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      The shrill ringing of my phone jolts me awake, and I instantly regret opening my eyes. The morning light pierces through the curtains like daggers, stabbing into my throbbing skull. Groaning, I fumble around on the nightstand for the source of the sound, finally managing to press the phone against my ear.

      “Charlie?” Xavier’s voice booms through the phone. “We need to talk.”

      “Jesus, Xav,” I mumble, squinting at the clock on the wall. “It’s Sunday morning. What could you possibly want?”

      “Turn on the TV. Now.”

      Muttering curses under my breath, I stumble out of bed, clutching my pounding head. My bedroom seems to spin around me as I shuffle toward the door, the smell of stale beer and sweat clinging to my skin like a second layer of clothing.

      “Fine, but this better be important,” I grumble, making my way down the grand staircase.

      The luxurious house that once felt like a dream now feels suffocating as I navigate the maze of rooms, each step amplifying the pain in my head.

      “Trust me, it is,” Xavier replies, his tone ice-cold.

      My stomach churns, and suddenly I feel much more awake. My manager is usually a pretty easy-going guy, so if he’s this serious then something is up.

      Reaching the kitchen, I turn on the television that’s mounted on the wall. My heart drops into my stomach as I see my picture on the screen. A smiling pic of me in my Thunderhawks jersey.

      The screen flashes to a blurry cellphone video taken in a bar, showing me and the dude from last night throwing fists.

      “It’s not the first time Charlie Elwood has been in a public fight,” the news anchor is saying. “And many suspect it won’t be the last.”

      My stomach drops. Shit.

      “Jesus Christ, Charlie,” Xavier hisses into the phone. “What the hell were you thinking?”

      “Look, I can explain—” I start, but Xavier cuts me off.

      “Save it. You’ve really screwed up this time.”

      “Listen, Xav.” I turn on the coffee pot and wince at the sound of the machine grinding the beans. “The guy at the bar was talking shit about the Thunderhawks. He deserved it.”

      “Is that your excuse?” he snaps. “You have a career most people can only dream of, Charlie, and you’re treating it like trash.”

      “Come on, it’s not that big of a deal,” I argue, trying to downplay the severity of the situation.

      “Really? You think getting into a drunken brawl is ‘not that big of a deal’? Think about your teammates, Charlie. Your actions reflect on them too.”

      “Xavier, it wasn’t my fault! The guy got in my face, talking all that crap about the Thunderhawks. I just… I just handled it.” The fire of anger and frustration builds inside me.

      “Handled it? By throwing punches?” Xavier sighs, exasperated. “Charlie, I’ve been trying to help you get your life together, but as your manager, there’s only so much I can do. This is on you.”

      He’s right, and I hate him for it. I stare at my reflection in the chrome surface of the coffee pot, my eyes bloodshot and hollow, and the weight of my mistakes bearing down on me. I have to fix this. Somehow. But where do I even begin?

      “I’ll issue a public apology.” My heart races in my chest as I pour myself a cup of coffee, the bitter aroma doing little to ease my nerves.

      Again, Xavier sighs. “That won’t be enough this time.”

      “Sure it will.”

      “Charlie, I’ve got some bad news,” Xavier says solemnly. “The Thunderhawks have had enough. They don’t want such a risk on their team. Your contract is being cut short. You’re off the team, effective immediately.”

      “Wait, what?!” I sputter, nearly dropping my coffee cup. The room spins around me, and I grip the counter for support. Being cut from the team is my worst nightmare, and now it’s come true. “You can’t be serious!”

      “I’m sorry. I tried to convince them otherwise, but they won’t budge.” He sounds genuinely apologetic, but that doesn’t make this any easier to swallow.

      “Please, Xav, talk some sense into the general manager and owner! I’ll do anything — go to rehab, anger management classes, whatever it takes! Just… just don’t let them cut me!” Desperation laces my voice; I’d give anything to turn back time and undo last night’s mistake.

      “I wish I could help you, but what’s done is done. The team has made their decision, and there’s not much more I can do at this point.” His words aren’t unkind, but they hit me like a ton of bricks. “I’m really sorry. I honestly thought you were turning things around, but this stunt has done you in.”

      I slam my fist on the counter, feeling a surge of anger and despair. “This can’t be happening,” I mutter between gritted teeth.

      My mind races, searching for a way to fix this mess I’ve made. Usually, I just smile and say I’m sorry, and eventually all is forgiven. People move on to the next scandal.

      So why is the Thunderhawks’ owner so pissed this time? It’s not like I’ve done anything new, and I’m not the only NFL athlete who’s ever gotten in a fight!

      It’s just not right, and it just isn’t fair.

      “Charlie, take some time to process this. Maybe it’s an opportunity for you to reassess your priorities and figure out what you truly want. You’re talented, and there’s more to life than football.”

      I know he’s trying to console me, but his words are empty. Football is my life, and without it, I’m lost. Since the first day I stepped onto the field in high school, I haven’t wanted to do anything else.

      “Thanks for trying, Xav,” I say flatly, unable to muster any real gratitude. It’s not his fault, but the overwhelming sense of betrayal from my team, who is like family, crashes down on me like a tidal wave. “I’ll… I’ll call you later.”

      “Take care, Charlie,” he says quietly before hanging up.

      The silence that follows is deafening.

      I stand in the kitchen, gripping the warm ceramic of my coffee cup, staring into the darkness of its contents. I would give anything to have this all be some terrible nightmare that I could wake up from. But it’s not.

      The reality of my situation settles heavily on my chest: I am no longer on an NFL team, and unless I find a way to turn my life around, my future in professional football is bleak.

      I don’t know where to go from here, but I know one thing for certain: I have no one to blame but myself for this disaster. And if there’s any hope of salvaging my career, Xavier is right: it’s going to take more than just apologies and promises. It’s time to face the consequences of my actions and start rebuilding my life from the ground up.

      But where the hell do I even start?
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      A cool breeze rustles my hair as I parallel park on a busy street in Chicago’s River North neighborhood. I take a moment to breathe, thinking about the stressful morning I just had.

      Being an assistant sports agent should mean more than being someone’s errand girl. I can’t help but feel that I’m meant for more than fetching coffee and picking up dry cleaning for my boss, Isaac.

      Yet, that’s exactly where I am in life. From the outside, it looks like I have my dream job. From the inside? Most days you would think that I’m an unpaid intern and not someone whose job description says they should be drawing up contracts and making deals.

      At least I have breaks like this, where I can get away from it all for a while.

      I exit my car and make my way towards the restaurant where I’m meeting Ria for lunch. As I walk, the smell of freshly baked bread fills my nostrils. My stomach growls in response, and I pick up my pace, eager to see my best friend and finally get some food.

      “Table for two, please,” I tell the hostess upon entering the chic restaurant.

      She glances at her list and nods, leading me to an outdoor table shaded by a large umbrella. Ria isn’t here yet, but that’s not surprising. She’s always fashionably late.

      “Your friend will be here soon?” the hostess asks, her tone lighthearted.

      “Hopefully,” I reply with a smile. “She’s worth the wait.”

      “Of course,” she says, handing me a menu. “Enjoy your meal.”

      “Thank you.”

      As I scan the menu, I catch the conversation a group of women are having at the neighboring table. They’re talking about an upcoming work trip to Paris — something that sounds absolutely glamorous. Despite my best intentions, I feel a twinge of jealousy as they excitedly discuss their plans.

      “Can you believe we scored that amazing hotel?” one woman gushes. “It’s going to be divine.”

      “Right by the Seine!” another adds. “And the shopping? Oh my God, I can’t wait.”

      Their enthusiasm should be infectious, but it only serves to remind me of how stagnant my own life feels. While those around me seem to be moving forward, I’m stuck in the same place, fetching lattes and photocopying documents for a boss who doesn’t seem to understand my potential.

      I take a sip of water, hoping to calm my rising frustration. The trickling of a nearby fountain provides a soothing backdrop, but it can’t completely silence the gnawing feeling that I need to make a change, that I deserve more than what I have now.

      “Marissa!” Ria’s voice startles me out of my thoughts, and I look up to see her beaming face approaching.

      The sunlight glints off her sunglasses as she strides towards me, a radiant smile threatening to break through her effort at composure. Her energy lifts my spirits, momentarily pushing aside my earlier thoughts of inadequacy. We embrace, her warmth and excitement infectious.

      “You’re practically glowing! What’s going on?” I step back, my curiosity piqued by her uncontainable joy.

      “Okay, okay, I can’t hold it in any longer!” She removes her sunglasses, revealing eyes sparkling with happiness. “Look!”

      She extends her left hand, and I gasp as I see the diamond engagement ring glittering on her finger.

      “You’re engaged!” I exclaim, wrapping her in another hug, our laughter mingling together. “Congratulations! When did this happen?”

      “Thank you!” she replies, beaming. “It happened last night. Henry surprised me with a romantic dinner at home, complete with candles and rose petals.”

      We sit down to order lunch, and I hang on her every word as she recounts the evening’s events — the way Henry nervously fumbled with the ring box, his heartfelt declaration of love, and her tearful acceptance.

      “Marissa, it was so perfect, I couldn’t have imagined anything better,” she says, her eyes misty with emotion. “I’m just so happy.”

      “I’m honestly so happy for you too.”

      I mean it a hundred percent. My own insecurities do still bubble beneath the surface, but now is not the time for that. Today is about celebrating Ria and her wonderful news.

      As we dive into our salads and discuss wedding plans, my mind wanders. Ria’s life is taking off in ways I can only dream of, and while a part of me is envious, I know that her successes should fuel my determination to do more, be more.

      “Are you okay?” Her concerned voice brings me back to the present.

      “Of course,” I reply with a smile. “Just daydreaming. Okay, so we’ve gone over dresses and the date… but what about the location? Have you guys talked about that yet?”

      I assume it’ll be somewhere local. With their busy schedules, planning a destination wedding seems like an impossible task.

      “Actually, we’re going to have the ceremony in Greece!” She practically bounces in her seat. “Henry absolutely fell in love with it when he went there a few years ago.”

      “Wow! That sounds incredible,” I say, trying to match her enthusiasm. “Greece, huh? He really does love to go big or go home.”

      “Definitely! It’ll be so amazing. We’ve already started looking into booking the venue and making travel arrangements for our families. And the wedding party, of course. You’ll be my maid of honor?”

      “You know it.” I touch her arm, but she’s already barreling forward, sharing more details about what’s to come.

      As I listen to her talk about her dream wedding, I feel a pang of jealousy. Not only is her real estate career taking off, but now she’s getting married in Greece — a place I’ve always wanted to visit. It’s hard not to compare our lives and wonder why hers seems to be moving forward at such a rapid pace while mine remains stagnant.

      “Marissa, you have to come to Greece early with me so we can have some girl time before the wedding,” she says, completely unaware of my internal struggle. “We could explore the islands, do some shopping, and maybe even take a sailboat tour.”

      “That sounds amazing.” I force a smile. “I’d love to.”

      “Great!” Ria cocks her head, studying me. “God, I’ve been talking about myself nonstop since getting here. How are you?”

      “Just fine.” I occupy myself with taking a bite of salad.

      “Really?” Her brow furrows with concern. It’s hard to hide anything from her; she always knows when something is off with me.

      “I’m all good,” I lie, forcing a smile. “Just a bit overwhelmed by everything going on at work, that’s all.”

      “Is Isaac still treating you like his personal assistant?” She makes a sour face.

      “Pretty much,” I grumble, stirring my tea absentmindedly. “I’ve been at the agency for years, but it feels like I haven’t made any progress. He hasn’t given me one client to work with.”

      “That blows.” Ria reaches across the table and places a reassuring hand on mine. “You’re so talented and smart. You just need to find a way to show Isaac what you’re capable of.”

      “I know.” I sigh. “But how? He doesn’t seem to be willing to give me a chance.”

      “Maybe you could suggest taking on more responsibility or ask to shadow him during contract negotiations.”

      “Trust me, I’ve tried,” I say, shaking my head. “He just brushes me off every time.”

      “Then maybe it’s time to start looking for opportunities elsewhere. You don’t want to spend your entire career stuck in one place, do you?”

      “Of course not,” I agree.

      What I don’t tell her is that I’ve already sent out resumés. No other agencies are hiring. For now, I’m stuck where I’m at.

      I’m tired of talking about this, though. Tired of bringing down the mood. For just another twenty minutes, I’d like to focus on better things.

      “Let’s get back to talking about Greece,” I suggest.

      We do an internet search on the best beaches to visit, but even as we talk, that nagging fear that’s always in the back of my mind returns. What if this lowly job is all I’ll ever amount to?

      What if I’ve already reached the pinnacle of my career and life, and there’s nowhere to go from here but down?

      A shiver runs through me, and I push the dark thoughts away. Of course, they’ll come back later.

      They always do.
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      The silence in my mansion is deafening. Defeating. Depressing.

      It’s been a couple of weeks since the Thunderhawks dropped me, and the fallout has been brutal. Xavier, my now-former manager, was quick to follow suit, severing our relationship without a backward glance.

      My teammates have all but vanished, leaving me with nothing but the echoes of my once-promising career. All except for Tim Palmer, that is. The wide receiver on the Thunderhawks has stuck by me through it all, a single beacon of loyalty amidst the storm.

      But I refuse to give up. Hunched over the desk in my home office, I pore over a list of sports agents and managers, determination pushing me forward. I’ve been cold-calling them one by one, hoping against hope that someone will see past the controversy and take a chance on me. Each rejection stings, but I can’t afford to dwell on it. There’s too much at stake.

      I dial the number of the next agent on my list, trying not to think too much about how it’s the last one. When they answer, I launch into my practiced spiel, trying to sound confident despite the quivering in my voice.

      “Hi, this is Charlie Elwood, former quarterback for the Thunderhawks and currently seeking representation. I came across your agency and⁠—”

      “Elwood?” The agent interrupts me, his tone dripping with disdain. “Yeah, I know who you are. You’re a joke, kid. No one wants to touch you with a ten-foot pole.”

      I swallow hard, struggling to choke back the bile that rises in my throat. This isn’t the first time I’ve heard such words, but each new insult feels like a fresh wound, carving away at the threads of hope I’m clinging to.

      “Look,” I say. “I know I’ve made mistakes, but I’m still a damn good player. If you just give me a chance⁠—”

      “Save it,” the agent cuts me off again, his voice cold and final. “We’re not interested.”

      The line goes dead, leaving me once more to face the silence that has become my constant companion.

      I stare at the phone in my hand, feeling like the weight of the entire world has been placed on my shoulders. My heart is heavy as hopelessness seeps into every corner of my being. Is it time to throw in the towel?

      Hell, what else would I even do? I hadn’t planned on retiring for years. Football is my passion, my reason for living, and at twenty-six years old, I can’t imagine tapping out this early.

      Unfortunately, that was the last agency on the list. I’m now officially out of options.

      The doorbell rings, shattering my thoughts. My first instinct is to ignore it and hide in bed, but something inside me tells me to answer. As if on autopilot, I make my way through the empty halls of my mansion. The doorbell rings again, insistent, and I finally reach the door, taking a deep breath before opening it.

      “Yeah?” I ask in annoyance before I even see who it is.

      “Hey.” Concern laces Tim’s face. “How are you holding up, man?”

      “Tim,” I reply, managing a weak smile. “Come on in.”

      He steps inside, his large frame filling the doorway. I close the door behind him, grateful for his presence. Of all my former teammates, he’s the only one who still seems to care.

      “Rough day?” he asks, nodding towards the phone in my hand.

      “Another rejection,” I admit, running a hand through my hair. “It’s getting harder and harder to keep going.”

      “Come on, man. You can’t give up yet.” His eyes search mine for any remaining spark of determination.

      I let out a humorless laugh. He’s so positive, and I appreciate that — but he just doesn’t get it. “It’s not like I have much of a choice. No one wants to touch me with a ten-foot pole. Those are literally the words this last agent used.”

      “Maybe you just haven’t found the right opportunity.” He pulls a business card from his pocket and holds it out to me. “I heard through the grapevine that there might be something for you.”

      I take the card hesitantly, my fingers tracing the embossed letters: Abernathy Athletes. It’s a sports agency I’ve never heard of, but the address is local — right here in Chicago. Could this be my last shot at redemption?

      “Tim, I don’t know… What if they turn me down, too? That’s it. There’s no one else left, and…”

      And that would be the end of the line.

      Even if that end is coming, I don’t know that I’m ready to face it yet. I would much rather spend a little longer with my head buried in the sand.

      “Charlie, listen to me.” He grips my shoulder. “You’re one of the most talented quarterbacks I’ve ever had the privilege to play with. Yeah, you’ve made some mistakes, but who hasn’t? You deserve another chance, and I think Abernathy might be the ones to give it to you. My publicist’s cousin is high up there, and she told me she thinks you have a real shot with them.”

      “All right.” I swallow hard against the lump in my throat. “I’ll give them a call.”

      “Good.” He claps me on the back. “Just remember, no matter what happens, you’ve got people who believe in you. Don’t forget that.”

      “Thanks, Tim,” I murmur. “I won’t.”

      For the first time in a while, I feel a flicker of hope rising within me. It’s a small flame, fragile and easily snuffed out — but it’s there. And that’s enough to keep me going for now.

      “Okay.” I draw a deep breath. “Let’s see what Abernathy Athletes has to offer.”

      I dial the number on the card, feeling more than a little sick. This is it — my last chance to prove myself, to show the world that I’m not washed up just yet.

      And if this doesn’t work… well, I don’t know what I’ll do. But at least I’ll know I tried everything, right?

      “Hello? Abernathy Athletes,” a voice answers on the other end of the line.

      “Hi,” I begin, steeling myself for the conversation ahead. “My name is Charlie Elwood, and I’m looking for representation…”
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      The stack of invoices in my hands feels heavier than usual today. Just like my heart. Just like my whole life.

      Sitting down at my desk, my thoughts dance back to yesterday’s lunch with Ria. The warmth of the memory is quickly replaced by a sense of restlessness, as if life is passing me by while I remain trapped behind this desk.

      “Marissa, make sure we have fresh coffee.” Isaac’s voice snaps me back to reality. “Louis Klein will be here soon.”

      He’s calling at me through his office’s open doorway, not even bothering to get up and come talk to me.

      “Sure, Isaac,” I reply, trying to sound enthusiastic.

      I get up and make sure the espresso machine has everything it needs. If I remember correctly, Louis likes oat milk lattes.

      Turns out, there’s not much time left to prepare. The star basketball player walks into our office, the air around him crackling with energy. Louis’ presence is magnetic, and I’m excited just having him here.

      “Hi, Louis. Welcome! Isaac will be with you shortly.” I offer him a warm smile.

      “Thank you, Maria.” He flashes a charming grin in return before settling into one of the chairs in the waiting area.

      I won’t be correcting him on my name. Nope. It’s not like it matters, anyway. He probably thinks I’m an intern here.

      Leaving Louis waiting, I step into Isaac’s office. “Louis is here and ready for his meeting.”

      “Take care of him, will you?” he responds, barely glancing up from his screen.

      My heart flips at his words. Is he really telling me to take the meeting? After two years of assisting and never taking any reins myself, this might be the big break I’ve been waiting for.

      “Of course.” I stand a little taller. “Don’t worry about a thing. I’ll report back to you with notes.”

      He looks up, blinking me into focus. “What are you talking about?”

      I stare at him for a long moment. Are we speaking different languages here? “I’ll take notes during the meeting.”

      His eyebrows raise. “I’m not telling you to lead the meeting. I’m telling you to get him a drink.”

      My mouth drops. “Oh.”

      “You seriously thought I asked you to deal with one of our best clients?” He chuckles.

      All I can do is stand stock-still, my face burning with embarrassment. The excitement I felt moments ago crumbles into hurt and anger.

      Maybe I really am the idiot Isaac takes me for. After all, for some ridiculous reason, I thought he was finally giving me a chance.

      “Fine,” I say through gritted teeth. “I’ll get him a drink.”

      Blinking back tears — I’d rather die than cry at work — I make Louis his latte and then return to my desk. Isaac emerges, the perfect display of arrogance, greets Louis and suggests they have their meeting over lunch.

      I sit there, watching them stride down the hallway, feeling like the walls are closing in on me. What am I doing here? Why am I forcing myself to live through such misery?

      Screw this.

      I’m not putting up with this kind of treatment anymore. We’re ending this.

      Today.

      With every step back toward Isaac’s office, my resolve strengthens. I need to prove to him that I’m more than just an errand girl, that I can handle real responsibility. And if he won’t give me a chance, maybe it’s time for me to find someone who will.

      Inside Isaac’s office, I take a seat, planting myself firmly in the line of sight of the door. As I wait, I run through what I want to say in my head, trying to find the perfect words to make him understand how serious I am.

      I don’t even realize how much time has gone by until I hear a familiar voice. Isaac is striding down the hallway, talking on his phone. My heart races, knowing the moment of truth is drawing near.

      “I’ll send the contract over today.” Isaac opens the door. “Good doing business with you, man.”

      I clear my throat loudly, and he stops walking. “What are you doing here?”

      I stand up, keeping my posture straight and my chin high. “We need to talk.”

      He slides his phone into his pocket, his eyes narrowing. “Is the espresso machine acting up again?”

      I can barely keep from yelling. “No. It’s not the espresso machine.”

      “Oh.” He frowns at me. “Then what is it?”

      Taking a big, deep breath, I launch into it. “I deserve to deal with clients directly. I’m an assistant agent here, not a secretary. Not a personal assistant who picks up your dry cleaning.”

      He regards me for a moment, then leans against his desk, crossing his arms. “You think you’re ready for that kind of responsibility?”

      “More than ready.” I swallow hard. “I know every client’s file inside and out. I’ve worked tirelessly on every project you’ve thrown my way, and I’ve never once complained about the mundane tasks you’ve had me do. I have proven myself time and time again.”

      He sighs, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. I brace myself for an argument, but instead, he smirks. “All right. You want a chance to prove yourself? Fine. A perfect client just came across my desk — Charlie Elwood.”

      My stomach drops at the mention of Charlie’s name. His reputation precedes him. Not only does the guy have a long history of partying and womanizing, but he was also recently kicked off the Thunderhawks.

      “Elwood’s career is toast,” I say.

      Isaac shrugs. “You think you’re capable, right?”

      “I…” I struggle to find the words.

      Obviously, Isaac is giving me the hardest client he can pull out of his hat because he wants me to fail. And then, once I do, he’ll blame it on me and not the fact that Elwood’s career is unsalvageable.

      Unless, of course, I do turn things around for him.

      “If you can find him a new team, I’ll give you a promotion to handle more clients,” Isaac continues, watching me closely. “So, what do you say?”

      Despite the overwhelming odds, I refuse to back down. This is my chance to show what I’m capable of, and I won’t let it slip away. “I accept.”

      The words taste like a bite of victory. Once I release them, I’m hooked. I want more.

      “Good luck.” Isaac smirks, clearly not expecting me to succeed.

      But I’m determined to prove him wrong and finally earn my place in this agency. No matter how difficult the task may be, I will find a way to make Charlie Elwood’s future shine — and mine along with it.
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      Sitting on my front steps, I lace up my running shoes, frustration building in my chest. It’s been days since I left a message with Abernathy Athletes, and still no response.

      Not that I should be surprised, of course. The whole industry is avoiding me like the plague.

      Shaking my head, I set off at a light jog. A bit of frost still sparkles on the lawns, and car doors close up and down the street as people head off to work. Everyone’s life has purpose.

      Well… almost everyone’s.

      As I jog down the street towards the park, I notice people staring at me. In the past, I would have stopped to take pictures and sign autographs for fans, but now I just want to disappear. Unlike the past, now they’re watching me because of how fast my career is crashing and burning.

      My pace quickens, fueled by both embarrassment and annoyance.

      “Is that Charlie Elwood?” a woman pushing a stroller asks her friend as I sprint past them. I clench my fists, willing myself not to react.

      “Charlie, can I get a picture?” a daring fan asks, but I ignore them, focusing on my breathing and the pounding of my feet against the pavement.

      The park comes into view, and I push myself even harder. I need to escape the relentless attention and judgment. As I enter its green sanctuary, I weave through trees and trails, desperately trying to outrun my thoughts.

      Let’s just say Abernathy do call me back. What can I say to them that I haven’t already said to everyone else? How can I convince them that I’m not messing around? That I’ve learned my lesson after getting booted from the Thunderhawks?

      Anxiety gnaws at my insides, threatening to suffocate me. Sucking in deep breaths, I try to steady my racing heart.

      “Come on, Charlie,” I mutter in between breaths. “You’ve got this. You’ve faced worse before.”

      But it all feels different now — heavier, more desperate. My past victories seem a lifetime away, replaced by the weight of my recent failures. As I round a bend in the path, a familiar mantra pops into my head: one foot in front of the other. One step at a time.

      Maybe, somehow, I’ll make my way out of this mess.

      Following the trail that curves through the park, I exit the greenery and sprint the rest of the way home. Sweat drips down my face as I jog up the steps to my front door.

      My heart still races from the run, but it’s not just from exertion — it’s also from the pressure of knowing I need to find a way to turn my career around. I fumble with my keys and step inside, shutting out the world for a moment.

      The silence doesn’t last long, though. From inside my shorts pocket, my phone starts ringing.

      I pull it out and see it’s my mom calling. Even though I consider not answering, I know I can’t follow through, so I hit the green button.

      “Hey, Mom.” I lean against the wall and wipe sweat from my brow. “What’s up?”

      “Nothing much. Just checking in on you.” Her tone is gentle, but I can hear the concern behind her words.

      “Everything’s fine,” I lie. “Just got back from a run.”

      “Good, good. It’s good that you’re keeping up with your training. But how are you really doing, Charlie?”

      Of course she’s refusing to accept my dismissal. And that’s why I love her — she doesn’t let me off the hook so easily.

      “Really, I’m just… trying to figure things out.” Walking into the living room, I sink onto the couch. “I need to get back out there if I’m gonna save my career.”

      “Maybe you should come home for a while. You know, get away from all this.”

      The idea of going back to Milwaukee sounds tempting, but I can’t afford to lose any more time.

      “Thanks, Mom, but I can’t drop the ball now.” I pause, considering my next words carefully. “I appreciate your support, though.”

      “Of course, honey. I’ll always be here for you.” There’s a brief silence before she continues. “You know, after your father left, I never thought we’d make it through, but we did. We stuck together and made a life for ourselves.”

      “Mom.” I sigh, feeling the sting of old wounds. “You don’t have to bring him up.”

      “I just wanted to remind you that we’ve been through tough times before, and we’ll get through this too,” she says softly.

      Her words do little to ease my anxiety, but the sentiment is comforting.

      “Thanks, Mom.” I manage a small smile.

      Inside, though, it’s more complicated. I’m feeling both grateful for her support and frustrated by the memories of my father’s abandonment. It’s hard not to feel like history is repeating itself; once again, I’m fighting an uphill battle to prove my worth.

      Her voice takes on a brighter tone. “You know what? There’s this lovely young lady who just moved into our neighborhood. I think you should meet her.”

      “Mom, not this again,” I groan. She’s constantly trying to set me up, and I’ve managed to dodge her attempts every time.

      “Come on, Charlie. She’s smart, funny, and kind-hearted. What do you have to lose?”

      I’m sure this girl is nice, but I can’t help remembering the sour marriage between my mom and my dad. The thought of settling down with someone scares me. I’d rather date for fun, never committing to anything serious.

      “Thanks, but I’m really not interested right now, Mom,” I say, hoping she’ll drop it. “Besides, I need to focus on getting my career back on track.”

      My phone buzzes in my hand, signaling another incoming call. Glancing at the caller ID, I see it’s Abernathy Athletes. A surge of hope courses through me, and I hurry to end the conversation with my mom.

      “Hey, Mom, I gotta go. I just got another call. I’ll talk to you soon, okay?”

      “All right, honey, just remember I’m here for you,” she replies warmly. “Bye.”

      With a racing heart, I switch over to the other line. “Hello, Isaac?” I say, trying to sound composed.

      “Good morning, Charlie,” Isaac replies, his voice crisp and professional. “We’ve reviewed your case, and we’ve assigned one of our assistant agents to work with you. Her name is Marissa White.”

      “Assistant agent?” The disappointment is impossible to keep out of my voice. I’d hoped for someone higher up the ladder, someone who could pull strings and make things happen.

      “Marissa is more than capable of handling your case, Charlie,” Isaac says firmly as if sensing my doubts. “Beggars can’t be choosers, as they say.”

      “Right,” I mutter, chastened. “I understand.”

      “Good,” Isaac continues. “She’ll be in touch to set up a meeting. Have a nice day, Mr. Elwood.”

      “Thank you,” I say, swallowing my disappointment as best I can. I hang up and immediately reach for my laptop, eager to learn more about this Marissa White.

      The first image that pops up when I search her name takes my breath away. She’s stunning — wavy brown hair cascading over her shoulders, hazel eyes that seem to see straight into my soul. For a moment, I forget all about my career woes and indulge in the fantasy of being with someone like her.

      And it’s not like I haven’t been with beautiful women before. During my time in the NFL, I’ve had my fair share. There’s something different about this one, though, even if I don’t understand exactly what I’m responding to.

      “Focus, Charlie,” I chide myself, shaking off the lustful thoughts. This is business, after all.

      There’s little online about Marissa, which is disappointing. Has Isaac paired me up with a total newbie?

      Being relegated to such a low-level agent stings like a beast, but it’s not like I get to complain. I need to take what I can get.

      Besides, maybe she’s exactly what I need. Maybe she’ll prove to have more sway than she appears.

      A knock on my door interrupts my thoughts, and I quickly minimize the tab with Marissa’s picture before answering. Tim stands in the doorway, a look of concern on his face.

      “Hey, man,” I greet him, trying to sound casual despite the racing of my heart. “What’s up?”

