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      “You’re sending me where?”

      My agent, Daniel, puts his hands out to me like he’s trying to soothe a wild horse. Posh dickhead. This guy doesn’t know the first thing about what it’s like to be a player. He doesn’t know the stress I’m under. It’s hard to have my kind of reputation, of being the best at everything — football and girls included.

      Ugh! Guess I’m going to have to call it soccer from now on.

      “It’s a temporary lease, to Miami. The Macaws are an up-and-coming team. You’ll like them.”

      “And if I don’t?”

      I slump back in my chair. It’s not like I’m going to get much choice about this, but I’m still going to kick up a fuss. That’s how you get a better bonus. Capitalism, baby! Paying people off is the businessman’s first thought, and I’m not going to say no to a boost to my bank account. Extra cash never hurt anyone. Never hurt me, anyway.

      Four years ago, one of the tabloids ran a spread on me with the splash quote, “Miles Hamilton would do anything for money, food, or a woman.” That’s still true. I was just lucky they decided to run that as a positive spin, especially because four years ago, I was down on my luck. That was just before I joined the Canaries.

      We’ve had a good run, but I guess their patience has finally run thin too.

      Daniel sighs, pinching the bridge of his nose. I’ve known this guy for years and I’m pretty sure those wrinkles are because of me. He loves me though. Secretly. “Please, Miles, be reasonable. It’s a wonder that they’re allowing you abroad in the first place. Heaven knows you’ve kicked up enough fuss on this side of the pond of late.”

      “Mate, no one reads the papers.”

      “That’s where you are so incredibly wrong, my friend. People do read the papers. Normal people love the papers. And you know who else loves the papers?” Daniel raises both eyebrows, waiting for me to answer.

      He loves to humiliate me. I play along, knowing he won’t release me until I give him an answer. “The managers?”

      With a grin and a tone like he’s throwing up cupcakes, he says, “Yes! And you know who hates it when you get your dick out for the cameras?” His voice pivots into something harsher as he finishes his sentence and the subtext is clear as day.

      “The mangers,” I sigh.

      “Good boy,” he says in a way that would be patronizing even for a dog. “So, Miami?”

      I groan, sinking even deeper into my chair. The last thing I want is to go to America.

      But I also want to keep my career. And Daniel is right; I have been too loud lately. It’s what got me sacked last time. If I want to keep playing, I’m going to have to stop acting like a teenager. Or at least tone it down a bit. Because being wild is fun.

      “Fine, whatever. I’ll go to fucking Miami if that’s what you want.”

      Daniel reaches across the table and lays his palms down flat on the surface, drawing attention to the fact that the desktop needs sanding or reglazing or something, because it’s covered in fractures and flakes peeling off. “It’s not about me, Miles. You have two choices. You go to the managers and you get on your literal hands and knees and you beg them to stay. Or, you be a good boy and you go off to Miami for a few months, you keep your trousers on and your face out of the papers, and then you can come back in a blaze of glory. And not get sacked.”

      I run a hand through my hair, frowning. He makes it sound so reasonable when he says it like that, but I know it’s not a choice.

      And I know that if I get let go from the Croydon Canaries, I’m never going to get close to playing in the Premier League again. And I can’t let that happen.

      I sigh. “Give me the contract, then.”

      Daniel wags a patronizing finger at me. “Not so fast, matey-boy. By signing this, you’re swearing to be well-behaved for the Macaws. You’ll be agreeing to check-ins with whoever they assign to you on a regular basis, and they’re going to be up your arse about keeping you in line.”

      “Okay, whatever,” I sigh, my patience with this conversation wearing too thin to argue any more. It looks like no matter what I do, I’m going to have to be more careful about my behavior. I’m going to have to get better at not getting caught. “Hand it over.”

      “This’ll be good for you, Miles. Trust me.” Daniel smiles as he twists the papers in front of him to face me with a flourish, carefully placing a pen down next to the signature line.

      I stare at it for a long moment before I pick up the pen. “America, here I come,” I mutter as I sign the document and seal my fate.
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      It feels dumb to be nervous, but I’ve heard a hell of a lot of stories about Miles Hamilton, and not one of them is good. He's the kind of guy who makes my job a whole lot of work. PR’s not easy to begin with, but when you've got the kind of guy who thinks he's a god just because he’s one of the best soccer players on an amateur championship level, well… that's when you really get in trouble.

      Still, I’m good at what I do, and so I’ll be damned if I let some British bad boy get the better of me. No doubt he’s going to try and charm us all, and no doubt he’ll succeed on more than one of my colleagues. After all, everyone loves a Brit.

      But I don't.

      I can’t be so easily wooed by a fancy accent and a lot of cash. I’m not exactly struggling myself, even if I can’t afford to be complacent. The fact is, if this Miles Hamilton gets the better of me, I’m going to be on a job hunt by the end of the week. And that’s something I would prefer not to happen.

      I drum my fingernails against the laminated piece of paper I'm clutching in my hands. Should I have used a fancy a font for it? Or would fancy be confusing? Did I use a big enough typeface?

      I groan inwardly. All these are stupid things to wonder about. I have to put all this nervousness out of my head. This is going to be a professional relationship, nothing more, nothing less. He's bound by a contract just the same as me, and it's my job to make sure he sticks to it. At risk of cursing it, what could possibly go wrong?

      Flight BA202 has arrived at Gate Eight announces the echoey speaker system, the words ricocheting off the smooth floors and walls.

      I'm glad his flight's not late. It's already bad enough having to hang around the airport for someone who's going to be so totally ungrateful, let alone having to be here for hours and hours. I straighten myself up, rock back on my heels and put on my very best business smile. He’s not the only one who can be charming.

      It takes about twenty minutes before people start filtering through the arrival doors. This is such a busy airport that the doors can hardly manage to shut between waves of people, but apparently this is a bit of a lull for this place. I guess eight forty-five a.m. is a weird time to get here. But if this is quiet, I’d hate to see what busy looks like around here.

      I find myself immersed in a sea of British accents and people hugging, dropping sunglasses onto their faces and smiling. This must be his flight, so where the hell is he? It isn’t that hard to grab your bags from the carousel. Maybe he just got unlucky and his bags are last to come through.

      My feet are starting to hurt by the time Miles finally sweeps his way through the doors, letting them part for him like that’s how every door should act towards him. He walks with the complete self-assurance of someone who thinks they’re the best, his high cheekbones catching the artificial light and his strong jaw relaxed as he settles into a smile, his blue eyes glittering as he looks around, letting me catch a full three-sixty view of him before he spots me.

      I can almost understand why people find him attractive like this: it’s the confidence, the swagger, the boyishly floppy hair and the perfectly proportioned body. Even if he wasn’t notorious, he’d be striking. But he is a recognizable kind of guy, and before he spots me, a young girl stops him to shyly ask for his autograph. He indulges her, dropping all four of his suitcases to the floor.

      I get that he’s going to be living here for four months, but I already know exactly how much stuff he’s had shipped over here because I was one of the people who helped to move it. Not that that’s part of my job, but apparently babysitting a grown adult is going to be full-time for me. And I know for a fact he doesn’t need any more stuff.

      The girl thanks him and scampers away, and as he grabs his bags again, he looks about like a lost sheep before he spies me. He breaks into an easy grin but I refuse to be swayed by it. I will not be charmed. I have more important things to worry about, like my employment and his track record. He drags his suitcases and his enormous rucksack over to me and dumps them at my feet.

      “Hey,” he grins, leaning in to kiss me on the cheek. I try not to recoil in surprise. It’s not exactly a standard greeting for me. “I'm Miles.”

      “I know,” I say, pursing my lips and forcing myself to smile back. I have to play nice. “Olivia Herrera. It's good to meet you.”

      “All right, Olivia,” he says, holding out his hand to shake mine.

      “Yes, I am, thank you,” I reply, but I quickly realize it wasn’t really a question because he’s looking at me in bemusement. I decide to change the subject. “And how was the flight?”

      He shrugs. “Fine. Cramped. You'd think they’d have invented a plane for people with long legs by now, but apparently we're all still suffering." I let out a soft chuckle at that, glad to be experiencing the first emotion that isn’t annoyance towards him.

      He quickly spoils that, though. “Can I help you with your bags?” I ask.

      “Yeah. Cheers,” he says, pulling his rucksack onto his back and pushing past me. “Which way is the car?”

      I let out an incredulous laugh. “I didn't mean I'd carry them all for you,” I say. “I’m not your maid.”

      He blinks in non-comprehension for a moment, then realizes that my hands physically aren't big enough to drag four huge bags behind me.

      “Oh yeah,” he says. At least he has the grace to look faintly embarrassed. He runs his fingers through his floppy hair and shoots me that dentist-whitened smile again. “Half and half?”

      It takes me a moment to realize what he's even saying to me. But then he grabs two bags and starts marching away towards the exit. I grab the other two and follow quickly after, my heels clacking against the hard floor.

