.” I wince. That sounded vaguely dirty. Again. Is it wrong that his sex appeal doesn’t seem diminished by his lack of personal hygiene? Or his bad attitude.

      Ugh…I need to stay focused.

      He sighs. “No.”

      I should give up. The only reason I’m here is because I can’t say no to my baby sister.

      His phone rings. He stares at it for a minute before answering.

      “No,” he says loudly. He looks at me steadily, as if staring will get me to disappear.

      Maybe I should take the not-so-subtle hint. I take a step backward. His expression doesn’t change. I should definitely go. Why am I not leaving?

      He listens. Grunts. Listens some more. Says “no” again. Listens. Says “fine” and hangs up.

      “You’re Kelsey’s sister?”

      I nod and wait. He doesn’t smirk. Nor does he make an inappropriate comment. Believe me, I’ve heard them all. The only thing he says is, “I guess I’m stuck with you.”

      I beam. It isn’t quite the reception I was hoping for, but I’ll take it. He steps out of the doorway and I slowly enter his apartment.

      The shades are drawn. Sitting around in the dark during the day would make anyone depressed, so I pull them open. Light floods the room. It might be freezing outside but at least the sun is shining.

      All I can see is the office building next door. I’m not surprised—DC apartments aren’t known for their stunning views.

      The view inside isn’t much better. Two pizza boxes, three empty bags of chips, two packages of Oreos, an orderly line of beer bottles, and an orange sit on the coffee table. The orange is clearly out of place. Maybe he’s worried he’ll get scurvy.

      The back of the sofa is strewn with shirts. Why only shirts? Where are the pants? I wouldn’t mind seeing him shirtless. Before my mind goes completely off track, I shake my head to clear my thoughts.

      I sneak a glance in his direction. He’s still watching me steadily.

      “Do you want to shower? Or maybe put on a clean shirt?”

      He shrugs. I’m pretty sure he’s testing me. For what, I’m less sure. He acquiesced to letting me in a little too suddenly. And now he’s watching and waiting.

      I’ve had plenty of patients who didn’t want to see me. In marriage counseling, it’s often one spouse pushing for counseling and the other agreeing under duress. Somehow, this feels different. I’ve invaded his personal space, which I never did with my patients. I’m not sure what a friend or an assistant would do right now, but I can’t help wishing he’d disappear for ten minutes so I can tidy up. His neighbors clearly don’t have to worry about an overuse of the vacuum. How does he live like this?

      “Has anyone been here recently—other than you?”

      “I just got in on Monday,” he says. I learned that he played in Miami last season, so it’s conceivable he hasn’t been here in months. Although, if it’s this disorderly after such a short time, I shudder to imagine what his place in Miami looked like.

      “Okay,” I respond with a reassuring smile. “What about a girlfriend?”

      He shakes his head. “Nope.”

      “Friends?”

      “The only people who’ve ever been here are Cam and Amber. And neither of them have been here recently.”

      “Amber?”

      “Amber Hope.”

      My jaw hits the floor. “Pop star extraordinaire Amber Hope?.”

      He rolls his eyes. “We’re friends. We hang out sometimes. I walk the red carpet with her. She doesn’t have a boyfriend and likes the company.”

      “But Amber Hope is…” She’s the biggest superstar on the planet. The fact that he even knows Amber Hope is almost more than I can handle. I knew he was famous but this…

      “Are you saying I’m not good enough for Amber Hope?”

      The look on his face. Yikes.

      “No. No. No. Of course not. It’s just—she’s so successful.”

      He flinches. The hole I’m digging is getting deeper and filling with water. Mentioning her success was perhaps a bit harsh, especially after his loss on Sunday. I didn’t mean to compare him to her. Amber Hope is more successful than virtually everyone.

      I try to backtrack. “You and Amber Hope. That totally makes sense. You’ll have such beautiful babies. Athletic and musically gifted. What a jackpot.”

      His eyebrows shoot up. “We’re just friends.” I clench my lips together to stop myself from rambling more. He shakes his head and says, “I’m going to take a shower.”

      He stalks out of the room without another look in my direction.

      I put my head in my hands. How could I let my fangirl status overtake my common sense? I drop my hands and vow to regroup. My first order of business is cleaning up this mess.
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      It must be worse than I thought.

      Cam might have fed me some bullshit about Kelsey’s sister needing something to do, and he might have even been telling the truth, but I know he didn’t send her here to help her out. He sent her so I’m not alone.

      He’s never interfered in my daily life before, which means he’s more worried than I thought. He’s been calling constantly to check on one thing or another. I thought he was worried about my marketability, not my stability.

      I feel different this time, sure, but I thought I’d managed to keep that to myself.

      I step into the scalding spray. Ellie’s wrong about the showering thing. I’ve been showering every day. Brushing my teeth, too. I haven’t done much else, though.

      Yesterday I spent the whole day watching game film from when I was in college. I can’t believe I was ever that young. Naïve. Hopeful.

      The funny part is that I wasn’t particularly good back then. I took my first option, or threw the ball away on virtually every play. I rarely got picked off because I avoided contested receivers. I rarely got sacked because I threw the ball before I could take the hit.

      There was a reason I was the last pick in the first round of the draft.

      Now I’m the player I always wished I’d be—physical, tough, and able to get the ball where it needs to be. Except in the big games, or when the pressure rises.

      I look longingly at my razor as I step out of the shower. I hate the scruff but it’s a necessity if I want any peace and quiet. No one expects me to be in this city. Add in the facial hair and I can usually go out in public without being mobbed by fans or cursed at by haters. Although, I haven’t left my apartment since I arrived on Monday night, so not shaving for the last four days has been a bit of a waste.
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