      “I’m on my way to practice. Thought I’d check on you.” He takes a seat on the couch, instantly making himself at home. “So, any news from Abernathy?”

      “Actually, yeah,” I reply, feeling a mix of excitement and apprehension. I pull up Marissa’s photo again and turn the laptop so he can see her. “This is Marissa White. She’s an assistant agent there, and she’s going to work with me.”

      Tim raises an eyebrow as he examines her picture. “She’s pretty.” He gives me a knowing smirk.

      “Tim, come on, it’s not like that.” I roll my eyes, even though a part of me appreciates his teasing because it means he also recognizes how gorgeous Marissa is. “I’m meeting her to discuss my career, not to flirt.”

      “Be careful,” he cautions, his tone suddenly serious. “You already have a reputation, and you can’t afford to make things worse for yourself.”

      “I know, I know.” I sigh, running a hand through my hair. But even as I agree with him, my thoughts betray me, wandering back to Marissa’s full lips and wondering what they might taste like.

      “Promise me you’ll behave around her,” Tim insists, holding my gaze until I nod in assent.

      “Of course, man. My career is on the line here. I won’t do anything stupid.” The words feel hollow, though, as if I’m only saying them to placate him.

      “Good.” He pats me on the shoulder before standing up to leave. “I’ll see you later, then. And remember, be professional.”

      “Thanks, Tim.” I force a smile as he leaves, but my mind is already drifting back to Marissa — her intelligent eyes, her confident stance in the photo, and those lips that I can’t seem to shake off.

      “Get a grip, Charlie,” I mutter, closing the laptop with a snap.

      I finally have a real opportunity, and I need to bring my A-game. For the sake of my career, I have to stay focused on what truly matters — focused on that and nothing else.
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      Standing in front of the mirror that hangs on my bedroom door, I change into yet another blouse. Today is the day I meet Charlie Elwood in person for the first time, and no outfit feels quite right.

      Minutes tick by as I try on various combinations, each failing to instill the confidence I need. In the end, I settle on a simple black dress with a tailored blazer. Professional yet feminine. Satisfied, I grab my purse and rush out the door, already running late.

      Isaac is at the coffee station when I enter the office, the other agents and assistants busy at their desks.

      “Ah, the day has come for Marissa to prove herself,” he sneers as he strolls by, his dark eyes glinting maliciously.

      “Real classy,” I retort, holding back the urge to lose my temper.

      Instead, I remind myself that actions speak louder than words. I’ll show him what I’m made of. With determination in my heart, I head to my office to prepare for the upcoming lunch with Charlie.

      As I sit at my desk, nerves creep up my spine. Meeting Charlie Elwood is a big deal — not only because of his star status but also because this could make or break my career. If his image continues to tank, I’ll become known as the agent who went down with him. Even if I do leave this agency one day, it’s unlikely anyone else will want to hire me.

      Opening up my computer, I click through countless articles detailing his escapades, the scandals that have plagued him lately. A part of me wonders if I’m in over my head, trying to save someone so seemingly uninterested in redemption.

      At eleven thirty, I finally step out of the office and make my way to the restaurant, which is a ten-minute walk away. With each step, my stomach churns with a mixture of anxiety and anticipation.

      “Deep breaths, Marissa,” I mutter to myself.

      The aroma of Italian cuisine wafts through the air as I approach the restaurant. A swarm of people gathers outside, buzzing with excitement. I pause for a moment, scanning the crowd… and then I spot him. Charlie Elwood, the man at the center of it all.

      He ducks past the throng of adoring fans, a baseball cap pulled low over his eyes. It’s so unlike the camera-hogging athlete I’ve read about in the tabloids, but his most recent scandal must be the cause of this uncharacteristic behavior. He must be ashamed.

      “Charlie!” someone shouts from the crowd, trying to snap a photo of him.

      His head remains down, avoiding eye contact. I find myself feeling a strange mix of pity and determination. This is the man whose career I’m tasked with saving and seeing him like this only strengthens my resolve.

      “Excuse me,” I say softly, shouldering my way through the crowd. I need to get inside before anyone realizes who I am or why I’m here.

      “Marissa White, here to see Charlie Elwood,” I tell the hostess, trying to keep my voice steady.

      This is it; no turning back now.

      I follow the hostess through the dining room and down a narrow hallway, my heels clicking on the polished tile floor. She stops in front of an unmarked door, her hand resting on the handle.

      “He asked for a private room?” I say.

      She gives me a quizzical look. “Of course.”

      I nod, embarrassed that I look so green. As Charlie’s new agent, I should have thought of asking for a private room for my star client, who no doubt doesn’t want to be bombarded by people while conducting business.

      “Enjoy your lunch.” She smiles politely before slipping away, leaving me to face the music alone.

      Taking a deep breath, I push open the door and step into the small, dimly lit room. My eyes are immediately drawn to the man seated at a table in the center of the space.

      And here he is. Charlie Elwood.

      Up close, he’s even more breathtaking than I’d imagined — broad shoulders, chiseled jawline, and those intense blue eyes that seem to see right through me.

      “Marissa White,” I say, extending my hand as I walk towards him. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you in person.”

      “Likewise,” he replies, his voice low and smooth as he takes my hand. His gaze drifts over me, and I immediately feel self-conscious under his scrutiny. “You’re even more beautiful than your pictures, if that’s possible.”

      The comment takes me aback, and for a moment I don’t know what to say.

      “Thank you,” I say quietly, my cheeks warming despite my attempt to remain professional.

      I slide into the seat across from him, trying to ignore the way my stomach flips at his compliment. He shouldn’t be speaking to me that way, but I do have to admit… it’s nice.

      “Shall we get down to business?” I ask, opening the folder I’ve brought with me and laying out my notes.

      “Of course.” A faint smile tugs at the corner of his lips. “But first, I have to know. Are you single?”

      All right. Enough is enough. One compliment is fine, but this is taking things too far.

      “Charlie, that’s not relevant.” I don’t bother hiding my disappointment. I’d hoped he would be more focused on his future than flirting with me.

      “Come on,” he protests, leaning in closer. “You can’t blame a guy for trying.”

      “Okay, then. Let me be clear.” I lean forward and fix him with a steely gaze. “You’re lucky to have been given this chance. There’s no way anyone else in the industry will take you on after your last scandal. If you know what’s good for you, you’ll keep our relationship strictly professional. No flirting. No comments about my body or looks. No questions about my personal life.”

      His playful expression falters for a moment, but then he smirks again, clearly unfazed by my words. “Well, now that we’ve got that settled, shall we discuss my future?”

      I exhale sharply. That’s just what I was saying!

      “Great,” I respond.

      Already, he’s reminding me of all the entitled bros I work with at the office. But hey, at least that means I’ll know how to deal with him.

      “If you need a refresher on the boundaries⁠—”

      He cuts me off. “I don’t. Strictly professional. Got it.” He looks away.

      I bite my tongue and try not to notice how good he smells, how large his hands are, how silky his sandy-blond hair is. I’m giving him a hard time, but the boundaries are for me as well.

      And if I know what’s good for myself, I’ll play within the lines.
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      Folding my arms, I sit back in my seat and watch as Marissa spreads out her papers and opens her computer. One thing is for sure. The woman has come prepared.

      “First things first. I’m gonna be a hard-ass with you.” She looks at me with those intelligent hazel eyes. “You need to seriously buckle down if we’re going to change your image.”

      “Ah, but where would the fun be in that?” I tease, grinning at her.

      She frowns. “Clearly, we have our work cut out for us.”

      “Let’s start by getting to know each other better.” I lean in closer, feeling my pulse quicken. “Tell me, Marissa. You seem to have your shit together. What’s someone like you doing as an assistant agent?”

      She blushes slightly, caught off guard by my compliment. “Well, I’m still fairly new in the industry,” she admits, fiddling with her pen. “Isaac took me under his wing, but being his assistant has been… challenging.”

      “Challenging? You deserve better. With your wit and charm, you should be running your own agency.”

      “Flattery will get you nowhere,” she warns. “And didn’t we just talk about boundaries?”

      I sit back. Yep, we sure did. And she’s right. We should be professional here.

      I just couldn’t help myself, though. Seeing her in person is a hundred times better than gazing at a photo. Also, one of the ways I deal with stress is by letting loose with a beautiful woman.

      Is that such a crime?

      A waiter comes in to take our orders, and the second he leaves, Marissa clears her throat. “We have a lot of work to do if we want to rehaul your image and make you more likable.”

      I nod. “I’m willing to do whatever needs to be done. Lay it on me.”

      “Good.” She tucks a stray lock of hair behind her ear. “First off, we need to work on your public persona. I think participating in charity events would be an excellent start. People love seeing celebrities give back.”

      “Charity work, huh?” I picture myself at some fancy fundraiser. “I can do that.”

      “Great. Additionally, it wouldn’t hurt for you to be seen doing more wholesome things. Maybe spend some time in your community or go back home to visit family and friends.”

      “Sounds like a solid plan,” I say, genuinely impressed by her ideas.

      She lights up. “Thank you. Here’s a list of local charities that would be good for you to volunteer with.”

      As I take the paper from her, our fingers brush. Her touch sends a jolt of electricity through me, and I glance at her face to see if she feels it too. If she does, though, she gives no indication.

      “And here is our contract for you to look over.” She slides the next paper over to me.

      A mischievous grin spreads across my face as I ask, “So, does this mean you’re my agent?”

      Marissa narrows her eyes, but there’s a hint of amusement in them. “We haven’t signed a contract yet,” she reminds me. “Right now, we’re on a trial run.”

      “Of course,” I reply, nodding sagely. Still, I feel pleased at the thought that I might have won her over.

      We finish the meeting by reviewing the game plan. I’ll sign up with a charity and have my mom come and visit so we can be seen together. Marissa will work on getting us meetings with teams.

      Hopefully, come next season, I’ll be signed.

      Our meal and meeting done, we stand up from our table, and I gesture for her to go first. She flashes me a small smile as she walks past, and I catch a whiff of her intoxicating perfume. My heart skips a beat as I follow her out of the restaurant.

      “Thank you for visiting us,” the waiter says as he holds the door open for us. “I hope you both enjoyed your date.”

      When we get to the sidewalk, Marissa’s face is flushed. “Date?” Marissa exclaims, looking incredulous.

      I glance at her, wondering if she’s offended by the assumption. But then, her eyes widen, and it’s as though a lightbulb has suddenly turned on inside her head.

      “That’s it,” she breathes.

      “What’s it?” I ask, feeling a little lost.

      “Charlie, that’s exactly what you need — a serious relationship to help change public perception of you.” She waves her hand in excitement.

      I raise an eyebrow, unsure if I’m following.

      “Are you suggesting I find a girlfriend?” I question, trying to wrap my head around the idea. It feels strange to think about getting into a relationship purely for the sake of my image.

      Also, I’m not a relationship type of guy. Never have been and never will be.

      “Think about it,” she says. “If people see you in a loving, committed relationship, they’ll start to see you in a new light. You’ll be more than just a playboy athlete — they’ll see the man behind the image.”

      I contemplate her words, feeling a mixture of apprehension and intrigue. It’s true that my reputation precedes me, but could something as simple as a relationship change that?

      Then again, I don’t have anything to lose, but I do have everything to win. I’m willing to do whatever Marissa thinks is best.

      “Okay,” I say as we walk down the sidewalk. “Let’s give it a shot.”

      “Great!” Marissa exclaims, clapping her hands together. “Now we just need to find you the perfect woman.”

      A couple teenagers approach, but this time I welcome them forward and take a photo with them. Having Marissa on my team is already making me feel better, more hopeful.

      “So now I just need to get myself a girlfriend,” I say in a low voice. We reach the end of the block, where my car is parked.

      “Well… you don’t need a real girlfriend for this. It just has to look like you’re settling down with someone.”

      I nod, understanding her point but still feeling uneasy about the whole thing. “But won’t people eventually figure it out if it’s not real?”

      “Trust me,” she says, her eyes shining with confidence. “As long as you both play your parts well and maintain appearances, no one will question it.”

      “Okay,” I concede, choosing to put faith in her expertise. “How do we find this perfect woman?”

      Her lips twist as she thinks about it. “She needs to be someone who can handle the pressure of being in the public eye without cracking. Someone genuine and kind-hearted so people will see you’re capable of being with someone like that.”

      A sudden realization dawns on me. “Why not you?” I ask, surprising even myself with the suggestion.

      Her cheeks flush a vibrant pink, and for a moment, she seems at a loss for words. “Me? Charlie, I⁠—”

      “Think about it,” I interrupt, eager to make my case. “We already know each other, and we both have a stake in this arrangement working out. Plus, you know all the ins and outs of the industry. Who better to navigate this with than you?”

      She hesitates, clearly taken aback by my proposition. But as she considers it, I can see the gears turning in her head.

      “You’re right,” she finally admits, her voice filled with determination. “If we’re going to do this, we need to be fully committed.”

      “Exactly,” I agree, feeling a strange sense of relief at her acceptance. “So, are you in?”

      She hesitates for just a moment longer before nodding. “I’m in. But we have to be clear about something.”

      “Of course.” I suspect I already know what she’s about to say.

      “Nothing is going to happen between us,” she says, her tone cool and resolute. “This is strictly professional. Understand?”

      “Absolutely,” I assure her, although a pang of disappointment courses through me.

      Again, I remind myself that this is business, and the end goal is to rehabilitate my public image. Marissa is simply a means to that end, and I can’t afford to blur those lines.

      “Good,” she says, nodding curtly. “Now, there’s one more thing I need to do before this deal is official.”

      “What’s that?” I ask, curious as to what else could possibly stand in our way.

      “Isaac,” she explains, her shoulders tensing at his name. “He has to sign off on this plan. We both know how important his approval is to my career.”

      “It is?”

      “I… well, yes. It is. He’s my boss, after all.” She avoids my gaze, and I decide not to press further; she did tell me not to ask personal questions.

      “Will he go for it?” I ask.

      “I’m not sure,” she admits, her expression troubled. “But I’ll do my best to convince him.”

      “Let me know if there’s anything I can do to help,” I say, genuinely invested in securing Isaac’s approval. After all, without it, my career might never recover.

      “Thank you, Charlie,” she says softly, a ghost of a smile playing at the corners of her lips.

      As we part ways, there’s a new pep in my step. Things are looking up.

      Marissa might be stiff as a starched shirt, but I can already tell that she’s a brilliant agent — and, by consequence, hopefully my saving grace. The fact that we might be playing house is a bonus.

      It will be fun, going around town with her on my arm. Maybe I’ll even get to kiss her once or twice. Because when it comes to this “relationship,” the boundaries are removed, right?

      A whistle slipping from my lips, I jump into my car and take off, ready for all the good that’s coming next.
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      I hesitate outside Isaac’s office door, my heart pounding. I know this plan is a little unorthodox, and I’m not sure how he’ll react. But I’ve spent hours perfecting the details, and I’m confident it could work. So, taking a deep breath, I knock on the door.

      “Come in,” Isaac calls out, his voice firm and authoritative.

      I push open the door to find him sitting behind his large mahogany desk, his eyes fixed on some papers in front of him.

      “I have a proposal for you,” I begin, my voice steadier than I feel. “It’s about Charlie Elwood and our efforts to improve his image.”

      Isaac raises an eyebrow, intrigued. “Go on.”

      “Charlie and I have come up with a plan. We think that if we enter into a serious but fake relationship, it could help change the public’s perception of him. It would show that he’s capable of commitment and has turned over a new leaf.” My fingers fidget nervously as I gauge his reaction.

      To my surprise, Isaac leans back in his chair, looking thoughtful. “Interesting,” he says, stroking his chin. “I can see how that might work. People love a good romance, after all.”

      “Exactly.” I nod, relieved that he seems open to the idea. “And it could lead to more opportunities for Charlie, both professionally and personally.”

      “All right, Marissa. I trust your judgment on this.” His lips turn downward. “But remember one thing: don’t mix business with pleasure. Keep things strictly professional between you and Charlie.”

      “Of course,” I assure him. “I know how much is on the line for him.”

      “Good.” He nods firmly. “Now, get to work on making this happen.”

      It’s probably the most respectful and productive conversation we’ve ever had. In fact, I’m having trouble believing that it’s real.

      “Thank you, Isaac,” I say gratefully, then turn and exit his office.

      As I close the door behind me, I fight the urge to pump my fist in the air. The plan is a go! This could be the turning point not only in Charlie’s life but also in mine. Taking a deep breath, I sit at my desk and call Charlie up.

      “Hey, Marissa,” he answers, his deep voice sending shivers down my spine.

      There’s something undeniably sexy about him, something about the way his words seem to wrap around me, warming me from within. But I shake off the feelings; I’ve been down that road before, and I’m not about to fall for another player.

      “Hi, Charlie,” I reply, trying to keep my voice steady and professional. “I have good news. Isaac approved the plan.”

      “Really?” He sounds genuinely surprised. “That’s fantastic!”

      “Isn’t it?” I smile, feeling the weight lifting from my shoulders. “We should meet tonight to discuss the details. There’s no turning back now.”

      “Sounds good,” he agrees. “Why don’t you come over to my place? We can talk privately there.”

      I hesitate. His house? That seems risky, considering our commitment to keeping boundaries in place.

      Then again, he promised to behave himself, and even if he were to make a move on me, I wouldn’t reciprocate. And we can’t talk about this matter in public and risk someone overhearing.

      “Sure. I’ll see you tonight, then,” I say, my heart pounding with anticipation.

      “Great.” His voice is smooth like velvet. “See you soon.”

      “Bye, Charlie,” I say, ending the call and taking a deep breath.

      I’m buzzing with excitement, nervous energy thrumming through my veins. I need to make calls. I need to write a backstory for the two of us. I need to look for deals on flights.

      And I need to stop thinking about how sexy Charlie’s phone voice is.

      Shaking my head, I bring myself back to the present moment. There’s a ton to be done, and drooling over my new client will only make me lose focus.

      I waste no time opening up the list of NFL teams I can cold call. My fingers tap the first number on my list, and I wait for the rep at the other end to pick up. When he does, I launch into my pitch without hesitation, my voice strong and confident.

      “Hi there! This is Marissa from Abernathy Athletes. I’m calling for Steven Trissolini.”

      “This is him. How are you doing, Marissa? I’m rushed, but I can give you two minutes.”

      “Great, thanks. Listen, I’ve recently picked up a new client. I’d Love to discuss⁠—”

      “A new client?” I can hear the hesitation in his voice.

      “Yes.” I lick my lips. “I represent Charlie Elwood, and I have some exciting news to share — Charlie is happily in love and completely committed to his relationship. He’s a changed man and ready to get back on the field.”

      “Charlie Elwood?” Steven snorts, skepticism dripping from every word. “You’re telling me that notorious playboy has suddenly settled down? I’ll believe it when I see it, sweetheart.”

      “Believe what you want,” I reply, not letting my irritation show. “But I assure you, it’s true. And if you’re interested in seeing it for yourself, perhaps we can arrange a meeting?”

      “Fine, fine,” the rep concedes, chuckling. “I’ll bite. Set it up, and we’ll talk.”

      “Thank you,” I respond, grinning as I jot down the details. One down, many more to go.

      As the day wears on, I contact five more teams, each conversation following a similar pattern. Doubtful laughter, sarcastic remarks, but ultimately, they all agree to meet with us. By the time I hang up the phone after the last call, my cheeks ache from smiling so much.

      This is it. Get ready, world.

      Here we come.
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      The doorbell chimes, and my heart skips a beat. Smoothing out my shirt, I take a deep breath before opening the door. Marissa stands on the threshold, radiating beauty even after her long day at work.

      I swallow hard, suddenly feeling awkward around her.

      What is wrong with me? Usually, I’m confident with women, but it must be all this recent stress that’s throwing me off balance.

      “Hello.” She greets me with a warm smile as she steps inside. “Nice place you have here.”

      “Thanks. Make yourself at home.” I motion her toward the living room, trying to play it cool.

      She glides across the polished hardwood floor, her heels clicking softly with each step. I follow her, cursing myself for feeling so clumsy in her presence.

      “Would you like a drink?” I ask, gesturing to the bar cart in the corner. “I’ve got a pretty good selection.”

      “Actually, I’ll pass on the alcohol tonight.” She gives me a critical eye, and I suspect I already know what’s to come next. “And maybe we should talk about your drinking habits.”

      I raise an eyebrow as I pour myself a cocktail. “Why? I have it under control.”

      Her gaze pierces through me, unyielding, as she raises an eyebrow in return. That one look says everything.

      “I don’t have a drinking problem,” I argue against her silence.

      She lifts her chin. “Let’s look back at all the times you made headlines for unsavory behavior. There’s the most recent fight in the bar. Tell me you weren’t drinking then.”

      “I— well, yeah. I had a couple drinks…”

      “And when you stole the Hogs’ mascot?”

      I blink at her. Shit. This woman did her homework. That incident was all the way back in high school.

      “I was underage then,” I point out.

      “Uh-huh. And so that means you weren’t drinking?” She puts a hand on her hip, her stare only becoming more intense. “There’s also last year when you were photographed with that married woman. At. A. Bar.”

      I look down, unable to meet her eye anymore.

      She’s right. I do drink too much, and it’s what got me into this situation in the first place. If I hadn’t been drunk at that bar, maybe I wouldn’t have gotten into the fight.

      Sighing, I make a decision that surprises even myself. I march over to the liquor cabinet and begin grabbing bottles by the neck, pouring their contents down the drain. The sound of liquid splashing against the stainless steel is strangely satisfying.

      “Charlie?” Marissa says. “What are you doing?”

      “Getting rid of temptation,” I reply, my voice resolute.

      I can tell she’s impressed by this impulsive gesture, but it doesn’t feel impulsive to me — it feels necessary.

      “Here, let me help.” She reaches for a bottle of whiskey and begins emptying it into the sink.

      As we pour out the decadent collection, I feel a weight lifting off my shoulders, like I’m actively shedding the mistakes of my past. It’s been too long since I’ve had any fun without alcohol, and just thinking about that alone makes me disgusted with myself.

      “Are you sure about this?” she asks, her eyes searching mine as she sets another empty bottle on the counter. “Quitting cold turkey isn’t going to be easy.”

      “Easy or not, it’s what I have to do,” I say. “I can handle it.”

      “If you say so,” Marissa replies, though I can sense her concern. “I didn’t mean for you to… I mean, if this is what you want, then I support you. But you don’t have to do this for me.”

      “It’s not for you,” I tell her honestly. “It’s for me. So I can be someone I’m actually proud of.”

      She gives me a small smile, her hands still wet from the liquor we’ve poured down the drain.

      “That’s a good reason,” she says, stepping back to let me toss the last empty bottle into the recycling bin.

      “Thank you, Marissa,” I say, grateful for her kindness and understanding. “I appreciate it. But I think I’ll be fine. This…” I glance at the row of empty bottles, feeling a mixture of disgust and determination. “This is long overdue.”

      “Good for you,” she says softly, giving me a warm smile. “I believe in you, Charlie. You’ve got the talent and the drive to make a real comeback. You just need to believe in yourself, too.”

      It’s the nicest thing she’s said to me yet. Hell, it’s the nicest thing anyone has said to me in a long time.

      For the first time in years, I feel… seen. Truly appreciated.

      Which is kind of crazy. I’ve stood in front of thousands of adoring fans, and I thought they saw me.

      Yet now many of those same fans have turned on me, and here is Marissa, someone who barely knows me, willing to take a chance.

      The unexpected tenderness in her gaze tugs at something deep inside me. It feels like a small flame has been ignited in a furnace that’s been cold for far too long.

      “So.” She suddenly claps her hands together, ending the moment. “Shall we get started?”

      I clear my throat. “Uh. Yeah. Let’s do that.”

      The room feels warmer, the air almost electric as we settle down at the sleek glass table to finally have our meeting. I try to focus on the task at hand, but my gaze keeps drifting to Marissa. Her smile is contagious, and her legs seem to go on forever beneath the hem of her skirt. God, this woman makes it so hard to think straight.

      Why am I like this around her? I’ve been with countless beautiful women before, but none of them have affected me quite like Marissa does.

      As she tosses her hair over her shoulder, I catch a whiff of her perfume — delicate, floral, intoxicating. It’s enough to make me lightheaded, and it takes all my strength to focus on the words coming out of her mouth.

      “Okay, so I have some good news for you,” she announces with a big smile. “We have a handful of meetings with teams lined up, all thanks to the new image we’re pushing.”

      “Really?” My heart races, a mix of hope and anxiety welling up inside me. “That’s incredible. Thank you.”

      “Of course. It’s my job to help you succeed, remember?” She smiles warmly, and I find myself smiling back, caught up in the genuine happiness that radiates from her.

      “Where are these meetings? Who are they with?”

      “Well, they’re kind of all over the country.” She chuckles and opens her phone to show me a list.

      I blow out a long breath. “Holy shit. How did you line up that many meetings? You must be something special.”

      Her face turns pink. “Let’s just say I’m persuasive.”

      As we continue discussing the details of the upcoming meetings, I struggle to concentrate on anything other than her — the way her fingers dance gracefully across her tablet, the smooth curve of her neck, the playfulness in her eyes.

      Maybe it’s just been too long since I’ve been with a woman. Since this whole scandal started, I’ve been living like a hermit.

      I should call one of them up and distract myself for a night or two with a good time. And yet… I already know that won’t be enough. None of them hold even a fraction of the allure that Marissa does.

      “Charlie?” Her calling my name snaps me out of my reverie. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “Yeah, just… just excited about the meetings,” I lie, swallowing hard. “It’s a big opportunity.”

      “Absolutely.” She nods with the eagerness of a bobblehead. “And I’m confident that we can make the most of it. We’re about to show the world a whole new you.”

      “A fake me,” I add with a chuckle.

      She gives me a funny look. “Was that fake when you poured out all of your liquor?”

      “I… No. I meant that. I’m quitting.”

      She nods. “Exactly. And this relationship between us might be fake, but your commitment is real. Don’t underestimate that.”

      Damn. I wasn’t expecting to receive such a pep talk tonight. The only thing I can do is nod since my tongue is all tied up and my throat is thick with emotion.

      Marissa opens a new document on her tablet, revealing a neatly organized list of team names and dates. “Here is the meeting schedule. We’ll need to leave in two days, so you should start packing soon.”

      I nod and scan the list, but my mind is racing with anticipation and nerves. This is the break I’ve been hoping for, and it’s all thanks to Marissa’s hard work. It’s a strange feeling to be so grateful to someone who’s become more than just an agent.

      “Thank you, Marissa. Seriously, I can’t express how much this means to me.” My voice cracks slightly.

      “Of course. We’re a team, remember?” She smiles warmly, and my heart skips a beat.

      “Right.” I chuckle nervously. “A team.”

      “Okay, so now we just have to attend these meetings and convince everyone that we’re madly in love.” Her tone is light, but I can sense the underlying seriousness. And — maybe — nerves? “Sounds easy enough, right?”

      I swallow hard, trying to ignore the knot forming in my stomach. While I’m no stranger to flings and flirting, I’ve never been in love. Hell, I’ve always avoided it, based on how things shook out with my parents.

      I’m not sure how to act like I’m in a loving relationship, but I’m certainly ready to give it a go. At this point, Marissa has already done a lot for my career, and so I trust her lead.

      “Sure.” I shrug. “How hard could it be?”

      “Great!” She claps her hands together, her enthusiasm infectious. “Let’s start by going over some ground rules and strategies to make our relationship seem as genuine as possible.”

      “Sounds good.” I force a smile. “I’m just…”

      “What?”

      I lace my fingers together behind my head. “What if we don’t, you know, look like we’re in love?”

      She blinks at me. “I see. Well… what was it like the last time you were in love?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “How did it feel? How did you act?”

      “I’ve never been in love.”

      Her eyes widen slightly, and a long moment passes. “Oh.”

      “Have you?”

      She shrugs nonchalantly, but I can tell I’ve struck a nerve. “Once, a long time ago.” Her voice is softer now, a whisper in the quiet room.

      “Didn’t end well, huh?”

      She shakes her head without meeting my eyes.

      I nod, realizing that we’re treading on shaky ground. Not because of the fake dating or the press dramas. But because we’re both walking around wounded when it comes to love.

      Who was this guy who broke her heart? Just thinking about him, even though I don’t have a face or a name to put to him, makes my blood boil. I only just met Marissa, but already I feel an urge to protect her.

      “So,” she says, breaking the silence. “Should we start with holding hands? Public displays of affection?”

      I don’t want to move on to the details of our fake relationship. I want to hear more about her past, want to find out what roads she’s walked down and what’s made her the person she is today.

      But this is supposed to be a professional relationship, nothing more. I don’t have the right to dig into her past, even though she’s given me a small glimpse of it.

      “I suppose we could start there.” Holding her hand doesn’t sound so bad, even if it’s all pretend.

      “Perfect.” She sits a little straighter. “We have to leave for the first meeting soon, but when we come back, we can arrange⁠—”

      “A date?”

      “Um. Exactly.” She looks away, and I can tell she’s flustered again.

      “Don’t worry. I’ll keep it professional. I’m committed. I really am.” A lump forms in my throat. “Like never before.”

      Her eyes soften. “I can tell.”

      “I…” I run a hand over my head. “I hate what happened. It wasn’t planned. I don’t know what I was thinking. That guy made a comment about the Thunderhawks, and I just⁠—”

      “Hey, it’s okay.” She reaches across the table and touches my hand. “All that matters is what happens next.”

      Warmth spreads through my chest. “Thank you.”

      She smiles softly, her eyes dancing in the dim lighting. Suddenly, she seems to realize what she’s doing and draws back. Her warm touch leaves mine, and a second later she’s sitting prim and proper again.

      The moment is over. Not that it was ever really ours to indulge in, anyway.

      Marissa is right. What matters most is what happens next. I don’t have time to chase women or make excuses about why I am where I am today.