      We step through the sliding doors out into the warm May air. A breeze catches my hair, and I sigh in relief at being out in the open again. But where I’m happy to feel the sun, Miles, lets out a groan. “Ugh. It's hot out.”

      “It’s only seventy-five degrees,” I say, confused. It’s not hot around here until it’s at least ninety. He stares back at me again, his lips quivering like he's trying to calculate something to himself.

      “Oh yeah, Fahrenheit,” he says at last. “Man, this is the stupidest system I've ever heard of. Why can't you guys just like use normal temperatures like everyone else?”

      I frown, wishing I'd prepared slightly better for the cultural divide between us. “I guess it doesn’t get too hot for you guys, huh?”

      “My phone says it’s twenty-four. That’s hot to me.”

      I usher us across the parking lot towards the car. I’m glad I didn’t park far away, because I’m not sure how much more I can take of this stream of constant complaint against the US standards of measurement.

      He grins at me when I open the car door for him, and when I shut it behind him, I’m glad for the second of peace. This guy never shuts up. I’m already exhausted and I’ve known him for less than five minutes.

      “Where are we going?” Miles asks as I turn the engine on.

      “I’m taking you to your new place. The rest of your stuff is already there.”

      “Sweet.”

      I pull out of the lot and glance at my map app. Twenty minutes to arrival, it says. There’s a little traffic but nothing too horrific.

      It’s just not ideal that I can’t think of anything to say to him. And from the way he’s started staring out of the window, he can’t think of a whole lot to say to me either. Great.

      The next four months are just going to fly by.
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      It feels like we've been driving for hours. The traffic crawls forward, the road ahead of us rippling with fumes and heat. There have been like a million stop signs, and all the traffic lights have been red, and the motorway was jammed full of other people all going in our direction.

      Olivia is fine enough as company, at least, but I’m still ready to have a lie down and then go out on the town. In that exact order.

      Finally, we pull up behind an apartment complex. It’s still hot when we get out the car, the metal door stinging my hand. We had the air-conditioning blasting the whole time, so I almost forgot what the beating sun felt like. It's going to be hard to adjust to this. I should have brought more suncream.

      I'm too busy thinking about the weather and the weirdly stunted conversation we just had in the car to really notice how fancy the place I'm moving into is until I'm staring up at the brand-new shiny white walls of the entrance. “Whoa,” I say. “This place is sleek.”

      Olivia just shrugs. I can see I'm going to have a hard time with her.

      “You've got the bags, yeah?” I ask.

      “No,” she says with a glare. What does she mean, no? Isn't she here to look after me? She can't seriously expect me to do everything all by myself. That would just be ridiculous. It's bad enough she's following me around. If she has to do that, then the least she could do is have a bit of fun with me.

      Wordlessly, I go to the boot of the car and grab two of my bags. “Fine. We'll split it,” I say. She gives me that tightlipped smile again, the kind that says You are oh, so beneath me. If I had to describe her in one word, it would be professional. She strikes me as the kind of girl who doesn't own anything except sharp business suits and has a whole drawerful of identical lipsticks that she spent ages getting perfectly matched to skin tone or whatever.

      It does suit her, in fairness. It’s got a purple quality to it that goes with her eyes, which are a deep, luscious brown. If only she could lose that sour look and maybe untwist her hair from that tight bun stacked on her head. She'd be quite gorgeous if she did that, actually. Her hair looks like it has a gorgeous curl to it, if she’d let it, a luscious brown cascade to frame her olive face. If she lightened up, I think she would be totally entrancing.

      She helps me lug my stuff out of the back of the car and into the lobby of the building. She taps a fob on the entrance panel then hands the keychain to me, the keys clanking against each other. “This is yours. One’s the door; one’s the mail. Don't lose it. You'll have to pay for a new one.”

      “All right,” I say. “Who put your knickers in a twist this morning?” She blinks at me like I'm speaking a foreign language, and I will confess I did just say that to wind her up. I take a not insignificant amount of delight in knowing that I succeeded. “So what number am I?”

      “Forty-three,” she says, gesturing across the room. “The elevator’s this way.”

      “Well, you've already scoped the place out.” She glares at me again. If she's not careful, I'm gonna end up thinking that she's really, really hot because that's the kind of look girls tend to give you when they want you to wind them up more because they love the tease.

      But Olivia is definitely not enjoying this, and I also don't want to get hit, so I decide to back off. We hop in the elevator together, my bags forcing us to stand shoulder to shoulder. From here, I get a whiff of her perfume. It’s not overpowering, but noticeable enough that you know exactly who you're standing next to. I think that says a lot about her. She's the kind of girl who's not going to take any shit whatsoever. I can respect that.

      I can also feel how tense she is. Maybe I should suggest we go for a massage together. If she’s going to insist on staying three feet behind me at all times, then I’m going to make sure we have some fun with it.

      Finally, we get to my new apartment. Olivia gestures to the door, and we both stand staring at it for a long moment before I remember that I've got the key. I give her a sheepish smile, then fumble with the key until finally, I let myself in.

      It's a big space, bigger than the one I have at home. And it’s clean — the floors look like no one's ever walked on them. Impressive for cream carpets. “Sick,” I say to myself.

      “Cheers for the drive,” I say, hoping that Olivia will get the hint. But she doesn't. Of course. She just stands there in the doorway, looking at me like I've done something wrong or am about to do something wrong.

      In fairness, that's not too far from the truth, but she doesn't need to know that. “I think I've got it from here. Thanks,” I say flashing her my very best little grin.

      She remains unswayed. “Unlucky for you, I have to make sure that you get settled in.”

      “Great,” I sigh, looking around. My plans are starting to feel like they’re circling the drain. “Well, I guess we can take my bags through to my bedroom.”

      “Don't you think you have enough in there already?” Olivia folds her arms as she takes a step forward.

      I blink in confusion. “You put all my bags in the bedroom?”

      “Somebody had to,” she mutters. I’m starting to realize that she must have agreed to all this before she really knew what she was letting herself in for.

      Before I can say anything else, she marches over to my bag and starts dragging it away, her bare shoulders flexing under the strain. I take one cheeky second to look at her before I go to help. That flight must have really messed my brain up.

      I just need her to leave so I can go out and get laid. That’ll sort me out.

      With a grunt, I pick up the rest of my bags and haul them after Olivia to my room. As I step in, the quantity of stuff I shipped over dawns on me. There are boxes and bags everywhere, a complete mess — in devastating contrast to my lovely, tidy living room.

      “Are you hungry?” Olivia asks, struggling with the bag as she tries to maneuver around to some of the free floor space so she can drop the thing with a thump. I feel kind of bad about making her carry some of this stuff now. How was I supposed to know that she would pick up the heaviest bag, though?

      “Not really,” I lie. I hardly ate anything on the plane. I didn't really feel like potato slop. But I can always grab something to eat when I'm out, so I'm not that worried about starving. I just need her to go away.

      “I see,” she says, disbelievingly. “I can order us something in if you want to get settled.”

      “No, no, it’s okay, really,” I say, possibly too quickly. She narrows her eyes at me like she’s seeing through me as clearly as a window.

      “We can go out if you’d prefer.” She folds her arms, drawing my attention back to them. She’s not ripped, but clearly she’s strong. Clearly, she knows how to work out.

      “Oh, no, I don’t want to bother you if you’ve got better things to do.”

      She bites her lip before she replies. “Look, I have so many other things I want to be doing instead of this, but I’m here doing my job which, unfortunately for both of us, is looking after you like a three-year-old.”

      “Well then, just go home. I’m tired, yeah?”

      “Are you now?” she says, folding her arms.

      The yawn that slips out is genuine, even if it was mostly for show. She still doesn’t seem persuaded, but she does give in. Finally! “Okay, okay. You take a nap, and I’ll be back later to pick you up for a meeting at the club. The managers can’t wait to meet you.”

      “Awesome,” I mutter. “Bye, then.”

      She doesn’t bother to even look back at me as she leaves, shutting the door softly behind her.

      I let out a huge sigh of relief and flop backwards onto the sofa. Nothing I said to her was a lie — I am tired, and if I shut my eyes, I could pass out for the next few hours. But as much as I want sleep, I want a drink more. Olivia was pretty enough to look at for a while, but I want to find some girls to dote on me. Someone I can charm.

      If I lie here for much longer though, I am going to doze off. Time for a shower instead. I strip out of my plane clothes and jump in, cranking the temperature as hot as I can bear. It feels so good to be unconfined, unwatched, unrestrained. This place is going to be awesome.

      Eventually, I drag myself out of the shower, dig out some clean clothes and brush my hair. I glance at the clock, surprised that only twenty minutes have passed. Which is a good thing. Olivia must have left the building by now.

      I look at the mass of boxes and shrug. “Whatever,” I mutter to myself, heading out the door. Unpacking can wait. It’s time to explore the land of the free.
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      I don't particularly enjoy being brushed off. Unfortunately for Miles, I'm not as stupid as he thinks I am. So, when I get downstairs, I linger in the lobby with its sleek sitting area, pool table, and reception that I’ve never seen anyone manning. I pace the floor, trying to stay on the rug so my shoes don’t make too loud of a noise on the hard floor, not wanting to draw attention to myself. It's finished to look like marble, but even though these apartments are expensive, there's no way they've shelled out money for the real stone.

      Still, it looks nice. I wish my apartment complex was this clean and neat. Not that I live in a bad place, but it’s pretty small and nowhere near this modern. I don't suppose Miles would have settled for anything less than the most modern and fancy place going. This guy’s a piece of work.

      Somewhere inside me, I’d been hoping that all the newspapers were exaggerating about him, and I’m whatever the opposite of delighted is to find out that actually, none of it is too far from the truth. He's perfectly polite, and I don't think he means to be obnoxious. But he certainly comes across as an entitled little brat. No wonder he's been through six clubs in less than a decade.

      I've read up on him. There's not a single thing he can keep secret from me. I'm going to know his every movement for the next four months, whether he likes it or not.

      To nobody’s surprise, about twenty minutes later, hair still slightly damp from a shower, clothes creased from where they've been hastily unpacked from a bag, Miles emerges from the elevator, his eyes darting around like he's in a spy film. Like he's doing something wrong. At least he knows it.

      I plaster on my very best smile and walk towards him. “Hey,” I say sweetly. His eyes grow wide as he realizes he’s absolutely busted.

      “Hey,” he says sheepishly, scratching the back of his neck. “What are you still doing here?”

      “Well, I’m sure you want to explore, so I made a full itinerary of Miami’s hottest landmarks for us to go and look at today to keep us busy before the meeting.”

      “Oh,” he sighs, his entire body slumping like I've just hit him in the stomach.

      It can't be as bad as that. Even if he did just want to go and drink this afternoon, I'm not the worst company in the world. “So, do you need anything else?” I ask.

      “Nah,” he says, dejected and pouting just a little, like he thinks I may take pity on him. He's not going to get that lucky, though.

      “I figured you'd be too tired for museums. So, instead, I thought we could go for a walk around the city. There's some great murals and statues that I think you would enjoy.”

      Miles doesn’t look convinced, his lips twisting into a frown. “Oh, really?”

      “Come on. I'll drive.” I turn towards the door, keeping an eye on him, not trusting him not to make a break for it when I'm looking the other way. He trudges after me like a sad child or a grumpy teenager.

      We step out into the sun and he squints in the light. It's not too hot, but I'm certain that if he was wearing a hoodie, he would have the hood up. He has that kind of aura to him, like he’s a kid who feels like all the wrongs of the world are happening to him and he has to listen to angry music to cope.

      I open the car door for him and shut it behind him as he sits down. He gives me a look as if to say, why don’t you trust me to do anything for myself? But if he sat and thought about it for more than three seconds, I think the answer would become self-evident. He’s already tried to elude me once. I have to stay one step ahead of him. And that means trying to outthink him.

      Fortunately, that's not too hard, because his thought processes aren’t as smart as he clearly thinks they are.

      We barely talk as we drive towards the city. His apartment is already relatively downtown, so it’s not too far to go, and I know the best route to go to avoid most of the traffic. Eventually, I pull into a parking lot so we can hop on the trolley. It seems easier to me than trying to drive between locations.

      But his face falls as he notices the stop. “I didn't realize Miami had a tram.”

      “It's more like a bus,” I say.

      “Oh,” he says again, a syllable that is going to get real annoying real quick. “Can't we just drive there?”

      “I thought you had public transportation in the UK?”

      He shrugs. “Why get on a train when you could drive?”

      “Why drive,” I counter, “when you can get someone else to do it so you can stare out the window the whole time?” I realize my argument isn't very persuasive because he would be the one looking out the window the whole time anyway whether I drive or not. But I was kind of looking forward to not having to be his personal chauffeur.

      I don’t feel like the argument, so I just grit my teeth and turn the engine back on. This day is just getting better and better.

      When we finally arrive at the first destination, I jump out of my seat, glad to be getting out of the car. The temperature in there was icy cold and not just because of the AC.

      “Where are we?” Miles asks.

      I lead him around the corner into the sun and can’t help but smile. It could not be a better day for this at least. It's warm and just a little bit breezy. If I didn't have to babysit this man, I'd probably go sunbathing. I'd like nothing more than to sit back on the beach, shut my eyes and soak up the golden rays right now, maybe even read a book. Maybe have a cocktail too, as a treat. But I can't have any of those things because I've got Miles.

      “We’re in Wynwood,” I say, leading him towards one of my favorite pieces of wall art. “Look, here. This is the Cuban flag. It’s a couple of years old now, but it was awesome to watch it appear. It’s a hundred and forty feet wide and it’s the biggest Cuban flag ever painted in the States, apparently. And they did it all in a couple of days. It’s really impressive.”

      He blinks at me like he's surprised I know this stuff. In all honesty, I mostly know it because I memorized some of the travel brochures about five hours ago. But I can't complain about him finding me impressive. There are worse ways you could describe me.

      “Is that it?” He peers at the art, tracing the wave with his eyes before shrugging. “It’s just a painting, innit.”

      “Well, yes, but…” I stammer. Not the reaction I expected. “It was painted after protests in La Havana, as a show of solidarity. It’s very symbolic.”

      “Cool,” he says, turning back to me. “Now what?”

      “Well… I…” I can't even form the words to make a response to that. What does he want from me? Even more entertainment? I'm doing the best I can. “There’s more murals here, or we can go down to the water, have a look at the beach.”

      Miles just shrugs again. His shoulders must be solid muscle from the amount of shrugging he does. “Do we have to walk? It’s too hot out.”

      “Wait until August,” I snap. “You have no idea what hot is yet.”

      “Ugh,” he sneers. “Do we have to?”

      “What? Look, okay, fine. Let’s go back to the car, and I’ll give you a driving tour. How does that sound?”

      “Whatever.”

      He turns on his heel and heads back towards the car. It takes my mind a moment to catch up with his feet and I have to chase after him like some kind of idiot. He barely looks twice at me as I fall into step, his face a picture of utter misery.

      I have no idea how to cheer him up in a way my manager would approve of, and I don’t think he wants to be cheered up. This is hell. If only literally anyone else had been assigned to this. If only I didn’t have to think about what to do next.
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      By the time we get to the South Beach, I could not be more done with the idea of this tour. It’s bad enough that I'm being dragged around against my will, but I’m also jet-lagged and boiling in the Miami sun. At least if we had gone to a museum, we would have been inside.

      I don't know what it is Olivia’s got against me, but I don’t like it.

      “You know,” I say, glancing down at her as we walk along a relatively quiet street, “you can always come back to mine anytime you like.”

      She gives me a thin-lipped smile, but all it does is draw my attention to her soft skin and make me look at her button nose and think about how cute she is. But clearly, she's not even into having a little bit of a casual flirt. So, like, what is the point of any of this at all? No drinking. No flirting. No fun.

      She leads me along a path towards what I can only presume is going to be something incredibly dull. She starts droning on about some historical artifact or something, and I completely tune out, looking distantly at the ocean.

      It’s gorgeously blue out there, as vivid as the sky, the waves crashing against the shore with the sound one of pure relaxation. The beach is silky white and looks perfect, dotted with parasols and towels. People are running around in their bare feet and bikinis, and all I want to do is go and sit with them. Not even to flirt — just to sunbathe. Lying in the sun right now, even if it is too hot, feels like a great idea.

      We wander the past another mural. I guess it is kind of cool, not that I’m going to tell Olivia that.

      “All this architecture is Art Deco from the twenties — it’s pretty iconic,” she says, gesturing at buildings that are covered in pops of color, bright blues and pinks. It makes my eyes hurt. “They do a lot of work preserving it; much of it is original from the time it was built.”

      “How much of the tour guide manual did you memorize before this?” I ask, cutting the monologue short.

      She bites her lip, and I can't tell if she's being demure to wind me up or if she’s just genuinely embarrassed by being called out. “I thought it would be nice for you to get an idea of the place you’re living in, that’s all.”

      “I guess,” I say, shrugging. “Anyway, where next?”

      She gives me a long, hard look that I don't react to. I'm sure if she were asked, she would say I’m winding her up on purpose too. But the reality is, I really don't really care about any of this at all. “To the beach?” I try, pouting at her.

      “No. Come on,” she says, turning back towards the path.

      We continue our promenade walk, though this beachfront is missing everything that would be on a British beach: no fish and chips, no woolly hats, no sad ice creams dropped by sad children being glared at by sad donkeys. There’s barely even any seagulls. All I can see for miles and miles is sand and sea and sandals. Everyone is smiling like they’re having the best time of their life, and I wish more than anything that that was me.

      Olivia is still droning on, but a shining beacon of a sports bar comes looming up on the street before us. I stop, all but digging in my heels to prevent her from dragging me any further. “It must be dinnertime, right? I’m hungry. Let’s stop here for a bit.”

      “Here? Really?” she says, raising both eyebrows as she takes in the bar. I’m sure she can sense my ulterior motives, but I’m not really lying.