      I only have time to pull my head out of my ass, put in the work, and come back stronger than ever before. And, finally, with someone like Marissa by my side, that truly looks possible.
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      The excitement in my chest swells as the plane touches down at Atlanta’s airport. I’ve spent the whole plane ride imagining my future, a future running my own sports agency with a roster of athletes — maybe Charlie will even still be one of them.

      When I look over at Charlie, though, the smile falls off my face. He’s glowering straight ahead, his brow furrowed.

      “Hey.” I cock my head at him. “You okay?”

      “Just a little nervous.” He scrubs his face.

      “It’ll be good. Don’t worry.”

      I’m not going to tell him that I barely slept a wink last night. As his agent, I need to project an air of calm confidence. It’s up to me to keep this show together.

      “Thanks.” He manages a small smile before we stand up and gather our bags from the overhead compartment.

      Exiting the plane, I feel a surge of excitement. Despite how nervous I feel, meeting with the Storms’ rep is going to be a game-changer. Who knows? Maybe we’ll even get an offer today.

      As we walk through the bustling airport, people begin to recognize Charlie. A few excited fans approach, asking for pictures, while others shout out snide comments. I notice Charlie’s jaw tightening, so I slip my hand into his, offering silent support. We’re supposed to look like a happy couple, after all.

      “Hey, Elwood! You screw up any more games lately?” someone yells from across the terminal, causing Charlie’s grip on my hand to tighten.

      “Smile,” I murmur under my breath, squeezing his hand reassuringly.

      He forces a grin, but it doesn’t quite reach his eyes. I know he’s hurting, but we have to keep up appearances. If he loses his cool, everything we’re building up here will come crashing down.

      “Can we get a picture with you, Charlie?” a young man asks, rushing over to us.

      There’s a woman at his side, and she looks over the moon. They don’t seem to care about the recent scandal; they’re only interested in getting a snapshot with their favorite athlete. Seeing that warms my heart. For every person out there who ridicules Charlie, there’s probably someone else who still supports him.

      “Of course,” he says, and for the first time today, I see what is probably a genuine smile.

      I step back, allowing them to pose with him. As they take the photo, Charlie lights up even more. It’s clear that he loves being with his fans, and that’s good. It makes great press.

      “Thanks so much!” The woman watches with bright eyes as Charlie and I walk away.

      I wonder how often he gets approached by young women like that, and if he’s ever hooked up with any of them.

      I push the thought away. The past is none of my business. I only need to concern myself with what Charlie does from here on out — and only thinking as his agent, not his girlfriend.

      Stepping outside the airport, the warm Georgia air wraps around us like an embrace. A sleek black car waits just a few feet away, the driver holding up a sign with my name on it.

      “There we are.” I point and head for the car.

      “Never expected a chauffeur,” Charlie mutters, his eyes scanning the crowd for any more hecklers. “I thought those days were gone.”

      “Part of the job,” I reply, squeezing his hand as we approach the driver. “Marissa White and Charlie Elwood,” I confirm.

      The man nods and opens the back door for us.

      Once settled in the plush leather seats, I glance at Charlie, who seems to be lost in thought. The car pulls away from the curb, and I decide it’s time to address the elephant in the room.

      “Look, I know that was rough in the airport, but trust me, it’ll get better,” I say gently, my words filled with genuine belief. “Soon enough, all this will calm down, and you’ll be an all-American hero once again.”

      “Thanks.” His eyes meet mine. There’s something different in his expression — vulnerability, perhaps. “I mean it. I don’t know what I’d do without you right now.”

      The sincerity in his voice catches me off guard, and a sudden warmth spreads across my cheeks. I clear my throat, forcing myself to look away.

      It’s silly, really, to develop a tiny crush on my client. But I have to stay focused and remain professional. My career comes first, and besides, Charlie’s known for being a serial dater.

      Remembering that is good for me. It helps to keep my thoughts about my client pure and uncomplicated.

      The car rolls through Atlanta’s bustling streets, and I seize the opportunity to coach Charlie on what to expect in the meeting.

      “So, Patrick is the rep we’re meeting,” I explain, my fingers tapping rhythmically on the leather armrest. “He’ll probably ask you about your recent scandal and how you plan to change your image going forward.”

      “Right.” He nods, his gaze focused on me. “I need to show them I’m serious about turning over a new leaf.”

      “Exactly. Be genuine and honest. People can spot a fake from miles away.” I pull my tablet from my bag and open the notes I’ve typed for the meeting. “You might also get questions about your previous fights. Just remember to stay calm and collected. Don’t let any of their questions rattle you.”

      “Got it,” he says, a determined glint in his eyes. “Stay cool under pressure.”

      “Lastly, don’t forget that we’re supposed to be a couple.” I chuckle at the absurdity of our situation. “So, act affectionate. Hold hands, stand close together, smile at each other… you know the drill.”

      “Understood.” He nods once, completely professional.

      Which is a relief. Gone is the playboy who was flirting with me at our first meeting. In his place is a man who is serious about his career.

      Of course, I do miss the playboy a little bit…

      “It’s our time to shine.” My pulse races with excitement and anxiety as our car pulls up to the Storms’ offices.

      Stepping out of the car, we’re greeted by the imposing glass building that houses the team’s headquarters. A sudden breeze whips through my hair as we stride towards the entrance, hand in hand like the perfect couple we’re pretending to be. I keep my head high despite the butterflies fluttering wildly in my stomach.

      “Marissa White and Charlie Elwood, here to see Patrick,” I announce to the receptionist, who flashes us a friendly smile. “He’s expecting us.”

      “Of course.” She gestures towards a set of sleek double doors. “Patrick’s office is just through there.”

      “Thank you.” I nod graciously before guiding Charlie through the doors.

      Inside, we find Patrick lounging comfortably in an armchair, a steaming cup of coffee resting on the table beside him. His face lights up when he sees us, and he stands to greet us with a firm handshake and a warm smile.

      “Marissa! Charlie! It’s great to finally meet you both,” he exclaims, his voice booming with enthusiasm. “I’ve been following your career for a while now, Charlie — impressive stuff!”

      “Thank you.” Charlie flashes his trademark grin. “I’m just doing what I love.”

      “Ah, aren’t we all?” Patrick chuckles, waving us toward the plush seating area. “Please, have a seat. Can I get you anything? Coffee? Tea?”

      “Not for me, thank you.” I settle into the chair across from Patrick.

      It feels like everything is going smoothly so far, but I know that won’t last long. The real challenge — proving that Charlie is worth the Storms’ investment — still lies ahead.

      “All right. Let’s get down to business, shall we?” Patrick suggests, clasping his hands together.

      “Sounds great.” My heart rate speeds up as Patrick leans forward, his gaze fixed on Charlie.

      “Let’s talk about your recent scandal,” he says, his tone serious but not unkind. “We need to make sure you’re turning over a new leaf, like Marissa here promised.”

      Charlie gives me a quick glance before nodding. “I am. And having Marissa by my side, both as my agent and girlfriend, has been a huge support in making those changes.”

      Patrick nods, seeming satisfied with the answer. But I know he won’t let it go that easily. There are too many questions, too many doubts for him to simply take us at our word.

      “What about that fight?” he asks, leaning back in his chair, his expression unreadable. “If we sign you, how will we know you won’t do something like that again?”

      I hold my breath, waiting for Charlie to respond with the carefully rehearsed answers we’d practiced in the car. But instead, he surprises me.

      “Everyone’s so quick to judge, but they don’t know the real story behind what happened,” he snaps, his jaw clenched.

      My jaw drops. What the hell is he doing?

      I can see the frustration building in his eyes, and I know I have to intervene before things spiral out of control.

      “Charlie—” I begin, trying to cut in with a calm, measured response.

      “No, Marissa,” he interrupts, his voice rising. “I want to speak for myself.”

      I’m taken aback by his sudden defiance. We’re supposed to be working together, presenting a united front. Instead, we’re bickering like children. I can practically hear our chances of success slipping away with every heated word exchanged between us.

      But what am I supposed to do? Snap back at him? Interrupt and speak for him?

      “Go ahead,” I say.

      Charlie glowers at me. “I know what to say.”

      “Then why am I here?” I glare daggers at him.

      Patrick’s expression curdles as he watches Charlie and me bicker. I feel my heart drop to my stomach, knowing our facade is crumbling.

      “That fight wasn’t my fault.” Charlie crosses his arms. “Everywhere I go, people are heckling me. Do you have any idea what that’s like?”

      Patrick remains quiet, watching him. Meanwhile, I can hardly breathe. This isn’t how this meeting is supposed to go at all.

      “And what?” Charlie asks, his voice rising. “I’m just supposed to put up with it? What would you do, huh, if someone came at you like that? Turn the other cheek, or whatever way people want to put it? Again and again? I’d like to see you and anyone else try.”

      I close my eyes. Why is he being so defensive? I prepped him on what to say to this sort of question. He’s supposed to keep his cool and promise that he’ll be doing things differently from now on.

      But he’s going completely off-script. He’s taking this as an opportunity to preach from his soap box.

      “I’d think about the consequences of my actions,” Patrick says slowly. “Especially if I had a multi-million-dollar football contract hanging on the line.”

      “Right.” Charlie’s face contorts. “So because I get paid a lot of money, I’m supposed to be an angel? I can’t be human?”

      I clear my throat loudly. “What Charlie means is⁠—”

      “I mean exactly what I said,” he cuts in.

      My inhale burns. “Charlie…”

      “What’s your real story?” Patrick looks back and forth between the two of us. “So you’re dating, but you also happen to be his agent? How did that happen?”

      From the look on his face, I can tell that he’s doubting this whole situation. Maybe he even suspects that our relationship is fake.

      I plaster a smile on my face. “It’s a funny story.”

      “No one else in the world would talk to me.” Charlie’s laugh is boisterous and sarcastic. “Marissa took pity on me.”

      I shoot him a sharp look, but he doesn’t care. At this point, it seems he’s actively trying to sabotage this meeting.

      “You two don’t seem very in love to me,” Patrick comments.

      I grit my teeth and force a smile, trying my best to salvage the situation. “We’re just passionate about our work,” I say, giving Charlie’s hand a squeeze.

      “Uh-huh.” Patrick studies us a moment longer, and I can see it in his eyes.

      This interview has taken a nosedive. The facade we’ve carefully crafted is crashing and burning, and all I can do is sit here and watch it go up in flames.
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      I can see the frustration in Patrick’s eyes as he slams his notepad onto the table. “I’ve heard enough,” he says sharply.

      “What do you mean?” I growl. “We’re just getting started.”

      “Charlie,” Marissa hisses.

      “I’m only explaining myself.” What’s this dude’s problem?

      But Patrick looks like he’s sucking on a lemon. “I’m a busy guy. I carved out half of my morning for this when no one else in the industry will give you a chance. And then you come in here and act like an entitled brat. It looks like everyone is right about you.”

      My chest tightens, and my hands curl into fists. This was a mistake; Marissa and I shouldn’t have even bothered coming here. No one is going to take me seriously.

      And that’s what this world is like when you’re in the public eye. People put you on a pedestal and expect you to be perfect, and then they throw rotten tomatoes at you when you act human.

      “Patrick.” Marissa smiles, but her whole body is tight. “Charlie just⁠—”

      “Thank you for coming in.” Patrick stands and opens the door.

      For a long moment, everyone freezes. And then Marissa gets up, her shoulders rounded forward.

      “Thank you,” she quietly says to Patrick.

      I follow her out the door, making a point to not look at Patrick as we leave. Marissa and I walk silently through the maze of office cubicles, the tension between us palpable.

      As soon as we step out into the humid air of the street, Marissa whirls on me, eyes blazing with fury. “Could you not just behave yourself for one meeting?” she hisses, hands balled into fists at her sides.

      “Marissa, I—” I try to explain myself, but she cuts me off.

      “Save it!” she snaps. “Do you have any idea how hard I’ve been working to get my own clients? To actually be taken seriously at the agency? And now, thanks to you, I’m starting to think I’ll never get there.”

      “You don’t have any other clients?” I ask.

      “No.” She jabs a finger at me. “You’re my first one. And you know why? Because you’re the bottom of the barrel right now. Isaac gave you to me because no one else wants you.”

      She turns her back on me, her shoulders heaving up and down with heavy breaths.

      Her words sting and guilt stabs me through the heart. I know I’ve made things difficult, but I didn’t realize just how much was riding on this for her. My throat tightens, and my hands clench involuntarily.

      “Look, Marissa, I’m sorry,” I say, trying to sound as sincere as I feel. “But I had to defend myself in there. Patrick was making it seem like I don’t care about my career or our partnership.”

      “Maybe if you’d shown more maturity, he wouldn’t have thought that,” she retorts, turning back to me and crossing her arms over her chest. “You’re supposed to be a professional athlete, Charlie. It’s time you start acting like one.”

      “Fine,” I reply, gritting my teeth and forcing down the urge to argue further. “I’ll do better next time, all right?”

      “Next time?” She raises an eyebrow, her anger momentarily replaced by disbelief. “What makes you think there will be a next time after that disaster? I’m half considering booking a flight right now and going home.”

      I scramble for the right words. “Listen, I didn’t mean to make things worse for you,” I say, my voice strained. “It’s just… I needed to stand up for myself in there.”

      “By arguing? By not sticking to the answers we went over?” Her tone is incredulous, and she shakes her head. “You weren’t thinking, okay? And of course you weren’t. You never do.”

      Her words cut deep, but I can’t deny their truth. I’ve been so focused on defending myself that I hadn’t considered the consequences. “I’m sorry.”

      A heavy weight settles in my chest. I’m such an idiot.

      “Let’s just go back to the hotel,” she says, walking away from me, her posture rigid. I follow her silently, our footsteps echoing through the empty streets.

      As we enter the hotel lobby, I notice Marissa’s hands tremble ever so slightly, betraying her otherwise composed demeanor. I hate that I’ve put her in this position, that I’ve jeopardized her chance at a promotion. It’s one thing to sabotage myself, but doing it to someone who’s been working so hard alongside me feels even worse.

      We don’t talk as we check in and receive the key cards to the rooms where our driver has already taken our luggage. I don’t know what to say, either. I’ve screwed up big time. Again.

      We reach the elevator, and Marissa punches the button with more force than necessary. The doors slide open, and she steps inside, her jaw clenched. I follow her in, my heart sinking with each floor we ascend.

      Once we reach our floor, she storms off toward her room, not waiting for me to catch up. She inserts her key card into the door and turns to face me, her expression unreadable.

      “I need some time alone,” she says, her voice cracking a little. “Please.”

      “Sure.” I watch as the door clicks shut behind her, then lean against the wall, resting my forehead against the cool surface as guilt and regret wash over me.

      I know I need to make this right. But how can I convince her that I’m serious about turning things around when I’ve been so careless with her trust?

      Leaving the floor, I walk aimlessly around the hotel. Up the stairs. To the rooftop. Down the stairs. Through the gym. Past the pool. With every step, my mind spins.

      I don’t know what to say, but I can’t wait until I have the perfect speech prepared. I need to act now before Marissa books that flight and leaves, taking my only chance at a comeback with her.

      Back in front of her door, I gather my wits and courage. It feels like an eternity before I finally summon the strength to rap three times.

      “Who is it?” Her voice is muffled through the door, but I can hear the tension in her tone.

      “Hey. It’s me. Can we talk?”

      There’s a pause, and then the door cracks open just enough for her piercing gaze to meet mine. She hesitates for a moment, studying my face before opening the door wider and gesturing for me to come inside.

      “All right.” She crosses her arms as I step into her hotel room. “What do you want to talk about?”

      “I know I can be… defensive,” I start, struggling to find the right words. I rub the back of my neck, feeling the heat rise up my cheeks. “I guess it’s because I’m afraid of being wrongly judged and being… I don’t know.”

      “What?” she prompts, her expression softening ever so slightly. “Unworthy?”

      “Yeah,” I admit, my shoulders slumping. “That’s it.”

      Her eyes narrow as she studies me, and I can tell she’s trying to gauge whether or not I’m sincere. I shift my weight from one foot to the other, feeling more exposed than I have in a long time.

      “Sometimes it’s easier to be a jerk,” I confess, my voice cracking. “Easier to ruin things before anyone has the chance to reject me.”

      “Okay.” She’s giving me nothing, but that’s as it should be. It’s up to me to win her over.

      I swallow hard, forcing myself to look her in the eye. “I know I’ve been self-sabotaging, and I’m tired of it. I want to change. I’m ready to put in the work if you’ll help me.”

      She regards me for a long moment, her eyes searching mine. I hold my breath, waiting for her verdict.

      I lick my lips. “Are you quitting? Are you dropping me?”

      Her shoulders lower, and I can see the fight dissipate. “I want to, but… no. You’re all I have.” She shakes her head. “Damn it. We’re all each other has at this point.”

      “Exactly.” I inhale deeply. “Look, I’m sorry. I’m really sorry. But I won’t give up. And I know you won’t either. We’re a team, Marissa, whether you like it or not.”

      She stares at me for a long moment, and then her expression softens ever so slightly. “You’d better be serious about this, Charlie. I can’t afford to have my career ruined by your antics.”

      “Trust me. I’m done messing around.”

      “Good,” she finally says, her voice soft and measured. “I can’t do this alone. If we’re going to make this work, you have to be all in. No more excuses, no more self-sabotage. Do you understand?”

      “I do,” I say, my voice steady and resolute. “I promise you, I’m ready to make this right.”

      “All right,” she replies, her gaze never leaving mine. “Then let’s get to work.”

      I exhale, relief flooding through me. It’s not lost on me that this might be my last chance to turn things around. To prove that I’m more than just a washed-up athlete with an attitude problem.

      “The next meeting can’t be like this one. You need to stick to the answers I give you. And we need to firm up our relationship story. After what happened today, it’s pretty clear it’s not good enough. We need to be more convincing.”

      “Of course,” I agree, nodding my head vigorously. “Whatever it takes.”

      “Even if it means staying up all night?” she challenges, raising an eyebrow.

      “Even then,” I confirm, determination fueling every word. “I’ll do whatever it takes.”

      “If we don’t get this right, there won’t be another opportunity like this.”

      “I know,” I admit, my voice cracking with emotion. “And I won’t let you down. I promise.”

      “Actions speak louder than words, Charlie,” she reminds me, her gaze steady and unwavering. “Let’s make sure you keep that promise.”

      “Absolutely,” I say, clenching my fists at my sides.

      My mind races with thoughts of what lies ahead: the work we have to do, the trust we’ll need to build, and the transformation I have to undergo before stepping into the next meeting.

      She gestures for me to take a seat on the couch. “Want some coffee? This will take us a while.”
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      “How do you take it?” I ask, turning my back to Charlie as he sits on the couch.

      “Black. Thanks.”

      I busy myself at the coffee maker, not wanting him to see my face. Not wanting him to see just how much his apology impacted me.

      I used to think he was just another spoiled jock, but now I see a layer of depth in him that catches me off guard. The vulnerable side he’s revealing makes me like him more than I ever thought possible.

      A twinge of warmth spreads through my chest. The feeling is completely alien and undeniably terrifying. But it’s also… refreshing. Invigorating. Exciting.

      I don’t turn around as I add sugar to my coffee and leave his black. I need another moment to get myself together.

      It’s impossible to deny the effect Charlie is having on me. It’s been a long time since I’ve been this attracted to a guy.

      Actually… maybe I’ve never been this attracted. Which is terrifying.

      I’ve never been lucky when it comes to men. Like I told Charlie the other day, I was in love once. Unfortunately, he cheated on me six months into the relationship.

      After that, I guess I shut down. Focused on other things in life, like my work. Yes, I still believed in love… but I also started to wonder whether or not it was really for me.

      Meeting Charlie feels like irony at its finest. He’s the perfect man when it comes to looks, heart, and ambition. Unfortunately, he’s also wildly imperfect when it comes to other things.

      Taking a deep breath, I turn around and carry the two mugs of coffee over to the couch.

      “Here.” I pass him his mug, our fingers brushing slightly in the transfer. Mm. I’d like to feel the warmth of his hands on my skin.

      “Thanks.” His eyes meet mine for a moment, but then I quickly look away.

      “Okay, let’s start by going over the basics.” I take my seat a cushion away from him. “We need to make sure we have all of that nailed down. Likes, hobbies, pet peeves — anything to make us seem like a real couple.”

      “We already went over those.”

      “And we need to go over them again.” I pin him with a hard look. “And then add from there.”

      He nods, and it gives me faith that he’s not trying to argue my methods.

      We spend the next hour exchanging facts about ourselves. I learn that he loves classic rock music, has a secret talent for cooking, and absolutely despises slow walkers. In turn, I share my love for hiking, my obsession with iced coffee, and my aversion to people who talk during movies.

      As we dig deeper, we begin constructing a false story about how we met months ago, long before I became his agent. We decide that instead of dating right away, we remained on the outskirts of each other’s lives, intrigued but hesitant to take the plunge.

      “Then, when I needed new representation, you offered to step in,” Charlie adds, a mischievous grin forming on his lips. “And that’s when we realized our feelings for each other.”

      “Exactly,” I agree, returning his smile. It’s a solid story, and I feel confident that it’ll be convincing enough for the upcoming meeting.

      With every detail we add, the tension in the room seems to shift. I notice how Charlie’s eyes seem to linger on me a little longer than necessary, and I find myself doing the same.

      The hours fly by. We order room service and quiz each other on details as we pace around the room. We laugh at stories from our college days. We even share a few awkward silences, our eyes meeting in a way that makes my heart pound and my cheeks flush.

      Charlie’s laugh is infectious, his smile genuine. His warmth fills the room, oddly comforting in an environment that’s supposed to be all business. He’s much more than I initially thought — more than just a pretty face and a talented athlete. There’s depth to Charlie Elwood; there’s surprising softness.

      “I hate cilantro,” he says abruptly from the other side of the room, breaking our silence.

      I laugh, taken aback by the random confession. “Okay. It tastes like soap?”

      “Yes.” He grins. “How did you know?”

      I chuckle again and make a mental note of it, despite how unlikely the topic of cilantro will come up during our meeting tomorrow.

      But then, as twilight seeps into the room and fatigue paints shadows under our eyes, we find ourselves side by side on the couch again. The laughter dies down, replaced by a quiet understanding that we’ve done a good job today. It’s strange how draining pretending can be.

      Looking at Charlie almost feels intimate now, his expressive eyes holding my gaze and then looking to my lips. His hand rests next to mine on the couch: close but not touching. The possibility of contact sends goosebumps up my arm.

      For an illusion, it feels terribly real.

      I lick my lips and search for something distracting to talk about, something that has nothing to do with the butterflies in my chest.

      “What are your favorite movies?” I ask.

      “Movies?” He seems surprised by the question but plays along. “Hmm, that’s tough… Okay, I have a top three. The Godfather, Rocky, and… The Princess Bride.”

      “The Princess Bride?” I burst out laughing. “You’re kidding.”

      He shakes his head, defending his choice. “What? It’s a classic.”

      In the dim light, his eyes twinkle with mirth, and my heart does that annoying flutter again. I swallow it down and feign seriousness.

      “I didn’t peg you as a fan of romantic comedies,” I say.

      “Well…” He shrugs nonchalantly. “I guess it doesn’t pay to judge a book by its cover.”

      I chuckle at that. It’s a simple statement but somehow profound coming from him. Charlie Elwood, the star athlete, the man who always looks so brooding in photos, loves The Princess Bride.

      As our laughter subsides, our conversation lulls and our eyes meet once more. The air between us crackles again like a live wire. All of a sudden, I notice how close we are now — close enough to close the distance if either of us dared.

      “What about you?” he asks. “Favorite movies.”

      “Me?” I tap my finger against my chin, buying some time.

      His question has scattered my thoughts. A tame attempt to locate their fragments leaves me staring at his lips.

      “Julia Roberts,” I answer, forcing my gaze back to his eyes. “Anything with Julia Roberts.”

      He chuckles at my vague reply. “That’s not a movie.”

      “But it’s an answer,” I retort, giving him a playful shrug.

      Silence follows, but it’s a comfortable one. The kind of silence that speaks volumes on its own, without the need for words or sounds. His gaze shifts from my eyes to my mouth, lingering for a moment before moving back up again.

      “And why Julia Roberts?” He continues the conversation smoothly, as if he didn’t just inspect my lips like they were made of gold.

      “Because she’s amazing,” I state. “She’s strong and she’s real, and she can be anyone she wants to be.”

      Charlie nods thoughtfully, admiration in his eyes.

      “Strong and real,” he repeats softly. Then after a pause, adds, “Like you.”

      My heart skips a beat. Or maybe it stops altogether — I can’t feel it anymore.

      The room is dense with unspoken words and unsaid feelings hanging between us like fog. The heat from his body radiates towards me, making me shiver despite the warmth.

      Somehow, my rational voice comes to the forefront. It reminds me what’s really at stake here. If I make things complicated with Charlie, I’ll be risking it all.

      “More coffee?” I pop to standing and grab both our mugs.

      Is that disappointment on his face? I can’t tell, and I don’t want to know. If I’ve just missed an opportunity at something wildly passionate, then I’m okay with ignorance.

      “It’s kind of late,” he says.

      “And we still have hours of work ahead of us.” I make my way to the coffee pot. “We haven’t even gotten to the serious stuff yet.”

      “Sure. Thank you.” He stretches his arms above his head. “What’s next?”

      “Family history.” I start a fresh pot and turn around to face him.

      He makes a face. “Okay.”

      “I know,” I say sarcastically. “Super fun stuff.”

      “What should I know about you?”

      “Let’s start with the basics.” I take a deep breath. “My parents are still married, living in Lake Forest. They met in college and have been together ever since.”

      Charlie remains silent, listening intently. The tension in his shoulders betrays his unease about this topic. But we must continue.

      “I also have an older sister named Jenna,” I continue. “She’s a lawyer, married with two kids. We’re close, even though she lives halfway across the country. I try to visit as often as I can.” My voice trails off, leaving an opening for Charlie to chime in with his own story.

      He hesitates, running a hand through his hair before looking down at his lap. His reluctance is understandable, but if we want to pull off this ruse, we need to know each other inside out.

      “Charlie,” I coax gently. “We need to do this right. I won’t judge you, I promise.”

      He looks up at me, his eyes filled with a vulnerability I haven’t seen before. After a brief pause, he finally starts talking. “You’re right. We need to do this properly.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Growing up, my family was… complicated.” His voice wavers slightly. “It wasn’t always easy, but we managed.”

      “Tell me more,” I encourage, wanting to understand the man beneath the tough exterior.

      “My mom was a nurse,” he says, staring off into the distance. “She worked long hours, but she always tried her best to be there for me. I appreciate that now, even if I didn’t back then.”

      “Sounds like a strong woman,” I comment, imagining the sacrifices she must have made.

      “Yeah, she is,” he agrees, a hint of pride in his voice. “But it wasn’t easy on her, especially after… well, things changed.”

      “Changed?” I prompt, curious about the story hidden behind his words.

      “Let’s just say my family dynamics shifted when I was younger, and it wasn’t for the better,” he admits, his voice barely audible.

      My heart aches for him as I see the pain etched across his face. He’s clearly struggled with this part of his life for years, and I feel privileged that he’s chosen to share it with me.

      “Okay.” I nod, not wanting to push him.

      I do need to know this, though. We’re supposed to be in love. I’m supposed to know him more intimately than anyone else.

      He releases a long breath, and his eyes appear glassy for a moment, but he blinks it away quickly. “My parents had a loveless marriage,” he begins, his voice low and strained. “For ten years of my life, they were together, but not really. Just… existing. And then one day, my dad walked out and never came back. I haven’t seen him since.”

      I’m shocked by this revelation, my heart aching for the young boy who had to endure such pain. A lump forms in my throat as I try to process the information, knowing I must’ve judged him too harshly before.

      “Charlie, I’m so sorry,” I say softly. “That must have been incredibly hard for you.”

      “It was.” He shrugs, his tough exterior returning. “But it also taught me a valuable lesson.”

      “Which is?” I ask, genuinely curious about how such a devastating event could shape his perspective.

      “I push people away because I don’t want to go through that kind of pain again,” he explains, swallowing hard. “It’s easier to keep everyone at arm’s length than risk getting hurt.”

      As he speaks, everything starts to make sense. The walls he’s built around himself, the aloof demeanor, even the relentless pursuit of his career — it all stems from a deep-rooted fear of abandonment.

      “Thank you for sharing that with me. I appreciate your honesty.”

      He nods. “You’re the first person I’ve ever told about that.”

      “Then I’m honored,” I reply softly.

      As we sit in the dimly lit hotel room, I sense a growing connection between us. We’ve both revealed our true selves to each other, and it’s something that neither of us takes lightly. I realize now that my initial judgments of Charlie were wrong, and that beneath his tough exterior is a man who’s just trying to make it through life, like the rest of us.

      Knowing that, I can be a better agent for him. Unfortunately, it makes my personal feelings that much more complicated and that much harder to keep at bay.

      But I can do it. Just like Charlie, I have to keep my eye on the prize. Keep my head in the game.

      As hard as that might get, I know that in the end, the prize will be more than worth it.
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      The next morning, I wake before my alarm clock, feeling energized and ready to take on the day. It doesn’t even matter that Marissa and I stayed up until well past midnight getting our stories straight.

      Today’s the day to prove myself in our next meeting, and I can’t wait to get started. There’s nothing that could lower my energy.

      After a quick shower, I throw on my gym clothes and head down to the hotel gym, determined to kick off the day with a solid workout.

      The gym isn’t too crowded, giving me plenty of space to move around as I warm up. As I begin my reps on the bench press, I think back to Marissa last night.

      Her eyes were alight with determination as she went over our game plan for today. The way her brow furrowed in concentration, her lips pursed as she took notes… God, she’s so focused and ambitious.

      And beautiful.

      “Nope,” I mutter under my breath, pushing the barbell up and away from my chest. “Not going there.”