      “Unless you can think of somewhere better, yeah. I want to eat. I want to drink. I want to watch some sports. What’s wrong with that?”

      “Well, I mean…” she stammers, her mouth opening and closing like that of a fish. Clearly, she’s trying desperately to think of a good reason why we shouldn’t go in — and failing. I grin. I’ve won this battle, at least.

      She glances between me and the bar again then sighs. “Okay, fine. We can eat. But don’t you dare start getting any ideas about anything else.”

      I gasp in mock offense, pressing my hand into my chest in a picture of perfect innocence. “Would I do such a thing?”

      The look she gives me says it all.

      We head inside, and I hold the door for her, which she treats with suspicion too. Honestly, I know my reputation precedes me, but I’m not that bad. I like to think of myself as a cheeky guy, not a bad one.

      The lighting in here isn’t great, which is perfect, a contrast to the bright sunshine of outside. There are at least ten screens behind the bar, each of them showing a different game: two baseball, two American football, one basketball, and the others seem to be flicking between various matches without any particular pattern. I scan the screens for soccer, and my heart sinks when I can't see anyone playing the beautiful game. I know that it isn’t a particularly popular sport in America, but for a bar that seemingly has every other type of sports, to not have at least one game is a bit disappointing.

      A girl in a short skirt comes up to us, welcomes us with a smile so wide it must be fake, and leads us over to a small table with an ideal view of the bar.

      The waitress drops some menus in front of us, and in a voice that seems to be a caricature of itself, says, “Hey, folks, how are you today? What can I get for you both? My name is Kelsey, and I’ll be your server. Just let me know if I can help you with anything at all.”

      I blink in surprise. “I'll just get a water, please,” says Olivia, pulling her phone out of her bag to stare at it.

      “Water? Sure thing, honey. I'll get that right over for you. And for this handsome gentleman here?”

      “A beer, please, hon,” I say with a wink.

      The waitress doesn’t react or falter with her smile. “Which one can I get you?” She reels off a list of beers, and I pretty much pick one at random. I feel like I should have done some more advance research on this one. Whatever. They’ll bring me something and I’ll drink it. And if I hate it, I will never order it again.

      The waitress gives us another huge smile and bounces off towards the bar. Olivia fixes me with a stern look. “All right, Livvy?” I ask, confused at her sudden sour face.

      “Don't call me that,” she snaps back.

      I throw up my hands in mock surrender. “Whoa, sorry.”

      “Look,” she says. “I don't really want to be here any more than you, but we both signed a contract and we both have to follow it. Couldn’t you just at least try to make my life a little bit easier?”

      “Sorry, sweetheart,” I say. “I didn’t realize my presence was taking that much of a toll on you.”

      “I’ll blame it on the jet lag for now,” she huffs, folding her arms.

      She is one of the most hard-to-read people I've ever met. Usually I'm great with people, even if we go slightly too hard on the drinks, but Olivia doesn't seem to want to engage with me at all. It's fascinating. And it makes me want to work even harder for her to like me.

      “I’ll be even sweeter tomorrow,” I say, hoping that teasing will soften her up.

      No such luck. Her sour look just gets sourer. Fortunately, the waitress comes back over to us and breaks the awkwardness, dropping our drinks down in front of us. I order a burger and a whole banquet of sides. Olivia doesn’t order anything to eat at all.

      As the waitress skips off to put our order in, I beam at Olivia and raise my glass. “Cheers.”

      “To what?”

      “To lunch with a pretty woman and the next few months of your wonderfully happy company.”

      That at least gets a smirk from her. She hesitates, then picks up her glass too. “I’m so excited,” she says dryly, though she doesn’t return to her scowl. That’s better than nothing. If I can just keep her from frowning, then I’ll be winning. “To the next few months.”

      Our glasses chime together and a silence falls, filled with the burbling of crowds cheering the players on the various screens, and the chatter of other diners having a nice day out with their friends.
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      I don't even say anything when I meet Miles at the gate to the training grounds. For a second, I think he’s going to shove his way past me, pretending he hasn’t seen me at all, but he stops just in front of me, folding his arms and glaring. Wordlessly, I turn and head to the parking lot, glancing over my shoulder the whole time to make sure he’s still following me.

      We share a look and he gets into the car with a face like a slapped toddler. I slam the door behind him and swing into the driver’s seat, and as the engine growls to life, he says, “I can't believe they're making you to babysit me this much.”

      “Well,” I say as we turn out of the parking lot. It’s easier not to be angry at him if I don’t have to look at him. “If you would just act like a real human being for a change, maybe I wouldn’t need to.”

      “I am acting like a human being,” he replies, folding his arms to be contrary. “I have human urges. You're telling me you want me to deny my nature just so you can get a pat on the back from your boss.”

      “No,” I say taking a sharp breath. “What I want is to not have to do this anymore.” I make a gesture between the two of us with my pointed finger. “Much as I enjoy your company, I'd really love it if that company didn't have to involve me treating you like a three-year-old.”

      He doesn't have a response for that, so he just sighs and stares out of the window instead. It’s a nice change from his snide remarks and comments. He thinks he’s so clever and funny, but it’s driving me nuts. Time is stretching ahead of us and it’s looking far too long.

      “Where are we going anyway?” he asks as we hit traffic and grind to a stop.

      “Straight home,” I say, my tone clipped, the sea of cars ahead of us unmoving, unwilling to help me get through this torment any faster.

      I hate feeling like his mother. I hate that I'm being made to do this. I hate that I feel like I have no choice. But this morning I had my monthly review, and that meeting was not one of the best ones I've ever had. I was shown a whole bunch of press clippings of Miles and his bad behavior and told yet again that under no circumstances was there to be a repeat of this.

      “I don't know what they put in the water in England,” my manager said, “but we don’t tolerate this kind of behavior here. Unfortunately, we won't be in a position to fire him unless he actively breaks the law.” He left the rest of the sentence unsaid, but he didn’t need to use any words to get his point across with sickening clarity.

      Miles may not be able to get the boot, but I certainly could.

      “You know,” says Miles, and I can just hear that cheeky little grin in his voice. “I'm not allowed to go out by myself? I'm under house arrest.”

      “I wouldn't put it like that,” I say. “But I suppose so, yes.”

      “Okay. So, I can’t go out myself. Whatever. But there's no rule against me going out if you come with me, right?

      “I am not coming out with you,” I say, scoffing at the idea. The last thing I need is for Miles to jeopardize my career even more than he already is by getting me more tipsy than necessary with him.

      “I'm not saying we have to go clubbing or anything,” he says, mirroring my own derisive tone. No wonder people struggle to say no to him. He has this way of making you want to roll over and give in to everything he wants. “Just, like, you know, to a bar for a drink. I'll be good, I promise.”

      “No,” I say again. “I'm taking you straight home and if I have to, I'm locking the door and taking the key.”

      “You can’t stop me climbing out the window,” he says. “Surely you’d rather come with me where you can keep an eye on me than let me out to cause chaos on my own. After all, won't it look worse for you if you take me home and then I go and do something wild when you chose to leave me alone?”

      I grimace, my heart sinking like it’s full of rocks. “Dammit,” I mutter. I'm not going to admit out loud that he’s right, even if he is, so all I do is say through gritted teeth, “Fine.”

      “First tab’s on me,” he says, grinning like butter wouldn’t melt.

      “All the tabs are on you,” I grumble. “If you're going to drag me out with you, then you are paying for it all.”

      He turns his head, from where he's looking out the window to raise an eyebrow at me while he smirks. “You won't regret this, Livvy. We're gonna have fun.”

      Despite what he might think, I'm not so buttoned-up that my idea of fun doesn’t involve going out. I know how to party. I just prefer my going out to be off-the-clock. Still, it has been a long time since I went out, and I could do with a night of thinking about something that's not keeping a leash on him. For now, I'm going to choose to believe him when he says he’s going to behave. I just hope he doesn't make me regret this.

      I take the next exit to swing us back towards the city. I figure that because I'm driving, I get to choose where we're going. Plus, he doesn't know that much about this area yet. I wouldn't trust his recommendations for a second.

      Parking is usually pretty tricky round here, but we get lucky and manage to park up just a block away from the club. I guess it’s not that busy because it’s midweek, but I’ve been caught out by it before. I just wish I wasn’t still in my business-casual work clothes.

      When we get into the bar, one of my favorite songs is playing and I immediately start humming along. Miles gives me a look but doesn't say anything about it. Instead, he asks, “What do you want to drink, Liv?”

      I've given up trying to correct him on not giving me a nickname. Nobody calls me Liv except him. I’ve always figured that I've been given my name for a reason. I don't need to make it any shorter than it is.

      “I'll have a rum and coke,” I say. He raises both eyebrows. “What? It's a good combination.”

      “No, I know,” he says. “It’s just that’s my favorite. Other than a strong cocktail, anyway. Makes you feel like a pirate.”

      “Well, maybe we'll have cocktails a bit later on.”

      “Aren’t you driving?” he says with such genuine concern that it almost makes me burst out laughing.