      I made a mistake flirting with her during our first meeting — a mistake that was only one in a series of many. I meant what I told her yesterday: I’m serious about making this work, about reviving my career.

      Which means I need to keep my mind on the task at hand. Today is important, not just for me, but for both of us. We’ve got to convince today’s rep that we’re the real deal — as a couple and as professionals.

      As I switch to the treadmill, I crank up the speed and let the rhythmic pounding of my feet drown out any lingering thoughts of Marissa. Sweat beads on my forehead and trickles down my temples, but I welcome the burn in my muscles; it’s a good distraction.

      “Good morning,” a familiar voice says from behind me.

      I glance over my shoulder to see Marissa entering the gym, dressed in her workout gear and her hair pulled back into a tight ponytail. My stomach both drops and does a flip at the same time. So much for not being distracted by her.

      “Morning,” I pant, trying to sound casual despite my racing heart. “Getting in a workout before our big day?”

      “Absolutely,” she replies, stepping onto the treadmill next to mine. “No better way to start the day and clear my head.”

      She sets her treadmill on an uphill climb, the machine groaning in response. I watch as she begins to move, a graceful rhythm that’s both captivating and inspiring. Her focus is on the task before her, and it’s like everything else fades into insignificance. She’s determined and resolute, and it ignites something inside me.

      “Agreed,” I reply, turning my gaze back to my own treadmill.

      The numbers on the display blur into a mess of red light as I increase the speed even more. The hum of the machines around us blends with our pounding heartbeats and ragged breaths.

      I take a deep inhale, focusing on the sound of my heartbeat and the steady rhythm of my feet hitting the treadmill. I’m in a trance until my alarm goes off, at which point I hit the buttons to decrease the speed.

      Stepping off the treadmill, I grab my towel and look over at Marissa. She’s already off her own treadmill, though, and walking for the door.

      Walking right in front of me.

      In tight leggings that hug her hips and lift her ass so that it…

      I bite my bottom lip and suppress a groan. Nope. Not doing it. Not thinking those thoughts.

      This woman is my agent, not some girl at a club that I can have one night with and then never think about again.

      Closing my eyes, I march forward, determined to —

      Pain flashes through my forehead as I walk right into the wall.

      “Damn!” Popping my eyes open, I rub at the sore spot above my eyebrows.

      Marissa hurries up to me. “What happened? Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, I’m fine,” I lie, aware that the other people in the gym are looking at me. “Just… wasn’t paying attention.”

      “Be careful.” She grins, and I swear she knows exactly what’s going on with me. “See you in the lobby in thirty?”

      She doesn’t wait for an answer before leaving the gym. I’m left standing like an idiot, rubbing my head.

      If this is how things are going to be between us, I should probably consider wearing a helmet everywhere we go.

      Just like she asks, I meet her in the lobby in thirty minutes, after a quick shower and a bite grabbed at the breakfast line. We rush to the airport, hurrying through the terminal to catch our flight to Orlando.

      The boarding line shuffles forward, and Marissa and I step onto the plane, bags in hand. My stomach churns with a mixture of excitement and nerves. We’ve prepared as best as we can for this meeting, but last time’s fiasco plays on repeat in my mind.

      As the plane takes off, I tighten my grip on the armrest and force myself to breathe. I’m not afraid of flying, but I am afraid of falling on my face.

      But this time will be different, I tell myself. I have to make sure of it.
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      “Mr. Elwood, Ms. White, welcome.” Noah, the Florida team rep, greets us as we enter the conference room. He extends his hand, and I shake it firmly.

      “Thank you for having us,” I say, placing my other hand on the small of Marissa’s back.

      She stiffens slightly at the touch, but her eyes don’t waver from the man in front of her. It’s a little off-putting since she told me to touch her this way in front of the rep. So am I missing something?

      “We’re happy to be here,” Marissa tells Noah.

      The rep responds with a genuine smile. His gaze flits between us, studying our dynamic. “Let’s get down to business, then, shall we?”

      “Of course,” I agree, maintaining my hold on Marissa as we sit down.

      I smile, hoping that he can’t tell how damn nervous I am. Marissa and I have rehearsed this moment, but a part of me still doubts that I can sell it the way she needs me to.

      Yet, I do my best.

      Throughout the meeting, I use body language to convey just how crazy I am about Marissa. I find myself leaning in closer to her, brushing my hand against hers whenever I reach for a document. I notice the way her breath hitches when our fingers touch, and I wonder if she’s as affected by this charade as I am.

      When a strand of hair falls across her face, I take the opportunity to gently brush it back with my thumb. The softness of her cheek sends a shiver down my spine, and I suddenly realize how much I’m enjoying these small moments of intimacy.

      “Your proposal is quite impressive,” Noah says after we’ve finished our presentation. “We’ll be in touch.”

      “Thank you,” Marissa replies, her eyes sparkling. “We appreciate your time.”

      As we leave the conference room, basking in the success of our meeting, I can’t shake the lingering warmth from my fingertips where they touched Marissa’s skin. But I push those thoughts aside, reminding myself that they won’t take me anywhere.

      As we walk out of the building, the warm Florida sun greets us, its rays glinting off the windows around us. The energy between Marissa and me crackles with every step we take, our bodies brushing against one another as we navigate the crowded sidewalk. My heart races, and a new kind of heat rises within me.

      “Great job today,” I tell her, my voice slightly breathless. “We really pulled it off.”

      “Thanks to you.” Her arm brushes against mine as we walk. The simple touch sends shivers down my spine, leaving me with a dizzying mix of excitement and desire.

      “You were the one that coached me.” I force myself to focus on our conversation and not the lingering sensation of her touch.

      She stops walking and turns to me. “All I have to say is, thank God you kept to the script.”

      “Hey,” I say with a laugh. “I’m not that much of an imbecile.”

      “No, you’re not.” She smiles and blinks. I know she’s not trying to be flirtatious, but the way she’s batting her eyes has me thinking dangerous thoughts.

      “Today was a step up,” I say, “but we can do even better at the next meeting.”

      Her face lights up like she’s surprised to hear me say that. “You’re right. We can.”

      We start walking again, and she glances sidelong at me. “I like this new attitude.”

      I shrug, feeling pretty damn happy with myself. “New attitude, new Charlie.”

      “Hm. Just don’t get rid of the old Charlie completely.”

      “Oh, yeah?” I study her profile. “And which parts of him would you miss?”

      Suddenly, she seems to get flustered. Her face turns pink, and she looks anywhere but at me. “We didn’t eat lunch. We should pop in somewhere. Yeah, let’s do that.”

      She speed-walks ahead of me, and I follow behind, grinning. The two of us might have a weird and hard-to-pin-down dynamic, but I’m enjoying it — even though it’s frustrating.

      Then again, that could be the taste of success talking.

      Who knows if today’s rep will actually call us or if we’ll never hear from him again. Either way, I’m not worried because one thing is clear: we’re on a path to success, and there’s no stopping us.
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      Charlie and I step out of the taxi in San Antonio, smiling ear to ear. We’ve just arrived, fresh off the high from our successful meeting in Orlando yesterday. Together, we stroll toward the hotel entrance, luggage trailing behind us like obedient pets.

      “Ready for tomorrow’s big meeting?” Charlie asks with a grin, his eyes crinkling at the corners.

      “Yep,” I reply, matching his enthusiasm.

      We check into the hotel, anticipation bubbling inside me for what the next day holds. As we part ways to head to our rooms, I steal one last glance at Charlie — his broad shoulders, that unruly mop of dark blond hair that somehow always looks perfect. Shaking myself out of the reverie, I shut the door to my hotel room.

      Finally. I’m alone, away from the distraction that is my client.

      As I start unpacking, though, the phone rings, and I pick it up to see Ria calling.

      “Hey, girl,” I answer.

      “Hey! How are things going?”

      “Ria, you wouldn’t believe it,” I gush, unable to contain my excitement. “The meeting in Orlando went so well. The rep loved Charlie.”

      “Really? That’s great!” she exclaims. “Tell me more.”

      I sit down on the edge of the bed, eager to share all the details. “Charlie was amazing in the presentation. He was confident, engaging, and he really sold himself.”

      “Wow. It sounds like you two make a fantastic team.”

      “We do,” I agree, my thoughts drifting back to the moment when Charlie looked at me during the meeting, his eyes filled with gratitude and admiration. “You know, he’s actually much more than just a good-looking guy with a killer smile. He’s smart, driven… really hardworking.”

      “Uh-huh,” she replies, her tone suddenly teasing. “Sounds like someone has a crush on their client.”

      “What — no!” I sputter, my cheeks flushing at her suggestion. “I’m just saying he’s a great athlete, and we work well together. That’s all.”

      “Sure, Marissa.” She chuckles knowingly. “Just be careful, okay? Mixing business and pleasure can get messy.”

      “Ria, seriously,” I insist, trying to sound casual as I hang up my clothes in the closet. “It’s not like that. We’re just two professionals working together. Nothing more, nothing less.”

      “All right, all right,” she concedes. “But just remember: you’ve got a bright future ahead of you. Don’t let anything or anyone get in the way of that.”

      “Trust me,” I say firmly, determined to prove her wrong. “Nothing will.”

      “Okay. Good to hear. I need to run, but hugs and kisses. Text me later?”

      “Will do. Bye.” I hang up the phone and toss it onto the bed.

      I try to finish unpacking, but I’m too distracted. My cheeks burn as I pace around my hotel room, replaying Ria’s words in my head. As if I would let myself fall for someone like Charlie…

      He’s a playboy. He’s unpredictable. He’s… a charming, unbelievably handsome athlete with a wicked sense of humor.

      Gulping, I sit on the edge of the bed, feeling a mixture of annoyance and unease. My best friend knows me better than almost anyone, but she doesn’t know Charlie. We may have some undeniable chemistry, but we’re both professionals who are focused on our respective careers. There’s no way I’d risk jeopardizing everything I’ve worked for over some silly crush.

      As I get ready for the dinner we have planned tonight, I slip into a sparkly black dress that clings to my curves and makes me feel confident and beautiful. The dress isn’t for him, of course. Not at all.

      It’s for me.

      Tonight, I want to celebrate the success Charlie and I have had so far. I want to play the part of the smart, amazing businesswoman I am.

      I quickly apply makeup and style my hair before giving myself a once-over in the mirror. The reflection staring back at me looks poised and powerful, a vision of the woman I’ve always wanted to become.

      As I stride out of my hotel room, the lingering unease from my conversation with Ria begins to fade. I’ve always been good at separating my personal feelings from my professional life. This time will be no different.

      I just need to keep my eye on the prize and remember why I’m here: to build a successful career as a sports agent, not to fall head over heels for some charming, irresistible athlete.

      The hotel lobby is a symphony of soft piano music and low murmurs, but the moment I see Charlie, everything else fades into insignificance. He stands there looking every bit the debonair gentleman in his impeccably tailored suit and tie. My breath catches in my throat, and for a fleeting second, I wonder if this is how people feel when they’re about to drown.

      “Hi,” he says, his voice warm and inviting as he takes me in.

      I can tell by the way his eyes linger on my sparkly black dress that he’s just as taken with me as I am with him. For a moment, I falter. Maybe I shouldn’t have dressed up tonight.

      Then again, he did, and we had already decided to go somewhere fancy. It’s not like I could show up in jeans and a T-shirt.

      “Hi.” I smile. “You look nice.”

      “Oh. Thanks.” He smooths his hand down his suit. “I figured I’d dust this off for the occasion. You, uh, look beautiful.” He ducks his head, and there’s something boyish and charming about the gesture.

      “Thank you.”

      He offers me his arm, and I link mine through his, feeling the solid strength of his muscles beneath the fabric of his suit. Together, we walk out of the hotel, my heels clicking rhythmically against the polished marble floor.

      We arrive at the restaurant just down the street, and I have to admire Charlie’s taste. It’s an upscale establishment with dim lighting and a sophisticated atmosphere. The hostess leads us to a table that’s tucked away in a quiet corner, surrounded by gauzy curtains that provide a sense of intimacy without completely shutting us off from the rest of the room.

      “Charlie, this place is beautiful,” I say, drinking in all the opulent details.

      “Only the best for my favorite sports agent,” he replies playfully, and even though he’s being silly, a thrill runs through me at his words.

      We take our seats and peruse the menu. I’m feeling even more successful just sitting in a place like this.

      “I like this,” Charlie says.

      I put the menu down. “What?”

      He shrugs. “Being here. With you.”

      Heat spreads through my chest. I can’t think straight. I look for something to say, anything but admitting the feelings I have for him.

      “My mom and I used to make up stories about people when we went to restaurants,” I find myself saying.

      Charlie seems amused. “Oh, yeah?”

      “Yeah. It was just something silly we did when I was a kid.”

      “It doesn’t seem silly. It seems fun.”

      The waiter arrives, ending the conversation, and I take it as a relief.

      “I’ll have the lobster,” I tell the man as I hand him the menu.

      “Make it two,” Charlie says.

      The moment the waiter is gone, he leans close to me, the flickering candlelight casting a warm glow on his face.

      “Okay,” he says, grinning. “See that couple by the window? What do you think their story is?”

      I stare at him. “You really want to play that game?”

      “Sure. Why not?”

      I glance over at the older pair, their hands entwined over the tablecloth as they gaze lovingly into each other’s eyes.

      “Hmm,” I say thoughtfully, tapping my chin. “They’re celebrating their fiftieth wedding anniversary. They met at a sock hop back in high school, and it was love at first sight.”

      “Nice.” He chuckles. “How about the guy sitting at the bar by himself?”

      I study the solitary man for a moment, taking in his slightly disheveled appearance and the way he nurses his drink with a distant expression.

      “He’s a world-renowned scientist who’s just made a groundbreaking discovery,” I decide, my imagination running wild. “But he hasn’t told anyone yet because he’s afraid of what it could mean for humanity.”

      “Wow, that’s deep.” Charlie laughs, shaking his head in amusement. “Okay, your turn. Pick someone for me to do.”

      My attention is drawn to a woman seated near the entrance, her head buried in a book as she sips from a glass of wine.

      “Her,” I say, pointing discreetly. “What’s her story?”

      Charlie considers her for a moment, then grins. “She’s a secret agent, undercover as an unassuming bookworm. Little does anyone know, she’s got a hidden agenda and is waiting for her target to walk through the door any minute now.”

      “Brilliant!” I laugh, clapping my hands together in delight.

      As we continue to invent intricate backstories for our fellow diners, my anxiety seems to lift, leaving me feeling lighter and more carefree than I have in ages.

      But as the evening wears on, I find myself increasingly aware of Charlie’s presence beside me — the way his laughter fills the air like music and how his touch sends shivers down my spine when he reaches for the wine bottle. He’s charming and witty, making it impossible not to be drawn to him.

      Maybe Ria is right, and I really am in trouble here. My career is finally taking off, and the last thing I need is to jeopardize it by falling for a client. Especially one with a reputation like Charlie’s.

      As our laughter fades and the restaurant begins to empty, I make a silent vow to myself. Once Charlie signs with a team, I’ll ask Isaac to reassign me to different clients. It’s for the best, even though the very thought of letting go of him sends a pang of longing through my chest.

      “Marissa,” Charlie says softly, reaching across the table to gently squeeze my hand. “Thank you for tonight. It’s been incredible.”

      “Thank you,” I reply, my voice barely above a whisper.

      Our eyes lock, and for a brief moment, I allow myself to get lost in the depths of his gaze, knowing that soon enough, I’ll have to find my way back to reality — no matter how much it hurts.
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      The moment Marissa and I enter the conference room, it’s clear this meeting with the San Antonio reps is different from the others. It’s not just the fact that there are more people here than in the other meetings, although that certainly adds to the tense atmosphere. No, it’s something else, like a cloud of expectation hanging in the air.

      And it makes sense. People have been sending me and Marissa the articles about us. We’ve made blogs and posts all over the internet. Everyone has noticed that I’m in a new relationship and that I have a new agent.

      Just like Marissa said we would, we’re making waves.

      “Calm and focused,” Marissa whispers into my ear.

      “Got it,” I reply, my chest tightening as we take our seats at the head of the table.

      The reps exchange glances, their faces a mix of skepticism and curiosity. It already feels like I’m on trial, fighting for my future.

      “Let’s get started,” says the lead rep, a stern-looking woman with sharp cheekbones and an even sharper gaze. “We’ve received reports about your recent improvements, Charlie. However, we want to hear from you directly. Where is your headspace right now?”

      “Thanks for asking,” I say, taking a deep breath. I focus on Marissa’s advice, reminding myself that sincerity is key. “To be honest, I’ve been through a lot lately, but I’ve come out of it stronger and more determined than ever. I realized that I owe it to myself and my fans to take control of my life, both on and off the field.”

      “Interesting,” she says, her eyes narrowing slightly. “And how do you plan on turning your image around?”

      “Firstly, by being more open about my journey,” I explain, the weight of their gazes on me. “I want people to know that I’m striving to grow and improve, both as an athlete and as a person. That means engaging with the media and the public in a positive way, as well as getting involved with community initiatives and giving back to those less fortunate.”

      “Commendable,” another rep interjects, a man with salt-and-pepper hair. “But what will you do to stay focused if we decide to take you on?”

      “Simple,” I say, looking him dead in the eye. “I’ll surround myself with people who believe in me and my potential. Like Marissa here. She’s been instrumental in helping me get back on track. And I’ll continue to work hard, both mentally and physically, to ensure that I’m always at the top of my game.”

      “Very well,” says the lead rep, her expression inscrutable. “Thank you for your candor, Charlie. We’ll be sure to take all of this into consideration.”

      “Of course,” I reply, feeling a surge of pride.

      I did it; I tackled their questions head-on without letting nerves or doubt get the best of me. And it’s all because of Marissa. Her unwavering support has made me believe that I can overcome anything. And maybe, just maybe, these reps will see me in the same light.

      “Charlie.” A rep who hasn’t said anything yet studies me. “We’ve heard some rumors about you and Marissa. Can you confirm if there’s any truth to them?”

      I glance at Marissa, and she gives me a subtle nod. We had prepared for this question, but it still feels oddly exposing to discuss our relationship — fake as it is — in front of these strangers.

      I clear my throat. “Yes, it’s true. Marissa and I are together.”

      “Interesting,” the rep murmurs, scribbling something down on her notepad. “And how has that affected your professional relationship?”

      “Actually, it’s enhanced it,” Marissa interjects smoothly. “Our personal connection has allowed us to communicate more effectively and trust each other implicitly. I think it’s only strengthened Charlie’s commitment to bettering himself and his career.”

      As she speaks, her knee grazes my knee ever so lightly, sending a flood of warmth through me. I know it’s an accidental touch, but it still affects me.

      It’s strange. Even though our romantic relationship began as an act, the lines between reality and pretense have started to blur. Our laughter no longer feels forced; instead, it comes naturally, as if we’ve been doing this for years. And now, sitting here in front of these people, I realize that my feelings for Marissa might not be entirely fake.

      “Thank you for sharing that,” the lead rep says, nodding thoughtfully. “It’s always good to see that personal relationships can have positive effects on one’s professional life.”

      “Absolutely,” I say. “I truly believe our relationship has made me a better athlete and person.”

      As the meeting continues, I steal glances at Marissa, her eyes bright and focused as she listens intently to the conversation. The way she advocates for me, the confidence she instills in me… it’s something I’ve never experienced before.

      As the meeting starts winding down, the reps exchange knowing glances, their initial skepticism replaced by warmth and genuine interest. Their change in attitude is palpable.

      “Charlie,” one of the reps begins, her tone softer than before. “We had our doubts, as I’m sure you know. We’ve all heard the stories, seen the headlines. But seeing you here today, listening to your answers, and witnessing the bond you share with Marissa… it’s clear that there’s more to you than what we see in the tabloids.”

      “Thank you,” I say, my chest tightening with emotion. “I’m committed to proving that I’m worth your investment and support.”

      “We still have some deliberation to do, but I think it’s safe to say that things are looking positive,” another rep chimes in, nodding in agreement. “We’ll be in touch soon with an official decision.”

      As the meeting comes to a close, handshakes and pleasantries are exchanged, and Marissa and I make our way out of the conference room. The moment the door closes behind us, relief and elation wash over me like a tidal wave. Without thinking, I sweep Marissa into my arms, spinning us around in celebration.

      “Charlie!” she exclaims, laughing, her cheeks flushed from the sudden embrace.

      Our eyes lock, and I’m tempted to lean down and kiss her, to express my gratitude in a way that words can’t. But just as quickly as the urge appears, I force myself to step back, placing a professional distance between us once again.

      “Sorry,” I mutter, running a hand through my hair. “I just… Thank you, Marissa. Seriously. I couldn’t have done this without you.”

      She shakes her head, though she’s wearing a smile. “Charlie, this was all you. You’re the one who answered those questions and showed them the real you.”

      “Still, I wouldn’t have even made it this far without your guidance,” I insist, my heart swelling with appreciation for the amazing woman standing before me.

      “Teamwork makes the dream work,” she jokes, her eyes twinkling with mischief.

      But beneath her lighthearted demeanor, I see a genuine pride in her gaze. Pride for me, for us, for what we’ve accomplished together.

      “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” I say, trying to tamp down my excitement. “We still have to wait for their official decision.”

      “True. But no matter what happens, I… I’m proud of you. And I know that if you keep pushing forward like this, great things are in store.”

      Her gaze locks onto mine, and for a moment, I see something flicker behind her eyes. A vulnerability that she quickly disposes of.

      I want to probe deeper, to ask her if she feels what I am. But she’s already turned away and pulled out her phone.

      “I’ll order a car,” she says, her tone prompt and professional.

      A strange emptiness takes hold of me. My career is finally looking up again, and I should be ecstatic. Instead, my mind keeps drifting back to Marissa… to the way her hand fits so perfectly in mine, the sound of her laughter, and the warmth of her embrace.

      I miss her already, even though she’s standing right next to me. The realization is a cold, hard truth that settles in my gut. I want more than just a professional relationship with her; I want her friendship, her support, and maybe… even more.

      But as she taps away on her phone, focused on her job, I suspect she’ll never see me as anything other than a client. Once our tour of interviews is over, she’ll go back to work, and I’ll become just another name on her long list of future successes.

      “Car will be here in five,” she announces, snapping me from my thoughts.

      “Great,” I reply, forcing a smile onto my face.

      What am I thinking, anyway? Marissa is my agent, and I don’t do relationships. There would be no future there for us. So everything is as it should be.

      …Right?
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      I sit on the hotel bed, my back against the headboard as I mindlessly flip through the channels on the television. The room feels too quiet, and my thoughts are louder than ever.

      It’s been a whirlwind of a journey so far with Charlie, and it seems like success is just within our grasp. We’ve grown so close in such a short amount of time, and I’m proud of us for what we’ve achieved.

      I’m also confused. Conflicted.

      Soon, we’ll be returning to Chicago, to our separate lives, and I’ll miss spending every day with him. It needs to be this way, though, and I still plan on handing him over to Isaac or another agent once I start getting more of my own clients.

      It’s the right choice, and deep down I know this.

      I just don’t want it to be the case. I can’t stop myself from imagining another world where Charlie and I are in love and he’s the kind of man to settle down, to commit to one woman. A world where the show we’re putting on every day isn’t an act.

      My cellphone rings, making me jump. I reach over to grab it, thinking it’s Charlie asking about our plans tonight, but instead it’s Isaac.

      “Hello?” I answer.

      “Checking in. What’s the report?”

      I press my lips together hard. Would a “How are you doing” kill the man?

      Still, even his rude behavior can’t get me down. “The report is great. The meeting went incredibly well. Charlie nailed the interview, and the reps were really impressed.”

      I smile to myself, satisfied that I’ve gone above and beyond and achieved more than my boss ever thought I could.

      “Ah, that’s great news, Marissa,” Isaac replies, his tone noticeably flat.

      My stomach twists as I frown, confusion washing over me. I’d expected more excitement from him. Or maybe even disbelief. Or some kind of hostility over my success.

      But this? It’s nothing.

      “Is everything okay?” I ask, unable to shake the nagging feeling that something isn’t right.

      “Everything’s fine,” he says dismissively. “I’m just busy at the moment. I’ll call you later to discuss further.”

      Uh… okay?

      He was the one who called me. Why is he suddenly being so weird?

      “Sure. Talk to you later.”

      I end the call, my heart heavy. Why isn’t Isaac as thrilled about our success as I am? If Charlie makes a team, it will look good for all of Abernathy.

      I toss my phone onto the bed and stand, pacing the room as I try to make sense of the situation. Maybe he’s just having a bad day, or maybe there’s something going on that I don’t know about. Whatever it is, I can’t let it dampen my spirits. Today was a victory, and I’ll be savoring it for as long as possible.

      Especially since, right now, it’s all I have. When you take away this burgeoning success, I’m just a junior agent with a crush on her one client. All in all, that looks pretty pathetic.

      My thoughts are interrupted by a knock on the door. I pull myself together and open it, finding Charlie standing there with a wide smile on his face. He’s showered and changed into more casual clothes — a simple T-shirt that hugs his muscular arms and a pair of jeans that fit him just right.

      I gulp and do my best to hide any reaction. Despite the casual attire, he still looks amazing.

      “Hey!” he exclaims, beaming. “How’s it going?”

      “Okay.” I usually invite him in, but now I don’t step aside. I stay where I am, clutching the door handle.

      Maybe we shouldn’t be spending this much time together. It’s not like we need to. We’ve already learned more about each other than most real couples know, and if I keep this up, it won’t end well. I’ll become even more attached to him, and then when we part ways, I’ll end up even more crushed.

      “I’m great.” He comes right into my room without an invitation, oblivious to my inner turmoil. “You know, we should celebrate tonight. We’ve earned it.”

      “Maybe…” I hesitate, knowing full well that I shouldn’t let my emotions get the better of me.

      It’s not like anything would happen between us, but still… I need to protect my heart.

      Yet the thought of spending an evening out with him, laughing and enjoying each other’s company, is incredibly tempting.

      “Come on,” he says, sensing my hesitation. “It’ll be fun. Besides, it’s good for our cover, right?”

      I pause, considering his words. He has a point. As much as I’d like to deny it, being seen together does help sell the idea of our relationship. And although mixing business with pleasure isn’t ideal, maybe it’s necessary in this case.

      “Sure,” I agree, finally giving in. “Let’s celebrate.”

      “Great!” His face lights up. “I know just the place. Get ready, and I’ll meet you downstairs in thirty.”

      “Sounds good,” I reply, my spirits lifting slightly. Going out with Charlie is always fun, and maybe I’m selling myself short and I really can compartmentalize all of this.

      As he leaves, I close the door and lean against it for support. My pulse races in my veins, and I feel a thrill at the thought of spending more time with Charlie. But I need to remember that he’s my client, not my boyfriend — no matter how much my heart yearns for it to be otherwise.

      I ready myself for our night out, my thoughts a whirlwind of excitement and trepidation. As I slide on a pair of black heels and apply a final touch of lipstick, I try to shake off the lingering unease both from going out with Charlie and Isaac’s less-than-enthusiastic reaction to our success. I’m overthinking things and need to put my busy mind on the back burner.

      With one last glance in the mirror, I steel my resolve and head downstairs, determined to enjoy this evening for what it is: a celebration of our hard work, and a necessary part of our professional charade.
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      The hotel lobby buzzes with energy as I wait for Marissa to join me. People check in and chat around me, and the chandelier overhead casts a warm glow on the polished marble floor, but it’s nothing compared to the light inside me when I think of her.

      Today was incredible; we nailed our meeting and proved that we’re a force to be reckoned with. And Marissa… she’s truly the whole package. Beautiful, smart, ambitious.

      It leaves me wondering what it would be like to keep her in my life after this trip is over.

      It’s a strange thought, unlike any that I’ve had before.

      I’ve never been one to entertain the idea of having a woman in my life permanently, but something about Marissa makes me feel differently. She challenges me and pushes me to be better, both professionally and personally. The thought of having her by my side doesn’t scare me anymore. Instead, it fills me with excitement.

      I still don’t know what to make of that. In some ways, I’ve changed so much since we first left Chicago. I’m not sure who I’ll be when I return home. I just hope that, no matter what comes next, Marissa will still be a part of my life.

      “Hey.”

      Marissa’s voice snaps me out of my thoughts, and I turn to see her walking towards me, looking stunning. Her dark hair cascades down her shoulders, and her dress clings to her curves, leaving little to the imagination. My heart races as I take her in, suddenly feeling like the luckiest man in the world.

      “Marissa, you look… wow,” I stammer.

      “Thanks.” She smooths her dress and looks away. “You look pretty great yourself.”

      “Eh.” I shrug. “I figured I would throw on a shirt with buttons.”

      Her laugh is pure music. “It’s more than that. You smell nice, too.”

      “Oh, yeah?” I cock an eyebrow at her.

      Immediately, she blushes.

      She’s told me to keep things professional between us, so I bite my tongue. Even though I’d love to do plenty of other things with it…

      Shaking the dirty thoughts out of my head, I gesture to the door. “Ready to go?”

      “Sure.” She strides past me, and I almost have to bite my fist. She looks just as good from the back as from the front.

      Not that I’m trying to stare. Because I’m sure that’s not allowed either.

      It’s certainly not professional, and for the first time in my life — thanks to Marissa — I’m giving a damn about being a professional.

      So, keeping my mouth shut, I follow her out of the hotel and into the city. The streets are alive with laughter and music, the perfect backdrop for a balmy evening. We make our way through the bustling crowd, her hand in mine. It feels like we’re the only two people in the world right now, and I never want this night to end.

      I don’t even care that she’s holding my hand for show. I don’t care that, soon enough, all of this will be over. I’m happy where I am right now, and it’s enough.

      We eventually find ourselves outside a cozy bar, the soft glow of the lights inside inviting us in. As we step through the door, the warm atmosphere envelops us like a comforting embrace.