      “We can always call a cab.” He shrugs in agreement and, now the matter is solved, wanders up towards the bar. I follow him and take a seat on one of the barstools. I like this place because it’s never too busy and the atmosphere is always awesome. Despite being small, they always have great music, cool specials, and fun seasonal decor.

      The bartender slides my drink over to me and I turn to ask Miles what he’s having, but there’s no one there. He’s vanished into the darkness, leaving me here like an idiot.

      I can’t believe I’ve been stood up during something that’s fundamentally a work engagement.

      Minutes turn into an hour and I’m still sitting here, staring at the wall and tapping my fingernails against my glass. Maybe I should have followed him. But I didn’t see him get up, so how could I have? He really has conned me. If he’s run off into the arms and bedroom of some girl when he swore to me he’d behave, I'm going to be absolutely furious with him.

      And if he gets me fired. I'm going to make him go to my manager and crawl on his hands and knees to get me my job back, because if I get fired, it'll be his fault.

      The clock keeps ticking, and I decide to order a cocktail so I get at least something out of tonight. I don't really feel like paying the extortionate parking fee for staying overnight, but I’ve barely touched my drink so I’m still okay to drive back. I wave down the bartender and order a Shirley Temple so I can sip it nervously through the straw while my mind races with the panic of having to update my résumé.

      Part of me wants to get up and say screw this and have a good time so I can forget about all this, even for a second. But I can't move. I’m frozen to the spot with the fear that if I leave, Miles will show back up, expecting me to be here.

      I’m about to give up all hope of seeing him again when I notice a certain star soccer player with his arm twisted around that of an attractive girl’s waist. I jump up in surprise, but then freeze, watching as Miles leans in and kisses the girl he’s picked up. A rush of emotion flows through me, and I can’t help wondering for a second if it’s rage or jealousy.

      Then I shake myself back to my senses and march over to him. “Hey, Miles,” I say in my very sweetest voice, touching him playfully on the shoulder. “Who's your new friend?”

      The girl flushes tomato-red and Miles’s mouth drops open. Clearly he thought I’d stopped keeping watch over him. Drunk and embarrassed, he blurts out, “What the hell, dude?”

      “I thought you were going to tell me when you left,” I say, still beaming sweetly. The girl unhooks herself from him and his shock turns into a frustrated frown.

      “Yes, of course,” he sighs tersely. “Sorry, love,” he whispers to the girl. “Another time.” She giggles awkwardly, obviously thinking that I must be his watchful and jealous girlfriend. Exactly as I wanted her to.

      Of course, I'm no such thing, but at this moment, I might as well be from the way I have to hold him up so he doesn’t fall over. The girl grimaces once more then backs away into the crowd, and I drop the niceness act. “Miles, what the hell is wrong with you?” I hiss loudly over the music. “You told me you were going to behave. I thought you'd gone home! You've ditched me all night, and now I catch you trying to sneak off?”

      “You won’t let me have any fun. It’s like you want me to have a bad time.” He’s started slurring his words and I wonder just how much he’s had to drink.

      Taking pity on him, I grab his wrist and guide him towards the door. “Let’s get you home,” I say. “You can sleep whatever this is off.” He grunts in agreement and follows with surprisingly little resistance.

      Not that I'm complaining about that.

      I bundle him out to the car and he grins dopily up at me as I sit him down.

      “You know, I always love going home with a pretty girl.”

      “Miles,” I admonish him, “keep control of yourself.”

      He pouts as we crawl out of the parking lot. “But it’s hard. It’s hard when I'm surrounded by such pretty ladies. It’s not my fault they assign me a beautiful woman to keep watch over me. You know, I was expecting to get laid tonight. And you took her away from me. But now my bed will be wide open.”

      “Don’t even think about it,” I say, nipping that thought very quickly in the bud. His pout deepens and I ignore him. For a moment I wonder. If he's going to reach out and put his hand on my knee. I think I’d be totally justified in punching him if he did.

      But he doesn't.

      I feel kind of bad for being so suspicious of him — because, even though he might be drunk, he seems like a good guy. He might be annoying and frustrating and constantly pushing the limits of acceptability, but I don't think he'd ever, really want to hurt anyone. I don’t think he’s willingly trying to hurt me.

      He falls asleep on the drive, leaving me in the peace of the nighttime traffic and lights to let my thoughts drift. No matter how hard I try to keep him from them, I can’t. He looks cute like this, vulnerable and defenseless. I wonder what makes him try so hard to be the kind of cool guy people think he is. I feel sure there’s someone more human underneath.

      When we get back to his place, I shake him awake enough to get up, only for him to keep calling me pretty as I drag him up to the apartment. He winks at me before closing the door. I imagine he's going to fall on his sofa and immediately pass out. If he made all the way to the bed, I’d be impressed.

      Still, as I walk back towards the elevator, I can't quite shake the image of him in his bed, or stop his words calling me pretty echoing through my mind.
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      “Come on, man. Why did you miss that?” Raphael throws both hands into the air, swearing at me in fury. “That was an easy pass, man.”

      “Yeah, what’s wrong with you?” yells someone else.

      I shake my head. “Sorry.”

      Raphael glares at me. “Yeah, you better be. Dude, I thought you were here because you could play.”

      “I can play!” I snap back, clenching my fists to stop myself from running and tackling him to the ground.

      “Act like it, then.”

      “Dickhead,” I mutter under my breath as he turns to run back onto the field.

      Unfortunately, he’s right. I am distracted. I glance back into the stands and the ball hits me squarely on the head.

      “Hey!” I yell. “What the hell?”

      “Are you here to play or not?” yells Raphael, who’s giggling with some of his teammates.

      Rubbing the back of my head, I storm over to him. “What the hell is wrong with you, mate?”

      “What the hell is wrong with you?” he says puffing out his chest, echoing my words in a horrific imitation of my accent. This guy is really getting on my nerves and now all I can see is the red mist that makes me want to smack him.

      But before I can make a swing for him, Coach Jacobs runs over to us and pushes us apart forcibly. “Hey, hey. We won’t have any fighting here. Make it up or I’m going to red-card you both.”

      We mutter an apology to each other that is clearly superficial and go back to our positions, our eyes locking, bubbling with the words we’re not allowed to say. Yet again I catch myself glancing up into the stands. It's bloody annoying, but I can't stop myself from looking because I keep expecting to see Olivia there.

      Not that I want to see her, of course. But she's been keeping such a close eye on me lately that I wouldn't be surprised if she started actively watching practice in order to torment me.

      I guess I can understand why she's doing it. After all, it looks like her job’s on the line if I don’t stop misbehaving. But she could be nicer about it. All I get is constant nagging. It's really starting to rub me the wrong way.

      What I want to do is just go and have a bit of fun. I wouldn't do anything that the papers would hate. After all, I still want to go back to the Canaries when this is done. She might think hers is the only job at risk, but she's wrong. My career is on the line too.

      I kick the next ball too hard and it goes soaring over the net. I curse at myself, kicking at the ground, making the astroturf wobble. It’s more satisfying when dirt and grass scatter everywhere in Croydon.

      Jacobs comes over to me and pats me on the shoulder. He’s the kindest coach I’ve ever known and if I didn’t think it was genuine, his smile would make me suspicious. “Miles, what's up with you today? You're better than this.”

      “Don't give me a pep talk,” I say. “I hate pep talks.”

      “Well, you look like you need some peppin’. Your head's not in the game today.”

      I sigh. “I guess I'm just not sleeping that well,” I say, which isn't a lie. But it isn't the whole truth either. It's just something to say that will get him off my back without asking any further questions.

      As he nods, my eyes get drawn up towards the stands again. Olivia’s still not there. If I’m not careful, I'm going to start seeing her everywhere, like a ghost, haunting me wherever I go.

      If I’m not careful, I'm going to start wanting her for real.

      I don’t know what I'll do if that happens. Wanting Olivia Herrera is the absolute last thing on my American bucket list.

      “Get a good night tonight, okay?” says the coach, slapping my shoulder again. “But I want to see some goals out of you soon, kid. You’re here to play and win, after all.”

      Despite his being nice, the underlying subtext is clear — I have to do better or else I’m out. I don’t want to wash up before thirty.

      I manage to pull myself back together enough for the last half of practice to score a few goals, make some good passes, and feel like I’m on my game again. I even manage to forget for a second that I love soccer more than anything in the whole world. That’s the reason I’m here. I don’t want to imagine my life without this sport.

      It is my life.

      After the practice, Raphael shoves past me on the way to his locker, slamming me into the wall. “Fucker,” I mutter after him, but I don’t have the energy to care about following through. I just want to go home now. Well, I actually want to get hammered, but I’m not allowed, so I’m going to go home and share a bottle of something strong with myself.

      To my utmost annoyance, the DMV is having trouble getting me plates for my car, so I still can’t drive. Being taxied around has its advantages, but I hate relying on other people. Plus, I don’t want to keep shelling out for cabs.