      “Bar or table?” I ask.

      “Let’s grab a table.” She scans the room for one that’s open.

      “Sounds good to me,” I reply, my hand still intertwined with hers as we wind our way through the bar.

      We settle into our seats and order two pints of beer and a basket of onion rings. Taking my glass in hand, I catch her eye.

      “Here’s to our… relationship,” I say with a grin, raising my glass in a toast.

      Marissa laughs and clinks her glass against mine, her eyes sparkling with mischief.

      “Thank you for all your hard work, Marissa,” I continue sincerely, taking a sip of my drink. “You’ve done…” I shake my head in disbelief, “so much for me. I could never repay you.”

      She blushes slightly at the compliment, looking down at her drink. “It’s been an amazing experience, and I’m glad I could help. Besides, you’re helping me as well. This will also turn my career around.”

      I chuckle. “We’re not doing too bad, are we?”

      Her smile lights up the room. “Nope. Not too bad at all.”

      As we talk, I notice people watching us from across the bar. A few even pull out their phones to snap pictures of us together. It doesn’t bother me. In fact, I’m happy to be seen with Marissa. So what if the relationship isn’t real? My pride in it sure as hell is.

      “So, tell me about your life,” I prompt, eager to learn more about the woman sitting across from me.

      “Oh.” She wraps her hands around her pint glass. “Haven’t we gone over it all?”

      “We went over anything we might be quizzed on. Any info we might need to cover our asses.” I lean back and study her. “I want to know about the Marissa no one else gets to see.”

      She laughs. “You think there’s a Marissa who’s in hiding?”

      “Doesn’t everyone have a piece of themselves that they don’t share with the world?”

      Her front teeth gently bite into her full bottom lip. Something catches in my chest, and I feel like I’m being magnetically pulled towards her. It takes nearly all of my strength to stay where I am, planted in my seat.

      “Perhaps.” She raises her chin and looks down at me, a playful challenge in her eyes. “And what makes you think I would share that part of myself with you?”

      “Okay.” Laughing, I lift up my hands in surrender. “Sorry, I asked.”

      “No, it’s all right.” She sips her beer. “What would you like to know?”

      I consider it for a long moment. Number one, I want to know how she really feels about me. Does she think I’m some bumbling idiot who needs to have his hand held through life, or does she see me as something more? Even the slightest amount.

      Could she ever imagine the two of us together for real?

      I swallow that question, though. It’s off-limits. I told her I would keep our boundaries in place, so I’ll be doing exactly that.

      Which means I settle for my next question. “How did you become a sports agent, anyway?”

      Her face lights up. “My dad and I used to spend weekends going to games or watching them on TV,” she explains, her voice filled with nostalgia. “I loved how sports brought people together. The energy, the excitement, the sense of community. That’s what made me want to be a part of it all.”

      I nod in understanding, remembering my own love for football and the camaraderie it inspired. It’s funny. I would have never thought we had this much in common.

      “Your passion for sports really shines through.” I smile at her enthusiasm. “I can see why you’re so good at what you do.”

      “Thank you, Charlie,” she replies, her cheeks tinted with a hint of pink. “It’s been a long journey, but I wouldn’t trade it for anything.”

      “What about you?” she asks.

      “What about me? How did I become a sports agent?”

      “Ha-ha,” she says dryly. “No. What’s your real relationship with football like? Did you always want to go pro? Did you, like, have your room decorated in football posters as a kid?”

      She takes a slow sip of her drink, her eyes never leaving mine. It’s my turn to share, and I can feel the weight of vulnerability hanging heavy in the air.

      “Football was the first thing that ever made me feel… worth something,” I admit. It’s not too sensitive of a topic, but still I get emotional thinking about it. “I wasn’t exactly a model student or anything, but I excelled on the field. When I got drafted right out of high school, it was like all those years of struggling to find my place had finally paid off.”

      “Losing that validation must’ve been really tough for you when you got kicked off the Thunderhawks,” she muses quietly, her gaze searching my face for a reaction.

      “Maybe,” I concede, shrugging it off. “But let’s not dwell on the past, okay? We’ve got enough serious stuff to deal with as it is.”

      My attempt at lightening the mood works. Marissa smiles, and the air around us feels lighter once more.

      “Fine, no more serious talk,” she agrees.

      “Now that’s what I’m talking about.” I raise my hand for another round.

      With two fresh pints in front of us, Marissa raises her glass in a toast. “To enjoying the present.”

      “To the present,” I echo, clinking my glass against hers. We both drink, and as I lower my glass, I decide to just go for it. “You must work a lot, but… tell me about your dating life. How is someone as amazing as you still single?”

      I expect her to tell me that’s an inappropriate question, but instead she blushes and gives me a playful shove.

      “Oh, stop it,” she admonishes, but I can see the appreciation in her eyes. “I’ve dated here and there, but nothing too serious. I’ve always been so focused on my career.”

      “What about that guy you told me about?”

      “Who?” Her brow furrows in confusion.

      “You said you were in love once.”

      “Oh.” Her face darkens. “It didn’t end too well.”

      “What happened?” My heart races. It’s crazy, but the prospect of hearing more details about her life is exciting.

      “It’s a long story,” she begins, looking down at her glass with a heavy sigh.

      I’m relieved when she doesn’t stop talking. “We were young. He was my first real love. And then… he got signed to a big-league team. His ego went through the roof, and I got left behind.”

      She looks up at me then, her eyes reflecting a hurt I recognize all too well.

      “Wow,” I say simply. “So he… he was an athlete?”

      “Yep.” She purses her lips and nods.

      “Let me guess. Football?”

      “No,” she answers, shaking her head with a bitter smile. “Baseball. Star pitcher.”

      I wince, understanding now why she might be keeping me at arm’s length. To her, I’m just another potential heartbreak, suited up and ready to take the field.

      “But you… you’re different,” she adds hastily as if reading my mind. The sincerity in her voice gives me hope. A hope that tells me not all is lost.

      “Am I?” I ask, my voice softening.

      She nods and looks straight into my eyes. “You are.”

      The pub noise fades. The world narrows down to just us two and the beat of my heart, loud in my ears.

      “Why?” I dare to ask.

      There’s a long silence, one in which I can hear the scrape of a barstool across hardwood, the clatter of glasses being cleaned, the soft whispers of lovers near us.

      “Because,” she finally says, taking a moment to gather her thoughts. “You haven’t let fame get to your head. You’re… you’re real.”

      Her words resonate within me like a plucked string. She sees me. The real me. Not the football player the world perceives but Charlie Elwood, the man beneath all those jerseys and accolades.

      I reach across the table and gently take her hand, her fingers warm and inviting in mine.

      “Marissa,” I begin, my voice carrying an unspoken promise. “I won’t let you down.”

      Electricity sparks between us, and too soon she’s pulling away. “I know you won’t. You’ve shown how dedicated you are to your career.”

      I wasn’t talking about my career. I was speaking about our personal relationship.

      But then again, who am I kidding? The only personal relationship we have exists in my head. Any romance between us will always be fake.

      Marissa shakes her head. “Enough of that, though. It’s old news.”

      I nod, feeling an unexpected pang of jealousy. I hate the thought of some other guy having hurt her like that.

      “If it’s worth anything,” I begin carefully, my words measured. “You deserve better than that.”

      She looks at me for a moment, her eyes softening. “Thank you, Charlie.”

      My heart pounds louder when she says my name. But before things can get too intense, she changes the subject and we go back to our light-hearted banter.

      But even though we’ve moved on from the somber topic, her words echo in my mind: “His ego went through the roof, and I got left behind.”

      Is that why she’s holding back with me? Is it because of more than our need to remain professional? Is she worried that if she gets too close, I’ll break her heart?

      In the past, I would have admitted that could happen. Heck, it almost definitely would happen. I’ve never been one to stick around.

      But I want to give Marissa more than that. She deserves it. I deserve it.

      Being with her is changing me.

      I can feel the shift as we continue talking, a tension that wasn’t there before. And for once, I’m not running away. Instead, I feel a pull toward her. An irresistible force that has me glancing her way each time she laughs at something I say.

      Today, it’s like every word we speak has a double meaning. Is this just friendly banter? Or is there something else here, bubbling under the surface?

      I study her face, trying to decode the flicker in her eyes. I watch as she pushes a strand of hair behind her ear and as she bites her bottom lip while deep in thought.

      There’s an allure to her movements, a grace I’ve never quite noticed before. As she talks, her hands move in animated gestures that captivate me. There’s an energy to her, a spark that is just so… Marissa.

      She looks toward me, her eyes meeting mine, and I’m locked in their depths. There’s something there, hidden and masked but not entirely concealed. I’m seeing something I’ve never seen before, an openness, a trust. Maybe even something more.

      I lean closer, feeling the air crackle between us. “I want to tell you something.”

      Her throat rolls with a swallow. “What?”

      “This week with you…” I inhale deeply. “It’s been the best of my life.”

      “Charlie,” she begins, biting down on her lip again as she speaks my name. “I…”

      The words hang between us like a thundercloud waiting to burst. Time seems to halt as I wait for her to finish the sentence.

      Could this be it? The moment everything changes? I can practically hear my heart pounding in my chest as the seconds tick by in maddening silence.

      Just when she’s about to speak again, a cellphone rings loudly at the table next to us.

      Marissa jumps, startled out of the trance we’d fallen into. I glower at the person with the phone, even though I know it’s not their fault. Phones ring.

      But the disruption is complete and our moment has vanished into thin air, like smoke. Marissa seems to retreat into her shell, her gaze quickly darting away from mine as she flushes a deep shade of red.

      “This lager is good,” she mumbles, changing the topic abruptly.

      But I don’t let it deter me.

      “Marissa…” There’s an urgency to my voice that startles even me.

      She looks up in surprise, caught off guard by the shift in tone.

      There’s an intensity swirling between us now. An unspoken bond, waiting to be acknowledged. My heart races faster at the prospect of what I’m about to say next.

      “No, Charlie…” Her voice is a soft plea, a silent request to let things stay as they are.

      But there’s a glimmer in her eyes, a tiny spark of hope that tells me she wants this as much as I do.

      She’s not interrupted this time.

      “Charlie… I…”

      The words linger in the air, and then… they’re out. A confession tumbles from my lips, vulnerable, honest, raw. And I know then, without a doubt, that our lives won’t ever be the same again.

      “I want you too,” I whisper.

      It’s as if an invisible force is drawing us together, erasing any remaining distance between us. The pent-up tension of the last few weeks turns into a fiery, insatiable hunger that consumes us both.

      As her eyes widen in surprise, I lean closer until our lips meet in a slow, lingering kiss. This isn’t just about business anymore; this is personal. This is us.

      I know I shouldn’t be doing this. Kissing Marissa could complicate everything we’ve built these past weeks — this friendship and trust that has grown between us. But rational thought is nowhere to be found. In its place is a primal, raw need for connection.

      “Charlie,” Marissa breathes against my lips, her fingers curling into my hair. I respond by deepening the kiss, my hands finding purchase on her waist as I pull her closer.

      “Marissa,” I groan, intoxicated by the way her name feels on my tongue. She tastes like sweet wine and pure temptation, and I can’t get enough of her.

      Our bodies press against each other, all thoughts of the crowded bar fading away until it’s just the two of us, lost in each other’s embrace. It’s as though we’re drowning in a sea of desire, and neither of us is willing to come up for air.

      “Wait,” she whispers suddenly, pulling back ever so slightly.

      Her eyes, wide and dark with lust, search mine, seeking reassurance or answers I’m not sure I have. “Are we really doing this?”

      I hesitate, torn between the overwhelming urge to claim her and the knowledge that this could change everything between us. But as I gaze into her eyes, I can’t deny the truth any longer.

      I want this woman. And for once in my life, I’m going to follow my heart, even if it scares me.

      “Only if you want to,” I murmur, my voice thick with need. “If you don’t, we can pretend this never happened.”

      She hesitates, biting her lip in thought, but then she surprises me by closing the distance between us once again. This time, it’s a soft, tender kiss that speaks of something deeper than lust.

      “Let’s see where this takes us,” she whispers against my lips, sealing our fate with one final, soul-shattering kiss.

      As we cling to each other, the rest of the world fades away, leaving only the undeniable connection that burns between us.
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      The trip back to the hotel is a blur. I’m sure Charlie and I leave the bar. I’m sure we walk down the street, and we enter the hotel’s elevator.

      But it’s like I’m barely conscious of the outside world. All that I know is him. His hands. His lips. His breath against my neck.

      With shaking hands, I unlock the door to my hotel room. Charlie’s hands wrap around my waist from behind, and he walks me into the room, the door shutting with a bang behind us.

      My heart thunders in my chest as he spins me around to face him. His eyes burn into mine, full of desire, full of promise. His hands cup my face, his thumb tracing the line of my jaw. I shiver under his touch, anticipation curling in my belly.

      “I need you.” His voice is a low growl, sending a thrill down my spine. The air between us thrums with intensity.

      My voice comes out barely a whisper. “Charlie…”

      He responds by pressing his lips to mine once again, setting my senses ablaze. It’s the kind of kiss that leaves you breathless, makes your knees weak and your heart race.

      I wrap my arms around him, pulling him closer, desperate to feel every inch of him against me. His hold on me tightens, a low groan escaping his lips as he deepens the kiss. We move together as if drawn by some magnetic force, a dance as old as time itself.

      “Hold on,” he murmurs near my ear, his hands slipping down to lift me off my feet.

      Instinctively, I wrap my legs around his waist, eliciting a satisfied growl from him. He carries me towards the bed, each step echoing like a seductive drumbeat.

      He gently lowers me onto the silk sheets, our clothes becoming forgotten obstacles discarded along the way. His body covers mine, his muscles hard and rippling as he positions himself above me.

      He looks down at me, his gaze full of want and something more profound that makes my heart flutter. There’s no going back now. We’ve crossed an invisible line and given into temptation.

      I know this is wrong; I shouldn’t be doing it. When he looked at me that way in the bar, though, I couldn’t resist. I was drawn to him like a moth to a flame. His eyes held the promise of something more, something better.

      His fingers trail down my side, igniting a path of want and need in their wake. It’s intoxicating, dizzying. His touch is like fire, searing into my skin, marking me as his.

      “Are you sure?” he asks in a low voice that sends shivers down my spine. The fact that he even asks makes me want him more.

      But I don’t know what question he’s asking. Am I sure about tonight? Or about what comes next?

      Because that’s complicated. Way more complicated than I care to think about.

      What I do know is we’re alive right now. Here. Together.

      And I want him more than I think I’ve ever wanted anything in my whole life.

      “Yes,” I breathe out, giving him permission to claim me fully.

      With a downward flick of his lashes, he kisses me once more, drowning out the rest of the world. The only reality that exists is us — Charlie and Marissa — in this intimate moment that promises to change everything.

      His lips journey down my jaw… my neck… over my shoulder and to my breast. His tongue flicks against my nipple and I gasp in pleasure, my fingers tangling in his short hair.

      He looks up at me, his eyes burning with passion and possession. I feel a wild kind of desire within me, a hunger that only he can satisfy.

      “Charlie,” I moan, encouraging him further. His response is a wicked grin that sends a wave of anticipation through me.

      He moves with purpose, hands sliding down my waist and then up my back until his fingers are entwined in my hair. The world spins, tilts on its axis.

      His mouth presses against my neck and a small gasp escapes my lips. He chuckles, deep and low. The sound reverberates through me. It’s that laugh I’d come to love — confident, charming, and oh so dangerous.

      “I need you,” he murmurs against my skin.

      “I need you too,” I whisper back, my voice barely audible over the thrumming of my heart.

      His lips trace a path down my collarbone, lighting me up with a desire so intense it leaves me breathless.

      His hand slides between my thighs, eliciting a sharp intake of breath from me.

      “Beautiful,” he whispers, his voice rough with desire.

      His hand moves slowly, tracing circles on my inner thigh, setting my nerves aflame. The anticipation is killing me; I want him, need him, now.

      I whimper again, my back arching as his fingers inch closer to where I want him most.

      He smiles, a slow, sinful smile that makes my breath catch in my throat. His hand trails further up my thigh, and then he’s touching me, sending jolts of pleasure coursing through my veins. His touch is like fire, burning me up from the inside out. I can barely contain my moans.

      He kisses me again, deeper this time, his tongue coaxing mine into a dance of desire. His fingers continue their maddening trail, igniting a fierce need within me that only he can quench.

      I whimper against his lips, my body arching into his touch, my skin craving the feel of him against me.

      His fingers find their destination, causing me to gasp out loud. He groans in response, the sound echoing through the room and sending shivers down my spine.

      And then he’s kissing down my body, marking me with his mouth while his fingers continue to play havoc on my senses. I gasp at each new sensation, the pleasure building until it’s all I can do to keep from screaming.

      I can feel him smile against my skin as he brings me closer to the edge.

      “You’re so beautiful when you let go,” he whispers against my ear, his hot breath sending goosebumps across my skin. “Let go for me, Marissa.”

      His words ignite a spark inside of me that quickly turns into an inferno. I cry out as waves of pleasure wash over me, drowning me in their intensity.

      No sooner have I regained the ability to speak, I’m asking if he has a condom. Charlie finds one in the wallet in his discarded pants and rolls it on.

      He positions himself above me, his eyes locked with mine.

      I grin up at him. “Please. Don’t make me beg.”

      Then he’s inside me and I gasp, my nails digging into his shoulders. It’s been a while since I’ve been with someone, and the sensation is overwhelming.

      I close my eyes. All I can think about is how good he feels and how much I want more.

      His movements are slow at first, giving me time to adjust before he picks up the pace. But then he becomes more insistent, each thrust making me see stars.

      He grips my hips, pulling me closer with each sharp thrust. I cry out, the sound swallowed by another searing kiss from him. His passion matches mine, every movement echoing through our intertwined bodies.

      “Charlie,” I moan into his ear, and he responds with more fervor, more urgency. His name becomes a mantra on my lips, a tether to reality as the pleasure washes over me in waves. He grunts his approval, his whispers stoking the fires within me.

      Suddenly, he flips us over, so I’m on top, riding him. My body moves of its own accord, finding a rhythm that’s perfect.

      “Marissa,” he groans below me, his hands on my hips.

      His eyes are dark with need, and they hold mine captive, building a connection that goes beyond the physical. It’s unexpected, this intimacy between us. It knocks the breath out of me more than any physical act could.

      His hands move from my hips to my back, then my breasts, his touch setting off a flurry of sparks beneath my skin. The pleasure intensifies with each stroke, with each press of his lips against my skin. I start to see stars, my vision blurring.

      His grip tightens on me, pulling me closer. The pleasure builds deep within me and I explode, flying into a million pieces and going up into space.

      He groans, deep and low, and I feel him release inside of me. We both collapse, me on top of his chest, and the room is filled with our heavy breathing.

      For a long time — I don’t even know how long — we stay as we are, his arms around me and my ear pressed to his pec. It’s perfect, our own little slice of heaven.

      Finally, I sit up and look down at him. He gazes back, his eyes soft and a gentle smile on his lips.

      “That was amazing,” he says. “I hope…”

      “What?” My pulse flutters. I don’t know why, but I’m nervous.

      “I hope you don’t regret it.”

      I exhale in relief. The way I’m reading it, he’s telling me that he doesn’t regret what we just did.

      “No,” I say. “I don’t regret it.”

      “Good.” He holds onto my hips. “I know this changes our relationship now.”

      That would probably be an understatement. Charlie is my client. Right now, he’s my only client.

      I had planned on handing him over to Isaac eventually anyway, once I get more clients. But still. If I mess things up with Charlie, that will never happen.

      Isaac will never give me another client again.

      A lump forms in my throat, but I push the worry away.

      “I won’t let things get complicated,” Charlie says, tracing his fingers up my spine. His touch sends shocks of sweetness through me, making me shiver.

      “But it’s already complicated,” I argue. The words hang heavy in the air, reality puncturing our bubble of bliss.

      He lifts a hand to tuck a stray curl behind my ear, his eyes never leaving mine. “We can handle complicated. It doesn’t have to be a bad thing.”

      His fingers trace a warm path down my cheek. “Besides, Marissa… I like you. And not just as my agent.”

      His words sink into me, swirling around in a tangle of emotions. Excitement. Fear. Anticipation. I swallow hard, my heart pounding.

      “You like me.” It’s not a question. I’m repeating his words back to him, testing their weight on my tongue.

      “Yes.” He says it so simply, his gaze still on mine. His fingers continue their exploration, skimming my shoulder, trailing down my arm. “I like you, Marissa.”

      His confession takes the air out of the room. I feel a chill, and it’s not from his touch. It’s this wall I’ve hit. One second I’m soaring with him, and the next I’m grounded by gravity, by reality.

      Charlie, my client, my Charlie… likes me.

      “I…” But I can’t find the words to continue. My mind is a whirlwind of thoughts, spinning out of control.

      Charlie’s hand halts its trail down my arm. He gazes at me, concern lacing his features.

      This could go so, so wrong. We’re supposed to be presenting to the world as a couple, but behind closed doors it’s another matter. Feelings mean things can get messy. Isaac finding out about this means things can get messy.

      But we’ve already had sex. And Charlie has told me he likes me. So it’s a little late to worry about the mess, isn’t it?

      With that in mind, I swallow my worries down and smile at the man in front of me. “I like you, too. And I want to see where this goes.”

      Charlie’s eyes spark with what could be relief or joy. Maybe both.

      “Me too,” he says, his voice barely louder than a whisper.

      His hand lifts from my arm and moves to tangle in my hair, pulling me close until our foreheads touch. The questions are still there — what does this mean between us? What about his playboy ways? What about Isaac? Am I just setting myself up to be hurt?

      Right now, though, I don’t give a damn about finding the answers. I’m happy exactly where I am.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 19

          

          

        

    

    







            CHARLIE

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Even before I open my eyes, I’m smiling.

      Marissa’s scent is all around me, her shoulder warm against my chest, her hair tickling my neck. It might be, hands down, the best morning of my life.

      Blinking my eyes open, I take in her sleeping face. She’s even more beautiful than yesterday, if that’s even possible.

      Realizing I’m having the thought, I chuckle to myself. If the guys on the Thunderhawks could see me now, they’d be slack-jawed. The Charlie they know never falls for a woman like this. He’s moving on nearly as soon as he finds a girl.

      But I’m not that Charlie anymore. I’m a new Charlie.

      Or maybe I’ve really been this guy all along, and he’s just now coming to the surface.

      Marissa stirs in my arms and opens her eyes, squinting against the light.

      “Morning,” I murmur, brushing a strand of hair from her face. She blinks up at me, just as dazed as I am happy.

      “Charlie,” she murmurs back, a sleepy smile gracing her lips. A warmth spreads through me, starting from my chest and radiating out to the tips of my fingers, and then down to my toes.

      Something shifts between us then — something I can’t quite put my finger on. But it’s not unwelcome. It’s like we’re no longer two separate entities but parts of one whole, like two pieces of a puzzle fitting perfectly together.

      “Were you just lying there watching me?” she murmurs.

      “Would I get in trouble if I said yes?”

      A soft laugh escapes her. “Depends on what you were thinking.”

      A grin pulls at my lips. “No dirty thoughts if that’s what you’re implying. Just… happy ones.”

      Her eyebrows arch in surprise. She pushes herself up on an elbow to look at me, her hair cascading around her face like sunlight. “Happy thoughts?” she echoes, voice soft and full of curiosity.

      “Yeah,” I reply simply. My thumb caresses the back of her hand absently, tracing the lines and creases etched on her soft skin. “Like… how beautiful you are in the morning light. How right it feels to wake up with you by my side. How I’d like this to be every morning.”

      The surprise on Marissa’s face slowly turns into something softer, more vulnerable. Her eyes grow bright, lips parting slightly as she processes my words.

      “You… you mean that?” she whispers, sounding as shocked as I feel for saying all that out loud.

      With a nod, I confirm it. I’m not sure where this sudden urge to open up is coming from, but there’s no denying it now. And seeing the light in Marissa’s eyes only solidifies my feelings.

      “I do,” I say firmly, entwining our fingers together. She stares at me for a moment longer before leaning in, bringing our lips together in a gentle kiss.

      Arousal stirs in me, but at the same time, my stomach growls. Breaking the kiss, I look down at her. “How about I order some room service?”

      She laughs, a melodic sound that makes me want to capture it, hold on to it like a precious gem. “Yeah, I guess we should eat something,” she murmurs, nuzzling her face into my chest and wrapping an arm around me.

      I grab my phone from the bedside table, scrolling through the room service menu, one hand playing with Marissa’s hair. I read out some of the options and we make our choices before I place the order.

      While waiting for our breakfast to arrive, we lay there in contented silence. With every breath I take, I can smell her shampoo — cherry blossom and something else I can’t quite put a finger on. Her nails draw lazy patterns on my bare chest sending waves of comfort through me.

      Just when I begin to drift off again, there’s a knock on the door.

      “I’ll get it,” I say, disentangling myself from Marissa and pulling on a pair of jeans that lie discarded on the floor from last night.

      I open the door, and a polite room service guy enters with a cart loaded with food.

      After he sets down the sumptuous breakfast on the table by the window, I tip him, and then he wishes us a pleasant meal and leaves.

      By now, Marissa has slipped on one of my shirts that hangs loose on her petite frame, making her look even more endearing.

      She pours coffee into two cups and hands me one. “Thanks.” I let my gaze linger on her.

      “What?” She sips her coffee.

      “When we get back to Chicago, I’d like you to come over to my place. Hang out there with me as… not my agent.”

      She blinks, and I don’t miss the hesitation that flashes across her face. “That would be good.”

      “Yeah?” I study her. What was the look for, then?

      “Of course.” She pushes onto her tiptoes to give me a kiss. “I’m gonna dig into these croissants.”

      She turns to the breakfast tray, and I shake away my worry. Maybe I was just imagining that look.

      It’s weird — really fucking weird — worrying about what a woman thinks about me, what she thinks about us. Is this part of being crazy for a girl? Being constantly worried that something will go wrong between us?

      Doing my best to push down the anxiety, I dig into the eggs that I ordered. Having breakfast with Marissa might be my favorite thing — next to everything we did in bed last night — and it’s over way too soon.

      “I need to take a shower.” She starts to collect her dress.

      “Take it here.” I wrap my arm around her, not wanting her to leave for even a few minutes.

      Her lips curve into a smile. “I don’t have my toiletries.”

      “I have things here. Soap. Shampoos. Conditioner.” I kiss her neck. “What more do you need?”

      She rolls her eyes, but her smile has only gotten bigger. “Okay. I’ll take it here.”

      “Good.” As she turns around and heads for the bathroom, I lightly smack her butt.

      She closes the door behind herself, and a moment later, I hear the shower turn on. Sitting in front of the remains of breakfast, I consider stripping my clothes and joining her.

      And I’m about to do exactly that — until my phone rings.

      Seeing a video call from Tim, I almost hit the ignore button. But though I’m eager to join Marissa, I haven’t talked to Tim in a while. He’s been by my side through this whole journey — if it weren’t for him, I would have never even met Marissa — and I don’t want to keep him hanging.

      Grabbing the phone, I hit the answer button and lean back in my chair. “Hey, man.”

      “Hey.” He walks around his kitchen as he talks, no doubt making his morning smoothie. “How are the meetings going?”

      I grin big. “Amazing. Things are looking good.”

      “Oh, yeah?” He laughs. “Dude, that’s great!”

      “It sure is. Marissa is an amazing agent. She knows how to talk to people.”

      “I’m sure she is, but it’s you as well. You’re Charlie Elwood. People want you to make a comeback, even if they’re afraid to say it out loud.”

      That both sobers me and touches my heart. I’m not sure I deserve a comeback after my shitty behavior, but I’m willing to do whatever I need in order to change that.

      “You two work well together, too, I assume,” Tim adds. “And the whole fake relationship thing can’t hurt.”

      “Yeah. That’s true.”

      I’m hesitant to tell him about what’s actually happening between me and Marissa.

      Before I can think of anything else to say, though, the bathroom door opens behind me. In the corner of my phone, I see Marissa emerge, a towel loosely wrapped around her body.

      “Do you know if there are any razors?” she asks.

      A second later, she notices I’m on the phone. Her eyes go wide, and her mouth drops open. She turns around and scurries back into the bathroom, closing the door behind herself.

      “Shit,” I hiss.

      Ignoring Tim for the time being, I go and knock on the bathroom door. “I’m sorry!”

      “It’s okay,” her muffled voice says through the wood. “You finish your call. All good!”

      I can tell how embarrassed she is, though, and I feel like an idiot for not being more careful.

      “Charlie?” Tim is saying. “You there?”

      “Yeah, I’m here.” Sighing, I take a seat again — this time, with the phone facing away from the bathroom.

      “Was that…” Tim stares at me through the screen. “That was Marissa, wasn’t it? Wait, are you actually…”

      I don’t know how to answer him. It’s complicated and beautiful and terrifying.

      “Yeah,” I finally admit, my voice a bare whisper. “We are.”

      Tim’s eyebrows bounce up so high they almost disappear into his hairline. “No shit?” he exclaims. I can’t tell if he’s surprised or impressed. Probably both.

      I roll my eyes at him, but there’s a smile tugging at the corners of my mouth. The secret is out, but somehow it feels good not to hide anymore.

      “And I really like her,” I say. “She’s not like the other women. This time… I dunno, it’s just different.”

      “Different how?”

      I struggle to put it into words. How is it different? It’s like asking why the sky is blue or why the grass is green. It just… is.

      “She… she gets me, you know?” I rub my forehead, feeling a headache coming on from the intensity of my emotions. “She understands what it’s like to work in this industry. She’s not just hanging around for the fame or money. And we laugh together. A lot.”

      “What are you saying?” he asks. “That she’s not a fling?”

      “No.” My chest tightens at the thought. “She’s not.”

      “Charlie…” His face turns serious. “That’s… Be careful.”

      “Huh?” What does he mean, be careful?

      “You know she’s your agent.” Tim looks at me like I’m an idiot. “Do you really want to shit where you eat?”

      My face burns. “Of course I know that she’s my agent.”

      “Exactly. The only agent who was willing to work with you. What if things go south between the two of you?”

      “Well, they won’t,” I snap. A defensive edge creeps into my voice that I’m not particularly fond of.

      Tim’s mouth forms a thin line, a clear signal that he thinks I’m being reckless. My heart pounds like crazy; he’s getting on my nerves.

      “Dude, you’re not exactly known for your stable relationships.” His words sting, but they’re not untrue.

      “I know how to handle myself,” I reply tersely. “And besides, it’s different with Marissa. You’ll see.”

      My words hang heavy in the silence between us. I can see Tim swallow, his gaze darting off-screen for a moment before returning to me.

      “Just… try not to blow this one up too,” he finally says, his tone softer than before. “You’ve got a good thing going here.”

      “I know. And I don’t plan on messing it up.” I exhale, rubbing my forehead with my free hand. “What makes you care so much, anyway?”

      “Because if you do mess up,” Tim says slowly, leaning closer to the camera as if to underscore his point, “you’ll be dragging Marissa down with you.”

      His words hit me like a punch in the gut. The last thing I want is to hurt Marissa. She means too much to me already.

      “I won’t let that happen,” I say, my voice low and determined.

      Tim sighs, rubbing his eyes with the heel of his hand. “All right, Charlie.”

      There’s a resignation in his voice, like he knows he can’t change my mind. For a moment it feels like he wants to say more, but instead he just nods.

      “Just be smart about this,” he adds.

      I let out a breath I didn’t realize I was holding. “I am.”

      “I need to get to practice. I look forward to having you home.”

      I can only nod in response; my throat is too tight to answer.

      He hangs up and I’m left alone, with the sound of Marissa’s shower still filling the hotel room.

      Closing my eyes, I lean back, my heart thumping in my chest. I can still hear Tim’s words echoing in my head. Is he right? Am I only going to bring trouble to my and Marissa’s doors by dating her for real?

      The shower cuts off and I sit up straighter, suddenly aware of the silence. A sense of anticipation fills the air — electric, heavy.

      The bathroom door creaks open and Marissa steps out, wrapped in a cloud of steam and the hotel’s plush towel. Water droplets still glisten on her skin, catching the soft glow of the bathroom light.

      She’s like an angel come down to earth. One look at her is all the answer that I need.

      I’ve made a lot of mistakes in my life, but I won’t mess this up with her. Not now.

      Not ever.
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      My phone pings with a text, and I dart my gaze away from my computer and to the screen.

      How does this look for dinner? Charlie’s text reads.

      Below it is a selfie of him wearing nothing but an apron. He grins big, obviously proud of his joke.

      Pressing my hand to my mouth, I stifle my laugh. Isaac is in a meeting, and he hates distractions.

      Biting back the giggles, I text Charlie back, asking if he’s the entree or dessert.

      Putting the phone down, I open my to-do list for the day and realize that everything is finished. There’s nothing left to do but leave.

      And leave I do. I can’t get my butt out of the office fast enough.

      Since Isaac’s meeting might go over, and I already know he doesn’t need me, I don’t bother saying goodbye.

      Which I’m fine with. Ever since Charlie and I arrived back in Chicago two weeks ago, I’ve kept my nose to the grindstone and haven’t complained about anything.

      Mostly, this is because I don’t want to draw too much of Isaac’s attention. I don’t want him to look too closely at my behaviors, at my daily schedule. Because if he does, he might suspect that Charlie is more than my client.

      It’s not like I’m breaking any rules by dating him. It just doesn’t look professional. Especially since he’s my very first client.

      And so I’m keeping my cards close. For now, anyway.

      Soon enough Charlie will be signed, and we’ll be off to the races. Gone are my previous plans of handing him off to Isaac and asking for a different client.

      Nope. I’m thinking bigger.

      I could start my own agency. With Charlie at the forefront, athletes will flock to my offices.

      Smiling to myself, I get into my car and head out of the parking garage. I’m barely on the road for a minute before my phone rings.

      My heart jumps at the unknown number — a San Antonio one.

      “This is Marissa,” I answer.

      “Marissa,” a man’s voice purrs. “This is Evan. From the San Antonio⁠—”

      “Yes!” I nearly bounce in my seat from excitement. “It’s good to hear from you. How are you?”

      “Good, good. Listen, I didn’t want to keep you hanging. I don’t have an answer yet about Charlie, but it’s looking good. We’re pushing for him. The owners just need a little extra encouragement.”

      My heart flutters from a mix of excitement and anxiety. “Sure. Is there anything I can do to help convince them?”

      “No, but I’m sure I can win them over. Charlie is something special, and I saw that he meant what he said. He’s ready to commit. Sometimes we need to hit rock bottom to reach our highest peak, and I can tell that’s where he’s at.”

      Warmth spreads through me. “Yeah, he is. Thanks so much, Evan.”

      “You got it. Take care. I’ll be in touch soon.”

      “Thank you. You too.” I hang up, feeling wired from it all.

      Evan seems convinced that he can get Charlie on the team, but it’s not lost on me that this is the only call we’ve received from any reps since returning to Chicago. If Charlie doesn’t sign with San Antonio, we’re back to square one.

      Or maybe that’s it. Maybe his career is completely over.

      And mine with it.

      I pull into his driveway feeling several hundred pounds heavier.

      The porch light flickers on as I cut the engine and step out of the car. With a sigh, I walk up to Charlie’s door, my footsteps echoing back at me in the quiet neighborhood.

      Before I can knock, he has the door open. He’s smiling at me, wearing his apron over a bare chest and jeans.

      “You made it,” he says.

      I chuckle, though I’m aware there’s not a lot of heart in it. “You thought I wouldn’t?”

      “No, I thought you would. It’s still exciting, though.” He pulls me in for a soft, warm kiss.

      Yes, it is still exciting. Every time I look at him, I feel like I’m walking on air. The last two weeks have been some of the best of my life.

      Pulling back, I study his face. “How are you?”

      “Good. Bored, though. I feel like I’m going stir crazy.”

      He doesn’t voice it, but I see the question in his eyes: have I heard from anyone yet?

      “Me, too.” I walk into the house and close the door behind us. “Evan from San Antonio just called.”

      Charlie freezes, apparently unsure whether he should get his hopes up or not.

      His eyes search my face, looking for a clue, a hint of what Evan had to say. The ticking of the wall clock becomes deafening. I take off my coat and hang it on the hook by the door, stalling.

      “So?” he prompts, his voice slightly shaky.

      “There’s no offer yet, but he’s confident he can convince the team’s owners.”

      Charlie runs his palm over his mouth. Clearly, it’s not what he wanted to hear.

      “I know.” I walk into the kitchen.

      “Well, it’s something.” He follows me, sounding more cheerful than I expected him to.

      I just wish I could get in the same mindset.

      I know I need to be positive, to believe things will get better. It’s hard, though, when I’m reminded of just how much is hinging on one phone call.

      “Hey, I’m not worried.” Charlie slips his arms around me.

      “You’re not?” I study him, unsure whether I believe him or not.

      “Nah.” A glint of mischief plays in his eyes. “I trust you.”

      The words hit me like a punch to the gut, warm and surprisingly shaky. His trust is something that I don’t take lightly. But it’s also pressure. Pressure to not mess up, to not let him down.

      He tips my chin up, his fingers gentle against my skin. “You got us through all those doors, and I know it will pay off.”

      I nod, swallowing past the lump in my throat. If Charlie can muster such confidence in me, then maybe I can, too.

      “Ready to eat?” he asks.

      “Sure.” This time, smiling feels easy. “What did you make?”

      “Your favorite.” He steps back, moving towards the counter. “Fettuccine Alfredo.”

      I laugh at that. I always did have a soft spot for carbs. Not ideal for an athlete like Charlie, but it’s his cheat day.

      The aroma hits me first — garlic, parmesan cheese, white wine and cream. It’s intoxicating.

      “Smells amazing,” I say, following him to the table, which is already set for us.

      “Why thank you, madame.” He grins, pulling out my chair. Always the gentleman.

      We sit down and I take a deep breath, trying to let go of the day’s stress. It helps to be here with him.

      The first bite is divine, and I find myself moaning in appreciation. “This is so good.”

      “That’s why you pay me the big bucks,” he teases. “Personal athlete and chef at your service.”

      I chuckle, though I’m very aware that no one is technically paying him right now.

      Yet I push the worry to the back of my mind. I can let go of all of that for the evening.

      With Charlie’s arm draped over the back of my chair, I feel safe and warm and cherished. It’s exactly what I need.

      For a while, we just sit in our kitchen bubble, talking about everything but the phone call we’re both eagerly waiting for. Trying to pretend that our world isn’t on the brink of changing forever.

      Because in this moment, it’s just Charlie and me — and that’s all that really matters.

      “Hey.” Suddenly, his hand is wrapped around mine.

      “Hi.” I find his eyes, which are already staring me down.

      “I just want to say…” He pauses, considering his words. “Thank you for everything.”

      “You don’t need to thank me again. We’re a team. This benefits⁠—”

      “I’m not just talking about work.” His gaze softens. “I’m talking about us. I’ve never… been this deeply involved with someone, and…”

      He suddenly seems nervous. He runs his palm over his head and shifts in his seat.

      “What?” I push, my pulse roaring in my ears.

      “I want to take the plunge with you.” His throat rolls with a swallow. “Come what may, I want to face it with you. I guess what I’m saying is that I’m serious about you, Marissa. This isn’t just a fling to me, like in the past. This, this is different. You’re special to me.”

      His words hang between us, shockingly bold and heartfelt. My chest tightens until I think my heart might burst from the force of my emotions. I can only gape at him, the words swirling around in my head, both terrifying and exhilarating.

      “I…” I fumble for a response, feeling the blush rise in my cheeks.

      He brushes a stray hair out of my face, tucking it gently behind my ear. “Look, I get it if you need time to think about it.” He reassures me with a soft smile that doesn’t quite reach his eyes.

      “No,” I say without thinking and then immediately clarify. “I mean, yes, but… no.”

      A chuckle rumbles in Charlie’s chest, his lips curving up in amusement. “Which one is it?”

      I let out a shaky breath, trying to gather my scrambling thoughts. “What I mean to say is… yes, I need time because this is… huge.”

      His smile wavers for a moment but stays on his face as an encouragement for me to continue.

      “But no,” I continue, my voice growing stronger with each word. “This isn’t just a fling for me either.”

      His grip on my hand tightens ever so slightly as he leans closer, his expression earnest and hopeful. The kitchen fades into nothingness as his words echo in my mind. There’s that plunge again.

      “Charlie,” I begin, looking into those warm eyes that hold nothing but pure affection for me. “I’m serious about you too.”

      His eyes light up, the warmth in them intensifying as if someone has flipped a switch. His hands slip around my waist, pulling me closer.

      I lean in until our foreheads touch. My heart throbs in my chest, pounding painfully hard.

      “That’s all I wanted to hear,” he says, his voice so soft it’s almost a whisper.

      My body vibrates with his words, each one wrapping around me like a warm blanket. I close my eyes, breathing in this moment, engraving it into my memory. The smell of him, the sound of his heart beating in sync with mine.

      Everything is perfect.

      And, because of that, I know we can face whatever comes next. Whether or not it includes receiving a phone call with good news.
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      Marissa sits back and sighs happily, her plate scraped clean.

      “More?” I reach for another scoop of fettuccine Alfredo, but she shakes her head.

      “I can’t eat another bite.”

      “Fair.” I pat my stomach. I could probably eat another ton of pasta, but I shouldn’t be having any as it is.

      Even though I’ve yet to be signed again, I’ve been religious about my diet and workouts — tonight being an exception. I’ve already learned that a big part of success is being prepared when an opportunity comes knocking.

      “What would you like to do tonight?” I ask.

      “Wanna watch a movie?”

      It’s along the lines of the answer I expected. We’ve been together every night since arriving home after the interviews, either at my place or hers, and we almost always stay in.

      The exceptions have been the few times we went out because Marissa said we needed to be seen together as a couple.

      Which is odd because we haven’t had any real dates, only fake ones planned for people to see us out as a couple.

      I’ve been trying not to overthink it, but it does seem weird. Plus I’m starting to get some real cabin fever. With no practices to go to, there’s no reason to leave my house during the day.

      “Let’s go to River North,” I suggest, thinking about the lounge I used to frequent there.

      Immediately, her face changes. “Oh. I… dunno.”

      “Why not?” I ask.

      She shifts in her seat, fingers tracing the edge of her empty plate.

      “It’s just… I mean, we’ve been laying low. Going to a popular spot like River North is risky.” Her words hang in the air like a dull warning bell, gnawing at the edges of our comfort.

      “But we can’t stay cooped up forever,” I reason, trying to keep my voice steady. “Besides, we’re supposed to be seen together. That’s what you keep saying.”

      She folds her arms on the table. “All of the times we’ve gone out since getting back, Isaac knew about those. He’s been grilling me on our date schedule.”

      “O-kay.” I still don’t get it. “So what if we go on an impromptu ‘date’? For all he knows, you just called me last minute and set it up.”

      Her lips twist. I’m not getting to her.

      Which makes me sigh with frustration. Her boss knows all about this “fake” relationship. How could he even suspect that hiding behind it is a real relationship?

      A delicate one. A new one.

      I don’t want to fuck things up this time around, and I want to be normal with Marissa. Normal people don’t stay hidden away day in and out.

      Also…

      “So what if he finds out that we’re really dating?” I ask.

      “He’d be pissed.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because he always finds something to be pissed about.” She rolls her eyes. “That’s just his personality.”

      I feel a tickle of laughter dance up my throat but swallow it down. Her assessment is precise. Isaac is the kind of guy who’d find fault in a rainbow after months of rain.

      “All right,” I relent, shifting my gaze to the window and watching the rain bounce off the glass. “We’ll stick to the set dates.”

      “Thank you.”

      I push my fingers through my hair. “But when can we go public?”

      My chest tightens. I hate asking the question; talk about putting your heart right out there.

      I’m crazy about this girl, though, and that means I’m doing things in a fresh way. Even if it’s uncomfortable sometimes.

      She chews on her bottom lip. “I haven’t thought about that.”

      I blink at her, the answer feeling like a punch to the gut. “Oh.”

      She sits straighter. “It’s not that I don’t want to.”

      “What are you worried about? Why does your boss have so much power over you?”

      Her face turns red.

      “It’s… complicated,” she finally murmurs, her gaze distant. “Making it in the sports agency field isn’t easy, Charlie. Isaac’s got connections. He’s got the power. You cross him, you’re dead in the water. And it’s hard to get a job at any agency as it already is.”

      I purse my lips as a cold wash of realization crashes over me. It makes sense — her determination to endure Isaac’s endless criticisms, her reluctance ever to challenge him.

      Every day I hear stories about what an ass he is.

      I reach for her hand. “Start your own agency.”

      “I plan on doing that.” She smiles softly. “I need to get my star client signed first, though, so I have something to show off.”

      I guffaw. “I’m your only client.”

      She smiles sunnily. “It doesn’t make you any less of a star.”

      “Thank you.” I get up and clear our dishes from the table. “So what movie would you like to watch?”

      Carrying the plates across the kitchen, I place them in the dishwasher. She still hasn’t answered, so I turn around to face her and find her staring at the raindrops sliding down the window.

      “Let’s go out,” she says, turning to me.

      I blink in surprise. “What? Are you sure?”

      She nods resolutely. “Yeah.”

      “What changed your mind?”

      She shrugs, a small grin playing on her lips. “Don’t know.”

      She stands and moves toward me. “Maybe I’m just tired of hiding.”

      Her words ring in the air between us. I feel a thrum of excitement. A shift. Things are changing between us, and I can’t say I don’t like it.

      “Where would you like to go?” I ask, trying to maintain some semblance of control over my racing heart.

      She shrugs again, looking carefree but with a spark in her eyes that tells me this means something more. She’s stepping out of the shadows cast by Isaac.

      “How about we go somewhere… public?” she suggests, her voice teasing.

      I laugh at her audacity. There’s a challenge in her eyes, one I’m willing to meet.

      “Public it is,” I agree, already heading to grab my wallet and keys.

      We leave the warm coziness of my house, stepping out into the drizzle that’s turned into a downpour. The rain pelts us relentlessly, but neither of us seems to mind. We’re caught up in this new dynamic between us, one that feels liberating and exhilarating.

      The night stretches ahead of us, unscripted and full of promise, like the blank pages of a journal. And damn it if I’m not giddy to write our story.
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      I’m feeling confident when we leave Charlie’s house in his sports car and he drives us deeper into the city. When we end up at a lounge frequented by celebrities, though, my hesitation creeps back in.

      The place is packed, even outside. Security keeps check at the doors, and a small group of people hang around, smartphones at the ready, eager to get pictures of whatever celeb must have gone inside earlier.

      My stomach twists into knots. “I don’t know about this place.”

      Charlie finishes parking and gives me a confused look. “You said you were tired of hiding.”

      “Yeah, but I didn’t think we would go somewhere so… obvious.”

      “Oh.” He looks crushed.

      “I’m sorry, Marissa. I didn’t think… You’re right. This is too much.” He rubs nervously at the back of his neck. His charm-filled bravado has given way to uncertainty, and it’s surprisingly endearing.

      “No, it’s… I didn’t mean…” I want to go on, but he’s already turned the ignition back on, ready to whisk us away.

      “Hey!” I reach out, placing my hand on his arm. His muscles tense beneath my fingers. “I’ll go in.”

      He looks at me, eyes wide and disbelieving. “Really?”

      And as I look back at him, at his earnest expectation that I have the nerve to see this through, I can’t help but smile. “Really.”

      His face breaks into an easy grin that has me forgetting about all my worries for a moment. “Well, all right then.”

      We step out of the car and brave the flashing lights and whispering crowds. Halfway to the entrance, he subtly intertwines our fingers in a gesture so intimate it takes my breath away.

      “Are you ready?” he asks in a voice so soft it almost drowns in the buzz of the city nightlife around us.

      I squeeze his hand once. “More than ever,” I say.

      He grins a broad, authentic smile that reaches his eyes and lightens the moment. “Let’s do this, then.”

      As we stride through the entrance, I take a deep breath. The buzz of the crowd washes over me, a cacophony of laughter, excitement, and music. The scent of cologne and perfume mixes with the smell of expensive liquor. The lights, dim and moody, cast everyone in soft hues.

      Charlie leads us through the crowd, every inch the football star he is. People give way as we pass. Eyes that were once focused on drinks and companions now follow our path through the floor. Whispers spread like ripples in a pond after a stone is thrown.

      He doesn’t let go of my hand.

      We reach our table — it’s situated in a secluded corner, but we still get clear views of everything. A bucket laden with ice and champagne awaits us. Charlie pulls out a chair for me and then takes the spot next to mine so we’re shoulder to shoulder.

      “Are you okay?” He leans in closer so I can hear him above the din.

      I nod, swallowing down any lingering nerves. “Just taking it all in.”

      This is fine. Perfectly fine. Even if Isaac does see that we’re here, I tell myself, I’ll be able to play it off. I’ll tell him it was an impromptu fake date, just like Charlie suggested.

      We just have to be careful not to be too affectionate. Take it too far, and Isaac will suspect something is up.

      Charlie smiles at me, his eyes warm and understanding. He lifts our intertwined hands and kisses the back of mine, drawing my attention to our connection. Our bond that’s more than professional. I shiver at the contact, my heart pounding like a drum against my rib cage.

      “Let’s just enjoy tonight,” he murmurs, his voice low and intimate. “Worry about Isaac later.”

      His eyes hold mine, a silent promise blazing in their depths. Yes, I mentally agree. Tonight is about us. Not Isaac, not work, not the complications.

      He releases my hand only to reach for the champagne bottle. His fingers, strong and sure from years on the football field, expertly pop the cork, the sound lost in the ambient noise around us.

      He fills our glasses, bubbles dancing up the side before settling down. I watch him as he does so, how the dim light catches in his hair and his eyes twinkle with a mischievous spark.

      “To us,” he toasts softly, raising his glass towards me.

      A smile pulls at the corners of my lips as I reach out with my glass, the crystal edges clinking gently against each other. “To us.”

      The champagne is cold and crisp on my tongue, and I relish its sweet taste as we lose ourselves in each other’s company.

      Music pulses like a heartbeat in the background, a rhythmic lullaby that sways the crowd in its thrall. I watch as Charlie takes a last sip of his champagne, his Adam’s apple bobbing slightly with the motion.

      His eyes never leave mine, holding my gaze with an intensity that makes my breath hitch. A slow track comes on, the singer’s sultry voice wrapping around us like invisible threads pulling us closer together.

      Charlie sets his glass down and extends a hand towards me, a silent question in his eyes. I place my hand in his, feeling the warm calluses against my soft skin.

      He pulls me up and leads me to the dance floor. We move with the music, our bodies swaying together in sync with the rhythm. His hands on my waist are solid and warm; mine on his shoulders feel secure and right.

      His breath is hot against my ear, stirring loose strands of my hair. “You’re incredible, Marissa,” he whispers into the space between us.

      My cheeks heat up at his words, and I hide my face in his chest to conceal my blush. This feels intimate, more real than any relationship I’ve ever had, even though it’s only been a couple weeks.

      Suddenly, he pulls back to look at me, his eyes searing into mine. He leans forward until our noses are almost touching, and then his lips are on mine.

      The kiss is soft, almost tender, a delicate exploration that sends shivers down my spine. I can taste champagne on his tongue, mixed with the distinct flavor that is uniquely Charlie. His other hand comes up to cup my face, thumb gently caressing my cheek.

      We stay like that for a while, dancing and kissing, lost in our little bubble amidst the crowd. His laugh vibrates through me as he spins me around, and I have no choice but to join in, my giggles mingling with his.

      “Let’s get out of here,” he murmurs in my ear, his voice husky with promise.

      He guides me off the dance floor, hand securely holding mine. We navigate through the throng of people, weaving our way towards the exit.

      Outside, the cool air is a welcome relief from the heat of the club. He opens the car door for me and hurries around to the other side.

      The ride back to his place is filled with anticipation. I sneak glances at him from under my lashes, finding him already watching me with darkened eyes.

      The tension crackles between us like an explosive charge waiting to detonate. When we finally stumble into his house after the torturous car ride, he backs me against a wall.

      His hands bracket my face, his eyes seeking the permission I’m too weak to voice. A curt nod and that’s all he needs. He takes my lips again, hungrily this time, leaving no space for doubts or second thoughts.

      His fingers tangle in my hair, pulling gently till my head tilts back. The world spins around me as he ravishes me with his mouth and hands. His taste is intoxicating, sending lightning bolts crackling through my veins, making my heart race.

      We stumble together through the hallway, our hands exploring, our breaths intermingling. Somehow, we make it all the way to his bedroom. His bed is soft and inviting, a stark contrast to the raw passion between us. Yet there’s something else too; a tender connection that can’t be denied.

      Getting on his knees, Charlie removes my heels and pants. His lips trace a line of kisses across my inner thigh.

      His hands move up, slipping under my top to unclasp my bra. His fingers are hot on my skin, creating a trail of fire that has me arching towards him. He pulls my blouse over my head, leaving me bare except for my white lace panties. His gaze rakes over me, and I feel his approval like a touch.

      We collapse onto the silk sheets, a tangled mess of limbs and heated breaths. He hovers over me, his forearms planted on either side of my head as his chest rises and falls in heavy pants.

      His lips descend on mine again, soft and tender this time, like he’s trying to memorize every moment of this night. It feels more intimate than any moment we’ve shared yet.

      He pushes my panties down my thighs, and I kick them the rest of the way off as he quickly undresses. When he finally enters me, all thoughts fly from my head. I’m lost in the sensation of him, the way he moves within me, deliberate and unhurried, his eyes never leaving mine as he sets a rhythm that has us both gasping for breath.

      I reach up, my fingers sinking into the soft hair at the nape of his neck. I urge him closer, deeper. He growls in response, a low, animalistic sound that sends shivers down my spine.

      My climax surges through me like a tidal wave, the world spinning as it crashes over me. He follows soon after, his body tensing above mine before he collapses onto the bed next to me.

      We lay there in the aftermath, his fingers tracing idle patterns on my bare skin.

      “That was…” I search for the words to describe it.

      “Incredible?” he suggests, a smile playing on his lips.

      I laugh softly. “That’s one word for it.”

      A contented sigh escapes me as I snuggle closer to him. This place right here, tangled up with Charlie in the soft sheets of his bed?

      This feels like home.

      The realization shocks me, but it also feels so right.

      Being with Charlie feels right, like a wondrous spell has been cast over us, and nothing in the world could ever break it.
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      I’m at the stove flipping the omelets when I hear Marissa’s footsteps on the stairs. Immediately, a smile pulls at my lips.

      “Good morning.” Sliding her omelet onto a plate, I turn to face her as she enters the kitchen.

      She actually looks sheepish — like she’s just locked eyes with her crush for the first time. Seeing her this way makes heat spread through me, and I have to fight the urge not to jump over the table and attack her with my mouth.

      “Good morning.” She gives me a quick kiss on the lips. “Sorry, I slept in.”

      “Don’t be. You looked like an angel.” I put her plate on the table for her and drink her in.

      She’s wearing the dress she left here last week after wearing some of my clothes home, and I’m proud of myself for taking it to the dry cleaner’s. It’s crisp and fresh on her, and with her hair pulled up into a messy bun, she looks good enough to eat.

      “What?” she asks.

      I shake my head. “I just can’t get enough of you, that’s what.”

      “Smooth talker,” she teases, but there’s a sparkle in her eye.

      “I can’t help it.” Shuffling closer, I take her by the hips and duck my face to look in her eyes. “Can you blame me?”

      She splays her palms across my chest. “I suppose not,” she says. “But then again, I’m heavily biased.”

      I laugh, and the sound fills the room. “Oh? Biased in whose favor?”

      Her arms wrap around my neck, pulling me down till our faces are inches apart. “You’d have to guess.”

      Before I can offer a cheeky retort, she kisses me lightly on the lips. Her touch is as intoxicating as the first time we kissed, and I savor the moment like an aged whiskey.

      “I need to get to work,” she murmurs against my lips.

      “Too bad.” I pull away and point at her breakfast. “Will you at least eat?”

      “Can I get it to go?” Her face scrunches up in apology.

      “Of course.” I transfer the omelet into a bento box that I dig out of the cupboard, then kiss her again. “Come back tonight.”

      Her gaze sinks into mine. “You know it.”

      Then she’s off, sashaying out the door, me staring after her like a lovesick puppy.

      This girl… this incredible woman has stirred feelings in me that I didn’t think I was capable of experiencing.

      It’s almost terrifying, but I’m also along for the ride. I’m here for whatever comes next.

      I wave at her through the window as she leaves the driveway, then I head back to the kitchen. Another long day stretches out ahead of me, but I have my routine to fill it with.

      There’s breakfast. A workout. My shift at the charity Marissa set me up to volunteer with. Grabbing groceries for dinner.

      And then there’s Marissa, who will be back in my arms soon.

      As I sit down to eat, my phone buzzes with a text. It’s from Tim, but when I open it up, there are no words. It’s just a link to an article.

      My stomach clenches tight. Usually, this isn’t a good sign. It could mean someone is writing shit about me.

      Holding my breath, I click on the link. It’s an article about me and Marissa, but a quick glance tells me it’s all positive.

      The author talks about how “in love” I am with my girlfriend/agent, and there are pictures of us kissing on the dance floor last night to prove it.

      I grin at just how good we look together. Like we were made to be in each other’s arms.

      Honestly, I don’t understand how Marissa could have been worried. Anyone who looks at these photos will draw positive conclusions. The team reps will see that I really am living a new life, and Isaac will believe that Marissa and I are playing our roles well.

      Everyone will be happy. Especially me and Marissa.

      Knowing that, I dig into my breakfast, eager to greet the day ahead.
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      When I arrive at work, Isaac is standing in front of my desk, scowling.

      Just like that, all the joy in my heart vanishes. I slow to a shuffle, my heart racing.

      “Good morning,” I say, testing the waters.

      He scowls even more. “In my office.”

      He turns around and marches into his office, and I stand there, blinking after him. His moods can be unpredictable, but there’s always a reason for them. Not that they’re my problem.

      I do need to navigate them, though. I’m an employee here.

      For now, anyway.

      “Close the door,” he says as I enter.

      I do. And then I stand there. Waiting for whatever comes next.

      He sits down, grabs his phone, and turns it to face me. A video of me and Charlie, dancing and kissing in the club last night, plays.

      My stomach drops to my feet, but I do my best to keep my face calm.

      “This is you. With your client,” he says.

      I stare at him. “Isaac. We’re supposed to be out acting like a couple. It’s what’s been getting us through doors. We can’t let the act down.”

      He puts the phone down, and I can tell from the look in his eyes that he’s not buying it.

      “Acting like a couple, yes,” Isaac agrees, pressing his fingertips together in front of him. “But there’s a line, Marissa. And you’ve crossed it.”

      “It’s all part of the job.” My voice wavers and I hope he doesn’t catch it.

      Are Charlie and I really that obvious?

      Shit. I knew we shouldn’t have gone out last night. I let him convince me because I was also tired of being stuck in the house, and I wanted to be seen with him. I wanted everyone to know how truly happy we are.

      Well, it looks like I got my wish. Everyone is seeing us for real, seeing past the facade and to who we really are.

      Including Isaac.

      God, I’ve been such an idiot. How could I do this to myself?

      Maybe I should keep lying, keep trying to save face.

      But no, I can’t do that. Honesty is the last thread tying me to any self-respect.

      So I take a deep breath. “Okay. Charlie and I have been dating for real. But there’s no company policy about not dating clients.”