      Pete gives me a lift back once we’re changed. “All right, mate?” I say as I swing into the passenger seat. It’s still weird to me to be on the wrong side of the road, and more than once I’ve tried to get in the wrong side of the car.

      “Hey, man, how are you?” he smiles. Most of the other players have a weird animosity towards me but Pete has been the nicest of the bunch. He’s built like a rock with dark skin and close-cropped hair, and looks more like a rugby player with big, broad shoulders. “Excited to get the season rolling?”

      “You bet.”

      He knows a lot about the game and has a real passion for it, so it feels good to talk to him for a while. Our opening game is coming up fast, and he’s the only one I’ve admitted to that I don’t feel ready.

      “Don’t let Raph get you down, man. He’s an asshole.”

      I snicker, glad that it’s not just me that thinks it. “He’s not making it easy.”

      “Nah, bro, he never does. You’re tough though, man. Tougher than the last guy we got in. Raph sent him home crying after a week and a half.”

      We chuckle, and Pete starts telling me stories about Raphael thinking he’s the coolest guy in the world. It’s good to know someone’s on my side.

      But I still can't stop my mind from wandering back to Olivia. It feels weird to not be in her car. It feels weird to have not spoken to her all day. She has a day off and the management team have decided that, for now, I can be trusted without a full-time babysitter. I’ve decided not to push my luck these past few days because, for as much as it’s weird without her, it’s nice to not have her breathing down my neck the whole time. Inevitably, anyone else they would hire would be equally as annoying and uptight, and I just don't want to deal with that.

      Being at home drinking just isn’t the same as going out, though. I need to blow off a little bit of steam. I'm a guy, after all. I have needs. But meeting people in bars isn’t going to work with Olivia keeping such close watch over me.

      I need a new plan.

      Pete drops me off at the door to the complex, and I thank him, waving him off before heading inside. When I step into the lift, I pull out my phone and open the app store. A plan is brewing inside me.

      This is Miami. Pretty people are everywhere, and plenty of them will be on the apps. I’m not looking for anything deep, but this? I can text a girl. Invite her home. Have a bit of fun. No one’s watching me here and she can leave the next day without anyone ever having to know.

      The lift dings and I click the heart next to a blonde girl’s profile. This is going to work perfectly.
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      “What is this?” I ask as Tim, my manager, slides a newspaper towards me.

      I stare down at it. It’s a badly photocopied article on Miles from some British newspaper. It’s not new, but the message is clear enough. King of Camden Caught with his Trousers Down Again! reads one headline. There’s a picture of Miles and it’s distasteful, to say the least. Fortunately, it’s also pixelated in all the right places.

      The other articles are much the same; pictures of him wrapped around girls, stories of him half-naked. None of them make for easy reading. “Tim, I’ve seen all this a dozen times. What’s your point?”

      Tim gives me a stern look, then drops another paper in front of me. It’s our local sports magazine, open on a single page spread with a relatively flattering picture of Miles on the pitch. Bad Boy on Break, it announces.

      I skim through the words. Most of them are nice enough, and though there's some mention of his less-than-savory behavior, overall they seem to think that having Miles here will be nothing but a good thing for the Macaws.

      “This is the kind of press we’re getting now,” says Tim.

      I’m still struggling to see what exactly he’s called me in for. I’ve been shown all these photocopies again and again, I don’t need to see them now. “It could be worse…” I say.

      Tim’s face hardens from marble to granite. “Yes. It could be. But you will not let it get worse.”

      “I know. I'm trying,” I sigh. “Do you know how hard it is to⁠—”

      “I don't want to hear any excuses,” he interrupts. “I don't want to hear reasons or apologies. I just want Miles’s name kept out of all of the press.”

      “All press,” I repeat slowly.

      He nods. “I don’t want so much as to read an allusion to him.”

      “He’s allowed a life,” I say, unable to stop myself jumping to Miles’s defense. “I can’t keep watch over him twenty-four seven.”

      “You can damn well try!” Tim snaps. “Look at this.”

      He flips around what looks like a printout of some text messages between him and Chase Colcord, a journalist whom anyone in our line of business knows as one of the most notorious and persistent reporters in the area. The messages don’t bring me joy either.

      Saw your new start out and about the other day. He looks like a hothead. I’ll be keeping a close eye on him. I smell a juicy story in that one.

      My heart sinks at how much more difficult my job just got.

      Tim stares me down, making my stomach flip so hard I think I might be sick. “I do not want Colcord to get even so much as a sniff of trouble out of Miles. I hold your contract in my hands, remember? I can let you go anytime I like. Do you understand me?”

      I walk out of the meeting disheartened and more than a little nauseous. If only I could explain this to Miles in a way he would understand or listen to. I know he thinks trying to wind me up is funny. But he doesn’t seem to understand what's at stake for either of us. I doubt more bad press would do him any good either. If he was sensible, he’d just keep it in his pants, keep his head down and play.

      But he's idiotic and boneheaded, so that's never gonna happen.

      I walk slowly out to the parking lot, feeling like I’m dragging weights behind me on my ankles. Not even the spring sun can cheer me up today, even though it's warm and bright on my skin. I need a vacation.

      I slump down miserably into my car and pull out my phone. No messages. Makes a change — Miles usually texts me about a thousand times a day to comment on stuff he sees or to demand things from me. My thumb opens up one of the dating apps I know Miles uses before my brain can really think it through.

      It feels almost stalkerish to be doing this. I’ve set up my own profiles to keep watch over him, and I’m justifying it to myself by telling myself it's for the good of us both. I probably shouldn’t be chatting him up under a false name, but I figure that as long as he’s chatting to me, he’s less likely to be chatting up some other blonde bombshell who would be stupid enough to lead him into trouble.

      Sure enough, he’s sent me another six messages on one app, and a couple on another. I guess the stock images of a pretty young blonde I picked were spot-on. I guess he has a type, after all. I don't know why, but I find it almost disappointing to know exactly how opposite his type is to me.

      Hey, sweet thing, he’s typed. Wanna meet sometime? I’m ready to make you feel so good.

      My heart leaps into my mouth. This is so many levels of wrong and none of my options here are good. The longer I keep putting him off, the more likely he is to drop me and find someone else on the app — someone who is actually willing to hop into bed with him. But setting up a time and date to meet feels a little bit too much like I’ve led him on.

      How would a normal person even reply to that message, anyway?

      My palms sweating, I text back, When do you want to invite me over?

      It feels like a lame thing to say, but I’m not exactly well-versed in flirting, in text or in person. I've never really had time for things like boyfriends before. I’ve never really felt like I've been missing out either, though. It's one of those things that I always figured I'd get round to later. Later, just hasn't really occurred yet.

      His reply is almost immediate. I’m free tonight if you are. I’d love to get my hands all over that sexy body.

      I swallow hard. Give me a time and an address, I type back with a winky face thrown in for good measure. I'll be there.

      He sends me his address, but I don’t need it. I already know where he lives. I just have to decide what to do next.

      It’s only when I’m standing outside his door that I realize I should have sent a decoy over instead of me. This seemed like a great idea on paper, but now I’m actually here in front of his home, I’m starting to think that maybe I’ve gone just a bit too far.

      My fist shakes as I hesitate from knocking. Am I nervous or do I just feel stupid about this whole idea? I think actually the knot in my stomach is guilt. I've lied to him. And when he finds out he's going to be furious, or upset, or both. It's hard to tell.

      Everything is hard to tell with Miles. He makes me feel things that I didn't even know had names.

      Still, he's expecting someone to show up, even if that someone is a busty young blonde rather than his Mexican-American stalker. I don’t feel like ghosting him nor do I trust him not to go out anyway if I don’t show. Plus, the pizza I’ve brought is getting colder by the second and I’ve got way too much for one person to eat.

      I’ve only got one option, so I lift my fist and bang it against the door.

      I hear footsteps approaching from within, and then the metal of the latch clanking as he unlocks it. He’s grinning like a Cheshire Cat, but his face falls the second he opens the door and sees me.

      “Hey,” I say lamely, not sure what else I’m meant to say now.

      “Olivia? What are you doing here?” He blinks in confusion, his eyebrows knitting together. A strong hint of cologne fills the air and I realize that he’s dressed up for this and everything.

      Mock-shyly, I bat my eyelashes. “I think you should call me Marie. Marie Samuels.” His eyes fill with horror and that guilty knot twists a little tighter in my stomach.

      Slowly, he says, “It was you…” Then he clearly regains the ability to think because he snaps, “What the hell, dude?”

      I try a smile. “I'm sorry. I just couldn't think of another way of stopping you from going out.”

      “Did you try asking?” He folds his arms and leans against the doorframe.

      “Yes,” I say, a hard edge slipping into my voice. I can’t help it. He’s annoying. “Repeatedly, sixteen or seventeen times a day.” His mouth opens and closes at that because he has no defense. Neither of us are exactly angels here. “So can I come in?” I ask.

      “Why?” he manages, like a single syllable is all he has in him.