      Isaac scowls deeper, the lines on his forehead deepening alarmingly. “This isn’t part of the job and you know it. You’re not supposed to be emotionally involved.” He points at me, that index finger like a dagger in my chest.

      “I am not emotionally…” I stumble over my words, my heart pounding in my chest. “Isaac, this is….”

      He raises a hand, silencing me. “It’s not professional,” he says, his words slow and deliberate.

      My heart slams against my ribcage. This is such bullshit. I’ve heard the other agents talk about dating clients — hitting on them, too. This industry can be real sleazy sometimes.

      But Charlie and I aren’t like that. I wasn’t even the one to initiate.

      And why should we be treated differently than anyone else?

      Of course, I know why. Isaac has always had it out for me. Ever since I started here, he’s been trying to stop me from advancing. At this point, I’m seeing it as a cruel pastime he likes to indulge in.

      I lift my chin. “If you’re going to tell me to stop seeing Charlie, that won’t happen.”

      He doesn’t so much as blink. “Oh, I wasn’t going to do that. I plan on just taking him from you.”

      My jaw drops. “What?”

      “You’re no longer representing Charlie Elwood. Darren will take it from here.”

      “Darren?” I sputter, my face heating up.

      Darren is another one of the junior agents — a complete bro of Isaac’s, who’s been shown favoritism before.

      “Charlie is my client.” I have to fight to stop myself from yelling.

      “Was,” Isaac corrects. “He was your client.”

      “Are you really suggesting that he’d prefer to work with Darren over me?” I ask, my voice loud and firm. I can feel a veil of anger descending over me.

      “Oh, I’m sure Charlie will adjust just fine.” Isaac shrugs, the corners of his mouth lifting in a taunting smirk.

      “You can’t dictate my personal life, Isaac,” I declare, standing up abruptly. The chair behind me squeaks in protest and my head spins from the sudden movement. This is a nightmare.

      His eyes flicker with amusement. “I can dictate who you represent at this agency.”

      “You’re doing this because you’re threatened by me, aren’t you?” The accusation slips past my lips before I realize it. It’s not a question; it’s the truth.

      The smirk falls off his face. He looks shocked.

      A moment later, though, he recovers. “You flatter yourself.”

      “But it’s true,” I counter, leaning over his desk. The sharp edge digs at my hip bone, grounding me. “You’ve seen my work, and you know I’m good.”

      “Oh, you’re good,” Isaac admits, rolling his eyes. “But not that good.”

      I refuse to back down. “Better than Darren.”

      “Maybe,” Isaac says nonchalantly, but I catch the flicker of doubt in his eyes. I’m getting to him.

      “So why am I being replaced?” The words taste bitter in my mouth.

      Instead of giving me an answer, Isaac leans back in his chair, folding his arms behind his head. His gaze rakes over me as if he owns me. “I make the calls here, Marissa. Not you.”

      “You can’t control everything,” I snap back. I’m tired of his games.

      His smirk returns full force. “I don’t need to control everything… just enough.”

      With that, he dismisses me with a wave of his hand.

      “I’m not letting Charlie go,” I say, not moving.

      This isn’t about Charlie. If Isaac had never seen that video, I’m sure he would have found some way to deny my advancement in the company.

      Isaac’s upper lip curls. “Have it your way, then. You⁠—”

      “I quit,” I spit out before he can say another word.

      His eyes widen momentarily, before the cool, collected facade returns.

      “You what?” he asks, almost amused.

      “I said I quit. You don’t own me, Isaac.” I spin around and walk away, my pulse thundering in my ears.

      Isaac’s voice follows me out the door. “You’ll regret this, Marissa!”

      I don’t look back.

      I step out of the building, my heart thudding against my chest as if it wants to escape. My cheeks are hot and flushed from the confrontation.

      I want to feel relief. I just left a job where I would only be held back.

      I feel nothing of the sort, though. Instead, I feel lost.

      Confused.

      Alone.

      It doesn’t matter that I’m not with the agency anymore. Isaac can still just give Charlie to Darren.

      Which leaves me not only without an employer but also without a single client.

      I might as well have just stepped five years back in time.

      Getting into my car, I sink into the seat and close my eyes. I either just made the best decision of my life… or the worst.
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      It’s been hours since I last spoke with Marissa, and I can’t stop staring at my silent phone. She hasn’t responded to any of my messages, which is unsettling because she’s usually so punctual.

      I’ve sent her texts asking what she would like for dinner, what time to expect her, and how she is doing. No responses. I’ve called her several times, but she hasn’t answered. At this point, my gut is churning with worry.

      “Come on, Marissa,” I mutter under my breath as I pace by the window. “Where are you?”

      I pace the hardwood floor, my sneakers tapping out a rhythm that does nothing to ease my worry. It’s not like Marissa to just ignore me like this. Something must be wrong, and every possible worst-case scenario is hammering away in my head.

      As if on cue, my phone rings. My heart leaps into my throat, but when I glance down at the screen, it’s Isaac’s name staring back at me.

      “Hey, Isaac,” I answer hesitantly, hoping he has some news about Marissa.

      “Charlie,” he says curtly. “I’m calling to inform you that you’ll be working with a different agent from now on.”

      I frown, confusion momentarily overtaking my concern for Marissa. “Wait, what? Why?”

      He sighs, clearly annoyed. “It’s not up for discussion. You’ll receive more information tomorrow.”

      “Wait a minute,” I say. “This has something to do with Marissa, doesn’t it?”

      “Charlie, this is a business decision,” he replies, his voice cold and detached.

      It doesn’t take long for the pieces to come together. Marissa warned me that Isaac wouldn’t approve if he found out our fake relationship had turned into something real.

      “Isaac, I don’t understand. What happened?”

      “None of your concern,” he snaps, clearly unwilling to divulge any details. “You’ll meet your new agent tomorrow. Thank you for your cooperation, Charlie.” And with that, he hangs up, leaving me with more questions than answers.

      “Damn it,” I mutter, my fingers tightening around my phone.

      Marissa must be in trouble, and it’s all because of me. I should have been more careful, should have listened to her concerns about keeping our relationship a secret.

      The anger boils inside me, hot and relentless. I can’t let Isaac do this to us, to Marissa. My fingers tap furiously on the screen as I call him back.

      “Charlie, we’ve already discussed this,” he snaps as soon as he answers.

      “Listen, man. I won’t work with anyone else but Marissa,” I say firmly, my voice steady despite my racing heartbeat. “She’s the one who knows me best, who understands how to guide my career.”

      Isaac scoffs. “You owe the agency a lot, you know. You think you can just make demands like this?”

      “Actually, I owe Marissa,” I retort, gritting my teeth. “She’s the one who’s been by my side from the beginning, not Abernathy.”

      “Fine,” Isaac spits out, venom dripping from his words. “But don’t come crawling back when things go south.” He hangs up before I can respond, leaving me staring at my phone in frustration.

      I shove the phone back into my pocket and pace the room, my mind racing. The sun has set, casting long shadows across my living room floor. Dinner time has come and gone, and still no word from Marissa. My worry for her grows with each passing minute.

      “Damn it, where are you?” I say, feeling powerless. My fingers hover over the screen again, hesitating before hitting the call button.

      “Please, please, pick up,” I whisper, holding my breath as the phone rings and rings. But once again, there’s no answer. The cold silence of her voicemail greeting chills me to the bone.

      “Marissa, please call me back,” I plead into the phone. “I need to know you’re okay. I talked to Isaac. I’m sorry about… what happened.”

      As I end the call, the weight of the unknown presses down on me. Did Isaac fire her?

      Grabbing my car keys, I jog out the door, every breath, every footstep pushing me forward with only one goal in mind. I have to get to Marissa’s side.

      Thirty minutes later, I pull my car to a stop outside her apartment, the engine purring into silence as I take a deep breath. The worry gnawing at me all night doesn’t subside, and I can’t shake the feeling that something is horribly wrong.

      “Here goes nothing,” I mutter as I step out of the car and make my way up the front steps.

      With each knock on Marissa’s door, my heart pounds harder in my chest. Finally, after what feels like eons, the door creaks open.

      “Charlie?” Her voice is weary, and her eyes are red-rimmed. “What are you doing here?”

      “I’ve been worried sick about you,” I blurt out, my concern pouring through every word. “You haven’t been answering my calls or texts, and after talking to Isaac…”

      “Isaac?” She flinches at his name, averting her gaze. “He figured it out, Charlie. He knows we’re really dating.”

      My blood runs cold, and I grit my teeth. “What happened?”

      “He said he was going to give you to another junior agent,” she explains, her voice cracking. “So I quit.”

      “Quit?” I stare at her in shock, but instead of looking liberated or triumphant, she just seems upset.

      She shrugs, avoiding my eyes. “Yep. That’s it.” Her laugh is dry. “My career is over.”

      “Why would you say that?” I glance past her, into her apartment. “Can I come in?”

      She ignores my second question. “Because that agency was the only chance I had. You were the only chance I had.”

      “They’re not everything.”

      “They might as well be,” she retorts, gripping the doorframe tightly. “Isaac holds all the cards, Charlie. He has everyone wrapped around his finger. He’s… he’s ruined everything!” Her voice breaks on the last word.

      Her admission shakes me. This isn’t the Marissa I know — the girl who’d rather grit her teeth and keep fighting than admit defeat.

      “Look at me,” I urge, my voice steady despite the tempest inside me. She does, and it’s like a punch to the gut. The defeat in her eyes burns worse than any physical wound.

      “He hasn’t ruined everything,” I tell her flatly. I reach out to touch her arm, and she doesn’t pull away. “You’re more than this, Marissa.”

      “You don’t understand,” she whispers, tears welling in her eyes. But instead of crying, she wipes them away with a fierce determination that makes my heart ache.

      “I do understand,” I say, tightening my grip on her arm. “And we’ll figure this out together.”

      A beat of silence settles between us, but then she looks away, saying nothing.

      Something screws up tight in my chest. There’s more to this. But what is it she’s holding back?

      “Your career isn’t over,” I say, trying to console her as I reach for her hand.

      But she pushes me away, her eyes filling with tears. “You convinced me to go out last night, Charlie. You didn’t care about what I had to lose, and now it’s all gone!”

      Her words sting but I hold my ground. “Listen to me, Marissa. I’m not going to work with any other agent. I’m staying with you, no matter what.” I try to offer her a reassuring smile, but she doesn’t seem to care.

      “Is that supposed to make me feel better?” She scoffs and folds her arms. “You didn’t listen to my concerns about going out together. You dismissed me, Charlie.”

      “I know.” I take a deep breath. “I never meant for any of this to happen. I’m sorry.”

      “Save it,” she snaps, turning away from me. “Just save it and… leave. I don’t want to see you anymore.”

      Walking away from her isn’t easy. It never is. But in this moment, it feels impossible.

      “Marissa…” My voice strains with the effort of holding back a thousand unspoken words.

      She doesn’t even turn to look at me.

      “Marissa, please,” I whisper, my heart breaking as I reach for her hand again. But she shakes her head, closing the door between us and leaving me standing alone on her doorstep, feeling more lost than ever before.

      I feel like an unwelcome guest at a funeral, watching someone grieve but unable to offer any real comfort. There’s nothing else I can do for now. With one last lingering glance in her direction, I turn on my heel and drag myself out of her apartment building, fighting down the urge to run back and convince her I didn’t mean to hurt her.

      In my car, I slam the door shut with too much force, shattering the silence of the night with a reverberating thud. My hands grip the steering wheel tightly, knuckles turning white under the strain.

      I messed up. Big time.

      Why can’t she see how sorry I am?

      The moment I ask the question, I know the answer. It’s because I’m Charlie Elwood, the guy known for his screw-ups.

      Never the guy known for making things right.

      So why should Marissa believe I’m sorry? It’s not like I have a great track record.

      Feeling like the biggest loser in the world, I start my car and drive off, leaving my heart behind in a little apartment on the edge of the city.
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      Sitting on my couch, I scroll through the list of movies on the screen, staring at the pictures but not reading the titles.

      It doesn’t matter what they are, anyway. I already know I won’t be watching a movie. Just like I won’t be doing anything else anytime soon.

      I’ve been sitting here all day long, feeling like there’s a weight tied around my heart. Over and over, I replay the conversation Charlie and I had in the doorway last night.

      I know I might have been too hard on him, but it’s impossible to separate him from the wreckage of my career. My whole life feels like it’s spiraling downwards, and if he hadn’t pushed for us to go out the other night, this wouldn’t have happened.

      Yes, he apologized — and I know that he didn’t mean any harm by it. And it’s not like I couldn’t have said no.

      It’s the fact that this seems like a harbinger of what was to come. From the beginning, I knew not to get involved with him. He was Charlie Elwood, for God’s sake. The football star with a new girl on his arm every week and a new headline every month that would make most people ashamed.

      I knew he was trouble, and yet I fell for him. I let him in. Worst of all, I trusted him.

      Which I really shouldn’t have done because he has trouble even making good decisions for himself.

      So it doesn’t matter how much I want to pick up my keys and drive over to his house right now. It doesn’t matter how much I want to throw my arms around him and tell him I’m sorry and I’ll never leave his side again.

      I can’t forget that, with Charlie, there’s always trouble on the horizon.

      It might hurt now, but I know that in the end, we’ll be better off without each other.

      Lost in my thoughts, I barely register the sound of a key turning in the lock. The front door creaks open, and Ria steps into the apartment carrying a bag of takeout.

      “Hey, Marissa,” she calls softly, her voice full of concern.

      “Hey,” I reply, forcing a weak smile as I put the remote down.

      She studies me. “You’re still in your pajamas.”

      I look down at my clothes. “Yeah, it’s only…”

      Shoot. What time is it, anyway?

      I glance at the window, where the sky is gray.

      “It’s six,” Ria says gently. “Six p.m.”

      “I know,” I grumble. “I was just…”

      I collapse back into the couch cushions. Oh, forget about it. There’s no sense in trying to defend myself or make up a cover story. She’s already seen me for the mess I am.

      “How are you holding up?” she asks.

      My chuckle is dry. “How does it look like I’m holding up?”

      “Honestly? It doesn’t look good.”

      “Yeah.” I bury my face in my hands.

      Ria sets the food on the kitchen counter and joins me on the couch. “I brought you some dinner. Figured you probably hadn’t eaten all day.”

      “Thanks,” I mumble, realizing that she’s right. My stomach clenches at the thought of food, but I know I have to eat something.

      “Have you heard from Charlie?” she asks.

      “No.” I sigh. “I told him I don’t want to see him again, so it’s not like I’m expecting to hear from him.”

      She hesitates. “Is that what you really want? To not see him again?”

      “I…” How do I even go about answering that?

      Part of me wishes he would reach out, but another part of me is relieved by his silence. It’s bittersweet, knowing that he’s giving me space, even if it’s because we’re no longer together.

      “Let’s eat,” she suggests, going into the kitchen and pulling out plates and utensils. “We’ll just take it one day at a time, okay?”

      “Okay,” I agree, grateful for her presence.

      “So what happened?” Ria asks gently, her eyes filled with concern. “You mentioned Charlie broke your trust, but I don’t understand what he did.”

      I take a deep breath, trying to find the words. “He was involved in my firing. He didn’t mean for it to happen, but he still played a part. And with his reputation… I should’ve known better than to trust him.”

      “His reputation doesn’t define him, Marissa. People can change, especially when they’re in love.”

      “Can they really, though?” I ask, my voice wavering as I try to hold back tears. “Charlie’s always been reckless and irresponsible. I wanted to believe that he’d be different with me, but maybe that was just wishful thinking.”

      She comes to the coffee table with two plates laden with pad thai — one of my favorites. “Things will get better, you know. This isn’t the end of the world.”

      “I know,” I mumble, wiping away a stray tear. “It’s hard, though. In one day, I lost my boyfriend and my job — my entire career. Isaac is going to trash talk me all over town, and no other agency will want to hire me.”

      “Isaac’s a jerk, and people know that. Not everyone will listen to him. And even if they do, there are so many other paths for you to take.”

      “Like what? My life revolved around my career and Charlie. Now I have nothing.”

      I’m trying not to feel sorry for myself, but it’s getting harder by the minute.

      “First of all, you have me,” Ria points out, giving my hand a reassuring squeeze. “Second, remember that you’re strong and capable. You’ll figure out a new path, and I’ll be right here to support you every step of the way.”

      Her words provide a sliver of hope, but I’m still overwhelmed by the uncertainty of my future. Regardless, I know I have to keep moving forward, no matter how impossible it seems right now.

      “Also…” She picks up her plastic fork and swirls some rice noodles around it.

      “Also what?” I cock my head. There’s something different about her tone. It’s almost like she’s trying to keep back a smile.

      “If you really think this is it for you and sports repping, there’s something for you at my work. I already talked to my boss about your experience, and he would love to have you on.”

      “Your real estate office?” I ask, raising an eyebrow.

      “Exactly. We’re looking for someone to man the phones and help out at the front desk. I know it’s not what you had in mind, but it could be a fresh start. Plus, you’d get to learn about the real estate business. Who knows? Maybe you’ll even decide to get your license and become an agent.”

      “Real estate…” I trail off. It’s never something I’ve even considered.

      “I know it’s not a passion of yours or anything, but we have so many connections at the office. If you got into it, you’d make your first sale in no time. I’m sure of it. And the luxury housing market around here is hopping.”

      I bite my lip, considering her offer. Realty is the last thing I want to do, but I’ve got bills to pay, and my options are limited right now. It wouldn’t hurt to try something new, would it?

      “Okay.” I sigh, trying to sound more optimistic than I feel. “I’ll take the job. At least it’s a start. And thank you. I really appreciate this.”

      Ria beams, clearly relieved to see me making a decision. “That’s the spirit! Trust me, you’re going to bounce back from this in no time.”

      I take a bite of food, waiting for my excitement to set in. But it doesn’t.

      I still feel lost. Confused.

      I still wonder if I made a mistake breaking up with Charlie.

      I can’t help but appreciate Ria’s unwavering support. But deep down, I know that starting over won’t erase the memory of Charlie. The connection we had was one in a million, and moving on feels like an insurmountable task.

      “Thanks, Ria,” I murmur, even though gratitude doesn’t begin to cover it. “You’re a great friend.”

      “Hey, that’s what I’m here for,” she replies, giving me a quick hug before heading to the kitchen to get us some drinks.

      Left alone with my thoughts, I stare out the window at the fading sunlight and wonder if I’ll ever be able to really and truly forget about Charlie Elwood, about the life we could have had.

      Or about the empty void his absence has left behind.
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      My feet pound against the treadmill’s belt. One, two, three. Again and again. Like a metronome. A rhythm that doesn’t let me forget, doesn’t let me escape. It just fuels the guilt gnawing at my core.

      I push myself harder, sweat pouring down my face and my muscles screaming for relief. I don’t stop, though. I just keep going.

      Maybe, if I run fast enough, I can outrun my entire past. All the mistakes. All the missed opportunities.

      Maybe I can forget. Forget about the glory and the cheering crowds that are a thing of the past. Forget about the brand deals. About the luxury yachts and rubbing elbows with the biggest people in the world.

      That life is gone.

      Just like Marissa is.

      It’s been two weeks since I last saw her, and no one calls my phone except for Tim and my mom. When it comes to everyone else, I might as well be dead. Marissa hasn’t called, and I haven’t heard a peep from a team rep either.

      Which makes sense. I don’t even have an agent, and the relationship that Marissa concocted to make me look good is now over.

      Basically, I have nothing.

      I punch the buttons on the treadmill, going even faster.

      The truth is glaringly obvious. It’s time to throw in the towel.

      I’m starting to think seriously about selling this house and moving back home. Using the money I get from the sale to downsize and then invest the rest. Maybe I can find a place close to Mom and get a job coaching somewhere close by.

      It feels like such a shameful end to my career, but it’s not even what stings the most. What really hurts is Marissa’s rejection — and, more than that, the way that I hurt her.

      I can still see the hurt in her eyes, hear the tremble in her voice. Remember how she pulled away when I tried to touch her, how cold and distant she’d become. That’s the worst part — knowing that I caused her pain, that I drove her away.

      My fists clench at the thought. The treadmill whirs beneath me, its rhythm echoing my heart’s relentless pounding. But no matter how hard I run, the memories don’t fade; they only grow stronger.

      Thinking about Marissa is like a punch to the gut, sharp and painful. I miss her warmth, her smile, her laugh. I miss everything about her.

      I slow down the treadmill, my legs heavy and aching. My heart feels even heavier.

      I’ve always been good at running — running on the track, running from my problems, running from commitment. But now it feels like there’s nowhere left to run.

      Marissa was more than just my agent and the girl I was dating; she was my best friend, my confidant, my cheerleader. And I screwed it all up.

      My head falls into my hands as I slump against the control panel of the treadmill. Regret washes over me like a tide that drowns all hope of redemption.

      The phone rings from somewhere in the distance but I don’t bother answering it. It’s probably Tim anyway. Or Mom.

      I push off from the treadmill and stumble towards the shower. Hot water slashes my skin but does nothing to wash away this shame which permeates deeper than skin.

      Drying off after the shower, I pad into my bedroom, only to be greeted by the sound of my phone ringing again.

      “All right, already,” I grumble, going up to it.

      Seeing the number on the screen, I freeze. It’s an unknown caller, but it’s a San Antonio number.

      I can’t get the phone off its charger and to my face quick enough. I’m half terrified that if I don’t answer right away, I’ll miss the call and never be able to get in touch with this person again. This person who might be…

      “Hello?” I answer breathlessly. “This is Charlie.”

      “Hi, Charlie. This is Evan, one of the reps you met with in San Antonio.”

      My heart pounding, I sit on the edge of my bed. “Hi, Evan. Good to hear from you.” I’m trying to sound normal, but I can hear the quake in my voice.

      “Listen, Charlie. I was really impressed with you. We all are. Things are looking promising over here, and I wanted to speak with your agent, Marissa, again. I called her office after she didn’t answer her cell, though, and they told me she doesn’t work there anymore. She still reps you, though, right?”

      I suck in a sharp breath. Shit.

      Here it is. The moment of truth.

      If I tell Evan that Marissa doesn’t represent me, then he’s gonna want the whole story, which will be hard to hide. I’ll need to tell him that we ended our professional relationship, and no way will he buy that we’re still dating.

      Plus, I don’t want to lie. That’s akin to running, and I’m tired of running.

      I clear my throat. “No, Marissa doesn’t rep me.”

      There’s a long, painful silence.

      “Oh,” Evan says. “So you’re unrepped. Can I ask why?”

      I work my jaw around. Screw it. Here goes nothing.

      What do I have to lose anyway?

      “Marissa’s boss, Isaac, didn’t like what was happening between me and Marissa, personally. It turned into this whole mess that ended with her leaving the agency.”

      “Oh, really?”

      I can tell there are more questions coming, so I decide to get ahead of them and just dive right in. “Here’s the thing, Evan. Marissa and I, our personal relationship started out as fake. We thought it would make me look good after my scandal with the bar fight. We wanted people to think I’d settled down, turned over a new leaf, we decided to act like we were in love. Turns out…”

      My chest tightens, and my eyes burn. “Turns out I fell in love with her for real,” I add. “We started dating for real, but Isaac didn’t know about it. He thought the relationship was still just fake, just for show. When he found out it wasn’t, he got pissed, and… that was that. So, yeah. Now, I don’t have a girlfriend, and I don’t have an agent. You’ve caught me at a time when I’m about as alone and pathetic as a man can get.”

      I sigh, my shoulders dropping as the weight of the secret is released. I’ve done it. I’ve put my cards out there and shown who I really am.

      What comes next, who knows?

      I do know that the old saying is at least partially right: the truth does kind of set you free. Whatever its consequences are, I’ll face them.

      I couldn’t be the man Marissa needed me to be when she needed it, but I’m learning. Slowly but surely, I’m becoming him.

      And that feels better than any Super Bowl trophy ever could.
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      “Okay, so this is how we transfer calls,” Fran explains, her fingers dancing over the phone’s buttons with practiced ease.

      I watch as she demonstrates, trying to keep my focus on the task at hand.

      “Got it,” I say with a smile plastered on my face, though the thought of spending my days managing calls for realty agents is far from exciting.

      A job is a job, though, and I know I need to be grateful for the opportunity. Ria was nice enough to refer me, and her boss was nice enough to give me a chance.

      And now Fran, who is moving on from manning the front desk to another position at the company, is nice enough to give me training. I should be grateful for all of these wonderful people.

      Fran gives a satisfied nod, her bright red hair bobbing with the motion. “Great, let’s move on to organizing property viewings.”

      I nod, my mind miles away. My gaze shifts to the window, where the city sprawls out beyond the glass, alive with movement and energy. It’s a stark contrast to the mundane reality inside this office. All I can think about is Charlie, about the last time I saw him and all the things I said.

      The more I think about it, the more I worry I made a terrible mistake. The kind that can never be fixed.

      “Marissa?” Fran’s voice snaps me back to reality.

      I blink, forcing myself to look at her. “Yes, sorry.”

      Fran merely smiles, patient and kind.

      “Remember, always take detailed messages and make sure you’re directing them to the right agent,” Fran adds, handing me a chart with everyone’s extension numbers.

      As I nod my head in understanding, my thoughts drift back to my days as a sports agent.

      I can still feel the rush of adrenaline, the excitement of closing deals, and the thrill of traveling around the country with Charlie by my side. My heart aches as I think about him; he was so much more than just my client. We shared a unique connection that made every meeting an adventure.

      “Marissa? Are you still with me?” Fran’s voice snaps me back to the present, and I realize I’ve been lost in thought. Again.

      “Sorry, Fran. I’m listening,” I apologize, trying to shake off the memories of the life I used to have.

      I know I was harsh with Charlie, pushing him away when he needed me most. The guilt weighs heavy on my heart, but I can’t help but feel like it’s too late to make amends.

      “All right. Let’s move on to organizing the emails,” Fran says.

      I dutifully follow her instructions, but of course I’m still thinking about Charlie.

      I miss him. More than I care to admit. But there’s nothing I can do now. All I can do is try to move forward and make the best of this new job, even if my heart longs for the life I used to have.

      “Think you can handle it?” Fran asks.

      I force a smile. “I can. Thanks, Fran.”

      She heads into the back offices, and I take a seat in my new chair, at my new desk. At my new life.

      Letting out a breath, I place my hands on the desk. There’s nothing to do now but wait.

      The phone on my desk suddenly rings, jolting me out of my reverie. I reach for it, but then notice the screen is dark.

      It’s my cellphone that’s ringing.

      “Oh, shoot.” I reach into my purse to turn it off.

      But then I see the name flashing across its screen, and my heart skips a beat.

      Charlie.

      A wave of anxiety washes over me. Why would he be calling after I pushed him away?

      “Hello?” I answer hesitantly.

      “Marissa? It’s Charlie,” his familiar voice comes through the line, sending a shiver down my spine. I hadn’t realized how much I’d missed hearing him speak.

      “I know,” I say. “I didn’t delete your number.”

      “Please don’t hang up,” he says, hurried. “Please hear me out.”

      His plea is a jab to the gut. “I wasn’t planning on hanging up,” I murmur.

      “Oh. Good.”

      I clear my throat. “So… what can I do for you?” I wince at how professional I sound.

      It’s stupid. After everything we shared, after the regrets I have, I don’t need to speak to him like that. And yet I can’t seem to help it. I’m afraid. Afraid of even showing how much I miss him.

      “Look, I know this might seem out of the blue, but I have a business proposition for you,” he says, sounding slightly nervous.

      My pulse quickens, curiosity piqued. I glance around the office, a little worried about being busted taking a personal call on my first day, but also not caring. There’s very little I wouldn’t risk at this point for a conversation with Charlie, and the fact that he’s talking business has me even more interested.

      “Go on,” I encourage him, leaning forward in my chair.

      “Remember that meeting we had with the San Antonio team?” he asks. I nod, even though he can’t see me, memories of that day flooding my mind.

      “Of course.” I remember every meeting, every day and night with Charlie, like they just happened.

      “Well, they just called me,” he continues, his voice growing excited. “They loved you, Marissa. They want to work with you, not the agency that sent you. Can you believe it?”

      I sit back in my chair, stunned by his words. The possibility of working as a sports agent again, of returning to the dream life that was only just getting off the ground before it crashed and burned, is overwhelming. A flicker of hope begins to burn within me.

      “Charlie, are you serious?” I ask, my voice trembling with emotion.

      “Dead serious,” he replies. “There’s more, too. I told them that our relationship was fake, that it became real, and that Isaac didn’t like that.”

      My jaw drops. “Why would you do that?”

      “Because it’s the truth,” he says simply, a hint of defiance creeping into his tone. “Because I’m done hiding. And because I thought maybe you might be too.”

      My heart thumps erratically as I process his words. Could this really be my chance? My chance to escape Isaac’s manipulation and finally get the recognition I deserve?

      “But what about Isaac?” I question, remembering my fearsome boss and his iron grip on my career.

      “Forget Isaac,” Charlie commands, the intensity in his voice flooding through the line. “This is about us, Marissa. About you and your talents. You’ve been under his thumb for far too long. San Antonio doesn’t care about him. Let him talk all the shit he wants.”

      His words spark a fire in me that I haven’t felt since before all this mess with Isaac began. I realize that Charlie is right. Isaac can say whatever he wants, but if I can prove myself as an agent, that will speak volumes more than any words ever could.

      I’m still confused, though. Does Charlie really need me? After how I kicked him out of my apartment, I’m shocked he wants to work with me.

      Maybe the San Antonio team won’t see him without a rep. That makes sense. They don’t want to take the time to explain everything to him and work through the details of any deals.

      “So, what do you say?” Charlie asks. “Are you up for it?”

      My eyes dart around the dull, beige walls of the realty office, and I know without a doubt that I crave the excitement and passion that working with Charlie and the San Antonio team would bring.

      He goes on. “I’ve got two tickets booked for this afternoon to San Antonio. Everyone will be in this meeting. All the reps. All the team owners. It’s happening tonight.”

      “Tonight?” My heart races at the thought of seeing him again, and I grip the edge of my desk to steady myself. “Charlie, that’s so soon.”

      “Listen, I know it’s short notice,” he replies, “but they want to move fast. I need you there, Marissa. As my agent.”

      A heavy silence falls between us as I process his words. The prospect of working together again sends a thrill down my spine, but I can’t ignore the ache in my chest at his insistence on keeping things strictly professional.

      “Charlie, I—” I begin, but he cuts me off.

      “Before you answer,” he says, voice firm, “I want you to know I’m not asking for anything personal. You made it crystal clear how you feel about our relationship. This is just business, okay?”

      His words sting, but they’re fair. I was too harsh with him, pushing him away when all he had done was try to support me. But deep down, I long to be more than just his agent. I want to mend our broken connection.

      This isn’t the time to bring that up, though. Hell, I don’t know if it will ever be the time. For all I know, Charlie has already moved on.

      For all I know, he has a new woman in his bed.

      The thought hits me hard, like a sledgehammer to the gut. I swallow down the painful lump forming in my throat.

      “Marissa?” Charlie’s voice pulls me out of my thoughts. “Are you okay?”

      I force a smile to my face, even though he can’t see me. “Yeah, I’m good.”

      The line is silent. He’s waiting for me to take the lead.

      “Okay,” I say finally, swallowing my pride. “I’ll do it. I’ll be your agent, Charlie. And I promise, I’ll be the best damn agent you’ve ever had.”

      “Thank you, Marissa,” he replies, his tone softening slightly. “I appreciate it. I’ll see you at the airport, then. I’ll text you the info now.”

      “See you there.” With those final words, we hang up, leaving me alone with my thoughts.

      As I stare at the phone in my hand, I wonder if I’ve made the right decision. But one thing is certain — I’ll give this opportunity everything I’ve got, not just as Charlie’s agent, but as someone who genuinely cares for him. And maybe, just maybe, that will be enough to repair the damage I’ve done.
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      The airport is a bustle of energy, people swerving around me as I stand near the wall, waiting.

      For maybe the hundredth time, I glance at my watch. Marissa promised she’d be here by now, but my heart races with worry that she’ll change her mind and not show up.

      It’s not like her to not follow something through when she says she will, but if she were not to come today, I would understand. Our whole relationship is complicated — to put it mildly. And I know she would prefer never to see me again.

      But this is also such a huge opportunity for her… I don’t think she would pass it up for anything.

      “Deep breaths, Charlie,” I tell myself, trying to calm my racing thoughts.

      The busy airport fades into a blur as my focus remains solely on this side of the security entrance, waiting for her familiar figure to appear. I feel like I’m going crazier by the second, though. I need to stop obsessing and find something else to do.

      To distract myself, I wander over to a nearby magazine stand. My eyes scan the colorful covers, looking for anything to occupy my mind. That’s when I spot it — Marissa and I gracing the cover of a tabloid, our smiles bright and carefree as we walk through the park holding hands. “Charlie Elwood and Marissa White: A Love Story” reads the headline in bold letters.

      “Damn,” I mutter under my breath, picking up the magazine.

      It’s surreal to see us this way, especially since we’re no longer together. I remember that day well, though. It was a couple days before Marissa ended things, in the park down the street from my house.

      We hadn’t even been trying to smile for the cameras. We were just naturally that happy. Things were that good.

      My stomach churns with regret, wishing things were different. If only I’d had the foresight to⁠—

      “Is that you?” a voice startles me out of my thoughts.

      I look up to see the cashier, an older woman with a kind smile, staring intently at the magazine in my hands.

      “Uh, yeah,” I admit sheepishly, rubbing the back of my neck. “It’s a bit weird seeing myself like this.”

      “I can imagine.” She chuckles softly. “But you two look really happy together. It’s nice to see something positive for a change.”

      “Thanks,” I say, forcing a small smile.

      Inside, though, my chest aches with longing. If only she knew the truth about how things really were between Marissa and me.

      Setting the magazine back on the stand, I return to my spot by the window, my eyes still trained on the entrance. The seconds tick by painfully slowly, each one intensifying my anxiety. What if Marissa doesn’t come? What if this is it for us?

      A man with salt-and-pepper hair approaches me, his eyes lighting up with recognition. “Hey, you’re Charlie Elwood! Man, I’m a huge fan.”

      He extends his hand for a shake.

      “Thanks,” I say, surprised at the unexpected attention. These days, even with my improved image — thanks to Marissa — I still get more heckles and glares than smiles. “I appreciate it.”

      He leans in, lowering his voice. “Listen, the public’s been way too hard on you. You never should’ve been kicked off the Thunderhawks.”

      His sincerity catches me off guard, and for a moment I don’t know what to say.

      “Actually…” I clear my throat. “I did deserve it. I had a good thing going with that team, and I screwed it up.”

      It feels strange to confess my mistakes to a stranger, but there’s something cathartic about it, too.

      The man studies me, his brow furrowed as if trying to solve a puzzle. “Well, your new girlfriend must’ve changed you.” He nods toward the magazine on the stand. “You’ve gotten all wise and shit.”

      I smirk at his observation. Marissa has changed me, but not in the way he thinks. “Something like that,” I reply cryptically, not wanting to divulge the truth about our relationship.

      Just then, the intercom crackles to life. “Final boarding call for Flight 422 to San Antonio!”

      My heart leaps in panic. I was so caught up thinking about Marissa that I lost track of time.

      “Shit. That’s my flight,” I mumble. “I gotta go. Have a great day!”

      Holding my bag close to my shoulder, I take off. My chest tightens with each step, a mix of adrenaline and the nagging fear that I’ll miss the flight.

      And if I miss this flight, I miss the meeting. Which will make me look awful to the reps and owners. There’s a good chance they wouldn’t want to reschedule.

      I sprint through the airport, my heart pounding as I weave around travelers dragging their suitcases. Flight 422 here I come.

      Please just wait a little longer for me.

      My legs strain with each stride, but I push myself harder.

      “Wait!” I shout just as the gate attendants are about to close the doors. “Please, just a moment longer.”

      “Sir, we’re closing the gate,” one attendant informs me, her voice firm but polite.

      “Please,” I insist, desperation lacing my words. “I’m waiting for someone.”

      The two attendants exchange glances, then relent with a nod. I linger in the doorway, my gaze scanning the bustling terminal. Where is she?

      “Charlie!” That familiar voice cuts through the din, and there Marissa is, sprinting toward the gate, backpack slung over her shoulder.

      Relief washes over me like a tidal wave.

      “Marissa!” I exclaim, unable to contain my excitement.

      The attendants glance at her, then back at me, clearly understanding our connection.

      “Come on, you two,” one of them says, ushering us through the gate. “We need to get you seated.”

      “Thank you,” I say breathlessly, my eyes locked on Marissa as we make our way down the ramp. She’s here! She came.

      “Cutting it close, huh?” Marissa teases, a smile playing on her lips as she catches up to me.

      “Wouldn’t be us if we didn’t,” I reply, my chest still heaving from my mad dash.

      As we board the plane, the flight attendants hurry us to our seats. There’s no time for heartfelt conversations or lingering glances. We’re squeezed into a confined space with strangers all around, but I couldn’t be happier.

      “Made it,” Marissa whispers, settling into her seat and buckling her seat belt.

      Her bright eyes meet mine, and I’m reminded of how beautiful she is — not just in looks but in spirit. Her decision to be here with me, despite everything, fills me with gratitude.

      “Thank you,” I say softly, the words barely audible over the hum of the plane’s engines. “For coming.”

      “Of course,” she replies, her smile genuine and warm. “I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

      The hum of the airplane engine vibrates through my chest as I buckle in. Marissa is here. She made it.

      And we’re gonna kill this meeting.

      Marissa gently clears her throat. “Hey, um. I’m… I’m proud of you. You’ve clearly made an impression on the San Antonio reps. They still want to meet you even after finding out we lied about…”

      She trails off and winces, and I get it. The lie about our relationship isn’t my proudest moment, either.

      “We made an impression,” I correct, not wanting her to sell herself short. “The rep said they want to work with you, not any other agent.”

      At this, Marissa blushes a deep shade of pink, making the few freckles on her nose stand out even more. She lowers her gaze, but her smile is evident. God, she’s beautiful.

      “Thanks,” she murmurs, tucking her hair behind her ear. “That means a lot.”

      As the flight attendant begins her safety demonstration, I watch Marissa out of the corner of my eye, wondering if there’s still a chance for us. But I know I shouldn’t be thinking this way, and I’m probably just getting my hopes up.

      She was clear: I ruined things for her and she doesn’t want me in her life.

      But, then again, she’s here. She’s giving me another chance as a client. And that counts for something, right?

      With a sigh, I lean back in my seat, trying to focus on the task ahead. It’s time to prove myself — to the team, to Marissa, and most importantly, to myself.
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      Neither one of us says much on the flight to San Antonio. I’m too busy trying to calm my sweating palms and racing heart, and Charlie stares out the window most of the time.

      After the flight lands, we barely have time to rush out of the airport and hail a cab. As I slide into the back seat next to Charlie, the air between us feels electric.

      His cologne surrounds me, making my heart race even faster. I try to focus on the scenery passing by outside the window, but I can’t ignore how close he is, his thigh brushing against mine. I want nothing more than to throw myself into his arms, but I hold back. Today is about proving ourselves professionally and securing the future we’ve been fighting for. There’s no room for distraction now.

      We pull up to the building next to the stadium, our nerves on edge. Evan waits for us at the entrance, his usually carefree demeanor replaced by a serious expression. He knows what’s at stake here, too.

      “Hey there, you two,” Evan says, clapping his hands together as we approach. “Good to see you.”

      “You, too.” I shake his hand. “Thank you again for this.”

      “If things go well in there, I’ll be thanking you soon. You’ve got this. Just be yourselves, like you have been with me. They’ll see the passion and dedication you both have.”

      I take a deep breath, steadying myself. Charlie’s hand brushes against mine, sending shivers down my spine, and I step away from him.

      This is it. We’ve come this far.

      And yet I can’t shake the knowledge that one misstep could unravel everything we’ve worked so hard for.

      We follow Evan into the building and up several floors, past a secretary and down a short hallway.

      “Here we are.” He pushes open a boardroom door, which creaks ominously.

      Inside, we’re faced with the rest of the reps, as well as the team’s owners. I swallow hard, following Evan and Charlie inside.

      There are introductions and handshakes made all around before the three of us take our seats, and the whole time I feel like I’m in a dream. I’ve studied the owners, of course, and I know who everyone is — and it’s a good thing because right now my brain feels like soup.

      “Good to meet you both,” Orson Rhodes, one of the owners says. “We’ve heard… interesting things about your relationship.”

      Charlie nods, taking a deep breath. “Yes, we wanted to address that straight away. Our relationship began as a publicity stunt. But during our time together, we’ve both grown and learned so much. I’m committed to honesty now, in all aspects of my life.” He glances at me, a flash of raw emotion crossing his face for a moment before he focuses back on the owners.

      Evan chimes in. “I can vouch for that. Charlie came clean to me during our phone call, admitting everything without hesitation.”

      There’s a palpable tension in the room, like a rubber band stretched taut. The owners exchange indecipherable looks, clearly weighing our words. I grip the edge of my chair, desperate for some indication of their decision.

      I clear my throat. “I do want it to be known that the fake relationship wasn’t Charlie’s idea. It was all mine.”

      I see more than a couple pairs of raised eyebrows, and one of the reps frowns at me.

      “It was both of ours,” Charlie inserts.

      I shake my head. “You don’t need to take the heat for me, Charlie.”

      “I’m not. I⁠—”

      I put my hand on his arm, silently asking him to be quiet. As his agent, what happened was my responsibility. We shouldn’t both have to go down because of it, and perhaps I can at least save Charlie’s career. Even if I never work as an agent again, he could still have a shot at returning to football as the star he is.

      He stares into my eyes, and I know he understands all of this. I can also see that he doesn’t like it.

      “Marissa…” He trails off.

      I smile slightly, wanting him to know it’s okay. I know what I’m doing, and it’s the right choice.

      After that, we have a good discussion with the owners and reps. Their expressions are stoic, however, and I can’t tell how we are doing.

      “All right,” one of the team’s owners finally says, breaking the silence. “Give us a few minutes to discuss what comes next.”

      They lead us out and into another room, this one boasting an impressive view of the football stadium. It’s empty down there, not a soul to be seen. It’s oddly peaceful, but the nerves knotting my stomach won’t ease.

      “You shouldn’t have done that back there,” Charlie says. “Lie about the fake relationship being all your idea.”

      I turn to face him. “I wasn’t lying. I was telling the truth.”

      His jaw tightens. “The truth is more complicated in that.”

      He holds my gaze, and heat flares in my chest. Yes, that’s accurate… And which part of the full, true story is he thinking about now? The part where we spend long, passionate nights together?

      Or the part where I blamed one hiccup on him and kicked him out of my life?

      I look away, unable to hold his gaze any longer.

      The minutes tick by, each one feeling longer than the last. I watch my own reflection pace back and forth in the window, the stadium behind me a testament to the dreams we’re chasing. Charlie sits on the windowsill, his long legs stretched before him, seemingly unaffected by the tension in the room.

      “How can you be so calm?” I finally ask him. “Our careers are on the line.”

      He looks at me, his eyes steady and warm. “We’ve given it our all. That’s all we can do. If they offer me a new deal, it’s just the cherry on top.”

      His words wash over me like a soothing wave, and I feel my chest loosen as I exhale. I glance at him, admiring his strength and resilience. It hits me with startling clarity: I’m in love with him.

      “Charlie, I…” I trail off, unsure of how to proceed.

      Should I tell him? Just blurt it out and see what happens, even if I end up looking like a fool?

      Before I can muster the courage to speak, the door swings open, and Evan enters, grinning from ear to ear. “Good news! The owners have decided to offer Charlie a two-year contract. They’re drawing up the papers right now for you to review.”

      “Really?” I squeal.

      A thrill of victory surges through me, and Charlie and I rush toward each other. Our embrace is heated, electrifying — our bodies pressed close, the scent of his cologne intoxicating. But we pull away just as quickly, both aware of the line between professional and personal.

      “Good job,” I tell him, my voice steady despite the desire.

      “You too,” he replies, his eyes lingering on mine for a moment that feels both like an eternity and a millisecond.

      My heart races, but I shove down the overwhelming urge to confess my love. It’s not the time or place. Our professional relationship takes precedence, and jeopardizing our newfound success would be foolish.

      “Let’s go over those contract details.” I force a smile, pulling myself together.

      “Right,” Charlie agrees, and we head back to the table, immersing ourselves in the legal jargon.

      As we discuss the terms, I can’t help but hope that this triumph will distract me from my feelings for Charlie. But deep down, I have my doubts. A part of me knows that I will always be in love with him, even if I can never have him again. And that’s something I will have to learn to live with.

      “We did it,” Charlie whispers to me as we gather to take pictures with the owners.

      “Yeah,” I whisper back. “Good job.”

      “You, too.”

      “Smile,” the photographer calls.

      We face forward and smile. Charlie is right. We’ve reached the top of the mountain. Hardly anyone believed in us, but we did it anyway.

      Now that we’re here, the success certainly does taste sweet. For me, though, there’s also a bitter edge. Charlie and I will continue to work closely together, but I’ll never really have him.

      But that’s just life, isn’t it?
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      The pen glides across the paper, my signature sealing the deal. I can hardly believe it; I’m officially a professional athlete again. I have a team. I’m back on track and feeling better than ever before.

      Marissa stands beside me, her eyes shimmering with pride and excitement. The owners and reps clap enthusiastically, and there are handshakes all around.

      It’s a whirlwind of photos and calls with lawyers, and the next couple hours slip by. As the evening stretches on, Marissa and I are ushered down toward the stadium for our first look at what’s to come next.

      “Welcome to your new home, Charlie,” one of the team reps says as he leads us through the empty stadium.

      The grass on the field is a vibrant green, almost unreal in its perfection. My heart races at the thought of playing here, the adrenaline already coursing through my veins.

      “San Antonio is an amazing city,” another rep chimes in. “You’ll love it here. Great food, fantastic culture, and of course, dedicated fans.”

      I glance over at Marissa, who smiles back at me. I wish more than anything that she could join me in this new chapter of my life, but I know that moving away from Chicago would be difficult for her. She’s built her life there, and I can’t expect her to leave everything behind just for me.

      Besides, it’s not like I need my agent to be in the same city as me… But it sure would be nice to have the woman I’m crazy for here.

      “Thank you so much for the tour,” Marissa says to the owners and reps. “It’s incredible to see where Charlie will be playing.”

      “Of course,” Orson Rhodes replies. “We’re thrilled to have him on the team. Take your time looking around.”

      And with that, the group of them departs, leaving Marissa and me alone in the vast emptiness of the stadium. The silence is soothing. We stand still, side by side, taking in the enormity of what lies ahead.

      “Charlie,” Marissa whispers, her voice barely audible. “I have to ask you a question.”

      My heart thumps its way up into my throat. “Yeah?”

      She turns to me. “Did you think we really would make it here?”

      It’s not the question I’d been hoping for at all. I wanted something a tad more personal — specifically, about me and her.

      I clear my throat. “Here?” I echo, trying to buy some time, but Marissa only nods.

      I swallow thickly, thoughts racing. “I… I don’t know,” I admit, my voice barely above a whisper. “It’s all a bit surreal.”

      Marissa bites her lip, looking at me with those big eyes. “Well, you better believe it,” she says with a faint smile. “You’ve worked hard for this, Charlie. You’ve earned it.”

      I nod, though I can’t shake off the wave of uncertainty that washes over me. “Yeah,” I murmur, running my fingers through my hair.

      Silence falls between us again, only the echo of our words remaining amidst the looming stands and the vacant field. A stray leaf blows across the turf, carried by a gust of wind that’s slipped in from somewhere.

      “Thank you, Marissa.”

      “You already⁠—”

      “And I’ll never stop thanking you. I couldn’t have done it without you. The reason I’m standing here, it’s all because of you.”

      Pink colors her cheeks, and she looks at her feet to hide the blush.

      I mean every word. Marissa has been my rock, pushing me to be the best version of myself. She’ll probably never understand just how much she’s changed me.

      And not just when it comes to my career and my dedication to it. I’m talking about the Charlie Elwood most people don’t know.

      When we met, I was always looking for the next hit. The next party. The next adrenaline rush. The next pretty girl to hang off my arm for a weekend.

      And then… then there was her. She changed me. Opened my eyes to what real happiness is.

      It isn’t fame or money. It isn’t feeling like a stud and having VIP access to all the best clubs. Those things didn’t make me a big man.

      Having a woman like Marissa look at me with approval in her eyes does.

      And even though we don’t have that anymore, I’ll forever walk forward a different person, and that’s something I’ll never be able to pay her back for.

      “Marissa,” I say softly, my voice echoing throughout the empty space.

      She lifts her face. “Yeah?”

      Maybe this is a bad idea. Maybe this will ruin all the good we have going. And yet… I need to go for it. I need to risk the good we have for something great.

      “There’s something I need to tell you.”

      Her lashes flutter. “What is it?”

      I take a deep breath, steadying myself for what comes next. As much as I’ve tried to conceal my feelings, I realize now that life is too short not to take risks. If I don’t speak up now, I may never have another chance.

      “Marissa, I love you.” The words tumble out, raw and unfiltered, before I can stop them. “I’ve been denying myself happiness for so long, pushing people away, but you… you make me feel alive. I want you in my life. Not just as my fake girlfriend but as my real one. I’ll do anything to keep you by my side, even if it means asking you to move to San Antonio with me. But I understand if you can’t leave Chicago. I know how much your life is there. I also understand if it’s… if it’s too late. If⁠—”

      “It’s not too late.” A single tear runs down her face, glistening like a diamond under the stadium lights.

      She steps closer, and her hand slips into mine. “I love you, too. I don’t know what the future holds, but I want to be with you. And if that means moving to San Antonio, then we’ll figure it out together. I’m so sorry for pushing you away. I’ve been scared, but I want this — I want us — more than anything.”

      It’s like a bomb of pure joy goes off in my chest. I reach out and cup her face in my hands, my fingers brushing away her tears. Her skin is warm beneath my touch, and when she leans into my palm, it feels as if our souls are connecting.

      “There’s nothing to apologize for,” I tell her, wanting her to understand just how much she means to me. “You’ve shown me what it means to truly live, to be happy, and I get why you pushed me away. I messed up big time, but that’s in the past now. I want to commit to building a future together.”

      Her eyes search mine, looking for any hint of hesitation or doubt. When she finds none, her beautiful smile returns, tentative at first but growing stronger by the second.

      “I love you, Charlie,” she says softly, the words wrapping themselves around my heart like a lifeline.

      “God, I love you too,” I breathe, and before I can think, I lean in and press my lips against hers, sealing our promises with a kiss.

      It feels like fireworks are exploding behind my eyelids, each spark igniting another burst of passion and desire within me.

      As we lose ourselves in each other’s embrace, the world around us fades away, leaving only the sound of our beating hearts to fill the empty stadium. There’s no fear or uncertainty, just the knowledge that we’re taking a leap of faith together, ready to face whatever challenges life has in store for us.

      And as I hold Marissa close, her body melting against mine, I know with absolute certainty that no matter what happens, I’ll always have her by my side, cheering me on and pushing me to be the best version of myself — both on and off the field.
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      “Trust me, Lola,” I say into the phone as I walk around my San Antonio home office. “This is just the beginning.”

      “Thank you so much, Marissa,” the tennis player gushes.

      “We’ll talk soon. Let me know if you have any questions.”

      We say goodbye and I hang up feeling like a million bucks. I’ve won the lottery by finding Lola, but that’s only because I relentlessly play said lottery. I’m always out there, looking for my next client, shaking hands, and getting ahead of the other agents.

      And man, has it paid off.

      One year ago, I never would have imagined that my career would skyrocket like this. My own sports agency is flourishing, and it’s all thanks to Charlie’s unwavering support.

      “Marissa, you’re a natural at this,” he told me when we moved to San Antonio and I was on my own work-wise. “You know the ins and outs of the industry, and you have a knack for finding talent. Go for it.”

      And so I did. Now, with an expanding roster of clients and more work than I can handle alone, I’m on the verge of searching for a second agent to join my team.

      And the best part?

      Abernathy Athletes has gone belly up. Turns out Isaac’s penchant for not paying his taxes has led to him crashing and burning.

      Karma is real, apparently. And you don’t need to worry about making people pay. Everyone reaps what they sow.

      “Hey, babe. How was your day?” Charlie’s voice fills the room as he walks through the office door, smelling fresh from his post-practice shower.

      I don’t answer. I’m too busy throwing myself into his arms and kissing him hard on the lips.

      He wraps his arms around me and moans into my mouth. It’s a sound that sends a shiver of desire through me. It takes all my power to unlock my lips from his and step back.

      “Sorry,” I say. “Did you ask me something?”

      He chuckles, his hands still on my waist. “I asked how your day was.”

      “Busy, but good,” I reply, grinning at him.

      Despite the exhaustion evident in his eyes, he’s managed to maintain the same level of dedication and enthusiasm throughout the entire football season. It’s been a year since he signed that new contract, and he’s playing better than ever.

      “Mine too,” he says, dropping his gear by the door and planting a kiss on my forehead. “Do you know what today is?”

      “Tuesday?” I venture, laughing softly at my own response.

      He chuckles and shakes his head. “It’s the one-year anniversary of me signing that contract.”

      His eyes dance with excitement, and I remember that night vividly. We had been so caught up in the moment that our carefully guarded feelings spilled out, and we confessed our love for each other. My heart swells at the memory.

      “Wow,” I breathe, trailing my finger down his firm chest. “A special night indeed.”

      Charlie nods, his eyes softening as he gazes down at me. “I want to take you somewhere.”

      “Where are we going?” I ask, my curiosity piqued.

      “Trust me,” he responds, a mischievous glint in his eye.

      He takes my hand, and I let him lead me towards the car, my mind racing with possibilities. Whatever it is he has planned, I know it’ll be a night to remember.

      “You sure you don’t want to tell me what’s going on?” I ask as we pull out of the neighborhood we moved into about eleven months ago.

      “Nope.” He laughs, his gaze still on the road. “And you should stop asking.”

      “What about a clue?” I rest my hand on his knee, appreciating the obvious way that his body responds to my touch.

      “A clue.” He clears his throat like he’s trying to think straight but having trouble. “A clue would give it away.”

      I move my hand to the back of his neck. “Fair enough.”

      It seems he’s taking a well-worn path, though. By the time we’ve only been driving for fifteen minutes, I start to suspect that I know exactly where he is going.

      “Are we…” I trail off.

      “You’ll find out.”

      The car engine hums as we pull into the empty parking lot of the stadium. I squint at the imposing structure, my curiosity bubbling over.

      “Charlie, why are we here?” I ask, trying to decipher his intentions.

      He flashes me a warm grin and winks. “You’ll see.”

      Excitement rushes through me, my heart skipping a beat as he parks and helps me out of the car. The cool evening air brushes against my skin, the scent of freshly cut grass filling my nostrils as we walk hand in hand towards the entrance.

      “Everyone’s gone home by now,” he says, guiding me through the dimly lit corridors of the stadium.

      I’m amazed by how different it feels without the usual roar of fans and adrenaline-fueled energy pulsating through the air. The last time I was at the stadium and it was this quiet was a whole year ago.

      “Is this where you wanted to take me?” I ask, unable to hide the smile tugging at my lips. “To the spot where you are every day?”

      “Almost there,” he replies, his grip on my hand tightening as we step onto the field.

      The sight before me takes my breath away. A blanket is spread out on the lush green grass, adorned with flameless candles and rose petals, creating an intimate oasis amidst the vast expanse of the stadium.

      “Charlie, this is…” I trail off, turning around to face him. “This is so sweet.”

      “I thought you would like it.” He goes to the picnic basket and champagne on ice that sit on the blanket.

      “I more than like it. I love it.” I take a seat on the blanket. “The perfect way to celebrate our one year here.”

      He pops the champagne and fills two flutes.

      “Cheers,” he says, handing me one.

      The champagne sparkles under the stadium lights. A rich taste of honey and apples spreads across my tongue as I take a sip.

      “I wanted this night to be special.” He watches for my reaction.

      “It is, Charlie.” I look around the empty stadium, the secluded oasis he’s created in the midst of our hectic lives.

      We chat, laugh, and eat a delightful meal that he’s packed. His stories about his rookie year on the football team are hilarious and entertaining. His laughter is infectious and soon enough, I’m clutching my sides in glee.

      As the night deepens, our conversation slows down, replaced by comfortable silence. In the quiet, I can hear the low hum of city life in the distance, a reminder of reality lurking just beyond this magical bubble.

      Charlie lays back on the blanket, arms folded behind his head as he stares at the starless city sky. “Marissa,” he says after a moment.

      I turn to face him, my heart pounding in anticipation of what he might say next. His gaze meets mine and there’s something intense there. Something that makes my breath hitch.

      “Yeah?” I reply softly.

      “I’ve been thinking about something,” he murmurs, his voice serious. The smile that usually graces his features has faded away, replaced by a somber expression.

      “What is it?” I ask, my pulse quickening. He takes my hand, his rough fingers tracing circles on the back of my palm.

      He takes a deep breath and sits up. “Will you marry me?”

      The words hit me like a bolt of lightning. The city seems to freeze in place, the hum of life pausing as I try to contemplate what he’s just said.

      Charlie looks anxious, probably because I haven’t said anything yet, but my brain is still processing. He’s asking me to be his wife. Charlie Elwood… wants me to be his wife. The superstar quarterback who could have any woman he wants. He wants me.

      Before I can respond, he continues, “I know we’ve only been together a year and it may seem soon, but Marissa… I love you.” His voice trembles with emotion.

      From his pocket, he pulls a small box. He flicks it open with a swift motion, revealing a ring. Not just any ring, but the most beautiful one I’ve ever seen. The diamond sparkles under the faint city lights, a beacon of his love for me.

      I gasp at the sight of it. My heart pounds against my ribcage like a wild drum. His face is open, sincere, waiting for my answer with bated breath.

      “Charlie…” I begin, swallowing hard and trying to collect my thoughts. “I… This…”

      I stare at him, still finding it hard to form words. My heart pounds so loud, throbbing in my ears, threatening to drown out the world. But then, through the deafening silence and the wild beating of my heart, a word breaks free.

      “Yes.” Tears blur my vision as I nod vigorously, my voice a choked whisper. “Yes, Charlie. Yes!”

      He grins, relief flooding his features as he slips the ring onto my trembling finger. It’s a perfect fit, just like us.

      His arms wrap around me, pulling me close. His chest is warm and solid against my cheek; his heart beats a rhythm that perfectly matches mine.

      “Thank you,” he whispers, voice thick with emotion.

      His hand comes up to cradle my face, his thumb gently brushing away a tear that’s rolled down my cheek. I lean into his touch, closing my eyes and letting out a shaky breath. This man is mine, and the thought sends a rush of warmth spreading through me.

      “Charlie,” I whisper, opening my eyes to look at him. “I love you.”

      His smile is the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen — a beacon of pure, unabashed joy that lights up his entire face. His eyes glitter with the same emotion, a mirror of my own.

      And then… he kisses me. This isn’t a soft, hesitant kiss. It’s assertive, passionate, a promise of forever sealed between our lips.

      “I love you too,” he breathes against my lips when we finally break apart for air.

      As I gaze into his eyes, surrounded by the twinkling candles and soft caress of the night breeze, I know with certainty that my life will only continue to flourish with him by my side. This is just the beginning of our journey together, and I can’t wait to see where it takes us.
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