      “Well,” I stammer, realizing I don’t exactly have a good reason. “I've come all this way; I might as well share this pizza with you or something.” I lift the box of pizza up so he can smell it.

      His stomach growls and he scowls as he steps back from the doorway. “Fine. But only because you brought food and I’m hungry.”

      I slide into his apartment and hate how familiar it all is to me. It looks more like a home now than it did before, more lived-in than showroom. He’s stuck some posters up on the wall and taken most of his stuff out of the boxes. There’s a lot of it, and the decor isn't what I would have thought it would be. I was expecting him to be a minimalistic man, the kind of decoration with absolutely no style or substance. Maybe one or two soccer mementos.

      But there’s stuff everywhere — little toys and ornaments, posters and kitchenware. Even though it’s scattered and disorganized, there is a theme to most of it. He clearly likes the color green. He clearly likes stripes. He clearly likes soccer more than anything.

      I dump the pizza on the kitchen counter and open it up. I've been breathing in the smell of cheese the entire way here and I’m starving now.

      “What have you got?” Miles asks, leaning over my shoulder to try and get a look.

      “One cheese, one pepperoni,” I say. “I thought I'd keep it simple.”

      “Nice,” he says, reaching in and grabbing a slice to shove in his mouth. I can’t help but laugh at him. It's times like this, these little moments when he lets his guard down, that I remember he’s human. “So what do you want to do?”

      I reach into my handbag to pull out a large bottle of tequila. “Since your plan was probably to go out and get smashed, I thought why not do that, but from the comfort of your own home?”

      His face lights up at the sight of the bottle. “I'm starting to like the way you think,” he says with a grin.

      “Finally,” I huff, pretending to be mad about it. He shakes his head at me like a lost puppy.

      I think for a second that he’s about to say something else playful, but then he stops. I’m relieved — because I definitely can't have a conversation more heartfelt than this without some drink in my system.

      He wanders over to a cupboard and grabs two glasses.

      “How civilized,” I say as he puts them down next to the pizza.

      “I'm not sure we know each other well enough to share a bottle quite yet,” he says, winking, and there's that stupid flutter again. That little feeling that I’ve trained myself not to acknowledge. That tiny stirring inside me trying to tell me what it wants. But what it wants is Miles. I can't want Miles. I don’t want Miles. I can't stand the idea of it.

      “Cheers,” he says, holding a full glass out to me.

      “Cheers,” I say, taking it with a nod and tapping it carefully against the side of his so they ring.

      “You know, I just finished unpacking today—” he starts.

      “Took you long enough,” I interrupt.

      Miles chooses not to reply to my comment, instead carrying on with what he was saying. “And I found a shitload of video games. What do you think? Fancy a challenge?”

      My face splits into a huge grin. Little does he know that he’s looking at the ninth-grade queen of video games. “You're on,” I say. I finish off my drink, tipping it down my throat, then refill it. “But be warned — I won’t go easy on you.”

      He grins in return. “Bring it on.”
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      I wake up slowly, the kind of awakening where nothing feels real for a second, like you can't quite remember how to be a person yet, and you also don't quite want to be. My head's throbbing in the kind of way that’s yelling hangover, but my bed is empty in the kind of way that tells me nobody stayed. My memory is still fuzzy, but I'm sure I can remember talking to someone last night and having someone over.

      I’m pretty sure it was a girl. I'm pretty sure she was hot. Not that I would invite someone over who wasn't attractive. I only let pretty girls into my life.

      Then there's a sharp knock on the door, and I jump bolt upright as reality suddenly snaps tight like an elastic around me. I wish my memory would hurry up and tell me what happened.

      But reality hits in the most horrible of ways as the mystery door knocker doesn't wait for an answer before she barges in.

      “Olivia?” I mumble, wiping my eyes as I try desperately to think of a reason why she might be in my house. I'm struggling.

      “Get up,” she demands far too loudly and harshly for my alcohol-addled ears to cope with.

      “What?” I stare blankly at her, trying to figure out what’s going on and what she’s talking about.

      “Get up,” she repeats, as if that’s the question I’m really asking.

      “Why are you here?” I slur, rubbing my puffy eyes and wishing with all my being that I could go back to sleep.

      But her stern face doesn’t change. “Don’t you remember last night?”

      “Huh?” is all I can manage.

      She sighs, shaking her head ever so slightly like I’ve disappointed her. “I came over with pizza. We got drunk and played video games, remember?”

      I squeeze my eyes shut and rub my temples as a vague memory of getting wrecked — both with drink and at games — starts coming back to me like drips through a leaking roof. “Can I just sleep a bit longer? “I say. “We don't have training today.”

      “No, you don’t,” she says, folding her arms and leaning against my doorframe to stare me down. “But you do have a performance-review meeting.” She glances down at her watch. “Twenty-seven minutes ago, actually.”

      I let my mouth fall into a silent oh but don’t dare say anything else. We were having such a nice time last night, I think. I don’t want to spoil the mood by making her even angrier with me than she already is.

      “How come you don’t have a hangover?” I ask, pointing at her suspiciously.

      “I'm not a lightweight,” she says.

      “I’m not a lightweight,” I echo indignantly. It’s a lie. I have been known to get slightly too drunk from an embarrassingly small number of drinks in the past. But we can’t have drunk that much last night, can we?

      “Look,” she says, snapping back into business mode, “I'll call in. You have a shower. If you get up now, we can be there in thirty minutes.”

      “Wait, wait, wait,” I say as she turns to head back into the living room. “Why are you here? I didn't give you a key.”

      She looks back at me over her shoulder with an impenetrable expression, her eyebrows drawn tight and her lips pressed tightly together. “It was three a.m. by the time you stumbled into bed, and I was a bottle and a half of tequila down. I didn’t think driving home would have been my best idea.”

      “You could have got a cab,” I say, rubbing my head once more like that might make the headache stop before peeling back the covers. I'm still wearing yesterday's clothes, and I get a whiff of myself as I sit up. She’s right. I definitely need a shower. “What time even is it?”

      “It’s ten forty,” she says. “Which is why I didn't feel like it was worth going home. I'd only have to come back here again two hours later. And anyway, you’re not the only one who’s a sleepy drunk.”

      “Okay, whatever.” I yawn loudly, dragging myself out of bed and peeling my shirt off.

      “Whoa,” she says, holding up her hands as if to cover her eyes. “What are you doing?”

      “Getting in the shower,” I say, frowning in confusion. “You're telling me you’ve never seen a handsome guy’s chest before?”

      “I have,” she snaps, still looking away, “but I wasn’t exactly expecting to see yours.”

      “You could see a whole lot more if you came to bed,” I wink.

      Her expression hardens and as her gaze flicks down to one of my shoes that’s lying next to the door, I feel an unwelcome shiver of dread that it might be about to get launched at my head. But it doesn't. She just stands still, staring at me as she tries to formulate the words she wants to say next. “Just get up and shower, okay? You stink.”

      It’s only when she brings her own fingers to her temples to rub them that I realize she isn’t getting out of this quite as easily as she’s pretending to.

      She closes the door hard as she leaves, barely giving me another look. I quickly strip off the rest of my clothes, tossing them onto the floor before slipping into the shower. As the hot water envelops me, I can't help but think about Olivia sitting in the other room waiting for me.

      Perhaps my comment about her coming to bed was taking it a little too far. After all, she’s shown little to no interest in me beyond what's written in her contract. She might have turned up as my hot date last night, but absolutely nothing about our relationship could be described even remotely as romantic.

      That realization comes to me with an uncomfortable twist in my stomach. Would I want it to be? I'm not really a romantic. God knows I've slept with enough girls to last me a lifetime, but that’s just a bit of fun. For the first time in my life, I find myself contemplating a real relationship. I just don't understand why these stupid thoughts have to be about a girl who doesn't care about me in the slightest.

      I don’t even care about her that much either. There must be something in the air round here that’s making me crazy. It must be the effect that moving halfway round the world has on you. I don’t want a relationship. I’ve never wanted a relationship. And I definitely don’t want one with Olivia. I must just be horny and lonely. That makes sense.

      It makes more sense than actually having feelings, anyway.

      Taking a deep breath of steam, I shut my eyes and turn the shower off. The room is misty and hot as I step out, and I shake my hair dry, trying to push all my thoughts away. I don't feel like thinking about this anymore. I’ve done all the thinking I want to do today.

      I pull on the cleanest kit I can find, and when I join Olivia in the living room, she’s completely ready to go. Somehow, she’s making wearing yesterday’s clothes look good. In fact, if she hadn’t told me she’d spent the night on my couch, I don’t think I’d even know.

      “Come on,” she says, clapping her hands to rush me. “We’re late.”

      “You said it.” I shove my feet into my shoes and grab my bag, hoping that everything I need is still in there. I didn’t take anything out, so I should be good. She watches me like an eagle as I do, but as she heads to the door, I say, “Wait, hang on.”

      She raises a tired eyebrow as I dash to the kitchen to down a couple of ibuprofen. I have a feeling I’m going to need it. “Okay, let’s go.”

      She drives too fast to the club, trying to make up some of the time we’ve lost. She’s concentrating hard on the road, so I take my chance to watch her for the whole ride. She has a determined frown on her face, and it makes me second-guess my thoughts from earlier.

      Because as much as I try to deny it, Olivia is an attractive woman.

      And I’m pretty sure that, if she’d let me, I’d welcome her into my bed with open arms. The really worrying bit is how much my imagination makes her want to stay afterwards.
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      It’s been a month since I picked Miles up at the airport, and I can safely say that this is the hardest I've worked since grad school — and maybe that one internship where I helped with a law firm’s advertising campaign. But I was trying to impress people then. That was all about growing connections, building a portfolio, developing my résumé.

      With Miles, all I'm trying to do is keep him on a tight leash, which really shouldn’t be that hard. And yet, I keep feeling like I'm failing.

      It doesn't help that I only get a handful of days off. I’m exhausted and frustrated and constantly on edge because I can’t stop worrying that at any second, I’m going to be told Thank you very much for all your work, but unfortunately, we no longer have a position available for you.

      Tonight, though, I’m putting all thoughts of Miles out of my head. What’s the point in having a day off if you can’t do whatever you want?

      I message Elena and Tali when I wake up, telling them that I need to go out clubbing as soon as humanly possible. Both of them reply immediately with assorted thumbs-up and heart emojis. These girls are my absolute best friends in the world, and I wouldn't give them up for anything.

      The day drags by with the kind of pace that keeps surprising you, when it’s always earlier than you thought. I get some of the chores done that I’ve been putting off and cook myself a decadent lunch, and later on spend a long time getting ready.

      I’m perhaps going a little more all-out than I need to, but I never get chance to do this. I shower, then dry and curl my hair properly, even breaking out the hairspray. I’m planning out my makeup as I scour my closet for a dress. I barely ever wear dresses anymore, preferring the professional image that pants give me at work. I don’t like anyone to underestimate me.

      But I like to dress up too.

      Nothing is calling to me, and I’m about to just pick something at random when I notice a green number right at the back of the closet. I fish it out and grin. Perfect. It’s slightly too short to be a casual day dress, one strap off the shoulder, the whole thing covered in swirls of gold. I pull it on and look at myself, and I’m almost surprised by how much it suits me. This matched with a pair of heels is going to be great.

      I get a cab into town as the evening starts turning into night. I figure that I’ve driven other people around so much lately, so now it’s my turn to be the passenger for a change. We've decided to go to Elena’s favorite bar, a quiet place that’s out of the way of tourists and vacationers. You only go here if you're local and you want to have some real fun.

      When I arrive, Elena and Tali are already outside the club, waiting for me. They're both dolled up, Tali in a flashy pantsuit, Elena in a dress that sparkles bronze like her skin.

      “Olivia, hi!” squeals Elena when she spots me. The second I get close enough, she flings her arms around me, squeezing me tight and planting a big kiss on my cheek, her lipstick smudging against my skin. I don't get a chance to wipe my cheek before Tali moves in for a hug too. Her embrace is stronger, but still comforting. A hug from Tali is always like coming home and knowing you’re safe.

      I take both of their hands and grin once she releases me. “Come on, then, girls. What are we waiting for?”

      Fortunately, it’s a warm night so waiting outside isn’t too torturous, but when the bouncer lets us in without a smile, we make a beeline straight for the bar. This place does great cocktails, and tonight I don't want to think about anything other than getting sweaty on the dance floor. It’s another reason to have got a cab. The mocktails here are great, but being sober isn’t going to help with my plan to empty my head.

      We all get mai tais and we make the bartender put a little umbrella in them, even though that's not how they’re meant to come. He barely flinches at the request — it’s surely not the weirdest thing he gets asked on a daily basis.

      Tali drags us out into the throng of people starting to jump around to the playlist of eighties hits, and we get swept up in it, hands above our heads as the music thrums through our bodies, the bass pulsing in time with our hearts. For a glorious moment, all that matters is the flashing lights, the heat of people jumping beside me, singing at the top of my lungs totally out of tune with anything. It doesn’t matter. No one can hear.

      Here, I’m nobody at all, and that lets me be free.

      Eventually, our knees want a break and we need another drink, so the three of us weave our way back towards the bar. Tali puts the orders in, and Elena leans in to raise her eyebrow at me. “Who’ve you got your eye on?” she asks with a wink.

      My face immediately feels hot. “No one,” I say, too quickly to be believed. I didn’t come here tonight with the intention of finding anyone. All I want to do is dance, drink, and forget all my stresses for a little while.

      But that doesn't mean I'm incapable of finding other people attractive. On my day off, I figure I can pretty much do whatever I like. And I have to confess that I have had my eyes drawn to this one particular guy. I spotted him when we were dancing, like a ghost in the crowd, lights sweeping over him and catching my attention.

      From over here, he looks tall and sturdy, like you could wrap your arms around him and he wouldn't move a muscle. Like the whole world could be shaking and he would stay in place. I haven’t quite managed to get a good look at his face, but he’s got the kind of haircut men have when they still want to think they're young and playful, sitting on top of high cheekbones and a strong jaw.

      I wasn't planning on meeting anyone tonight or taking anyone home, but I am going to allow myself to indulge in fantasies of a stranger’s lips on mine. A stranger’s firm hands holding me like I’m precious, just for an evening.

      “Who is he, then?” says Tali, obviously overhearing us and sticking her nose in as she hands us our drinks.

      “How should I know?” I scoff, fiddling with the umbrella in my drink. I’m not quite sure how many cocktails I’ve had now, but the buzz in my brain is pleasant. I haven’t quite hit that threshold that turns your brain from feelings of fun into sludge.

      Then the guy turns around fully, and it smacks me full in the chest with the power of a hundred horses that I do recognize exactly who he is.

      It’s Miles.

      “Olivia, what is it?” says Tali, waving her hand in front of my face. “What’s the matter?”

      My horror must be plain as day. All the blood is drained from my cheeks, my eyes are wide, and my mouth opens, wavering like that of a fish. “I have to go and speak to someone,” I say, which answers none of their questions. I'm so gonna get interrogated later.

      But the pleasant intimacy of the club has turned claustrophobic, the music into a thumping in my ears and pounding in my chest, echoed by the uneven footsteps of all the dancers. And it’s too late to do anything because Miles has spotted me too.

      We both push our way towards each other, drawn like magnets or like we’re attached to a piece of elastic — one that I'm about to snap into his face.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” I yell once he gets into earshot.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” he retorts. We’re clearly both ever so slightly too tipsy for this because the way we look at each other isn't like angry colleagues who are confused and furious to see one another, but rather like strangers who just found each other incredibly attractive.

      “Why do you want to know?” I say, not sounding quite as stern as I would like to. “You’re going to get me into trouble. Again.”

      “If you like,” he winks. My mouth gapes open and snaps shut again. “You’re with your friends?” he asks, changing the subject.

      I nod mutely, looking back at them to see them both nodding and cheering encouragement like they think any of this could be a good idea. Miles shoots them a cheeky grin, and before I can tell him off, he says, “Come on. I'll buy you a drink.”

      “Okay, fine,” I say, feeling like all this is spiraling out of control.

      “But only if you dance,” says Miles, his grin widening.

      “I don't—” I try, but then he’s taking my hand and dragging me away and we’re in the middle of all the people, and my body starts moving against my will. His hand is wrapped around mine, his body is close to me, and his face is just inches away from my lips. All of this should feel wrong.

      And yet, it doesn’t. He takes my hands again, and I give in to the rush of feelings, letting my body move however it wants to. We bump against each other, losing ourselves to the music, and I let myself forget everything except the way his hands feel around mine. The way I don’t want him to let go.
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      The way Olivia moves her body against mine makes me feel like a teenager all over again. It's already warm in here, but every time she brushes against me, I feel another shot of warmth shoot through my body like she’s trying to set me on fire.

      She’s not the best dance partner I’ve ever had — her limbs fly around everywhere a little too much to be called coordinated. But she does have a sense of rhythm, and she does have a fluidity to her hips and arms that tangle me in her web even deeper than I already was.

      I knock back the last of my drink and, leaning in to her, I whisper loudly in her ear. “You know, with you, it’s the first time in my life I've ever actively tried to escape a pretty lady chasing me around.” She chuckles in a way I can only describe as uncomfortable, and I frown. “What?”

      “Oh, no, nothing,” she stammers, almost too quietly for me to hear. "It’s just that all this is weird for me too.”

      “Not used to someone calling you pretty?” I’m both flirting with her and starting to feel a genuine concern. Her self-esteem surely can’t be that low, can it? Nobody with a body or smile like hers deserves to feel shame about anything.

      “No, it's not that,” she says. “You're being dumb.”

      “I am never dumb,” I say. “But I am sometimes silly.” The way she laughs at my joke makes my heart flutter again. “Let’s get another drink,” I add, taking her elbow to lead her away from the mass of people and back towards the bar where it’s less crowded and ever so slightly quieter.

      I order us both a drink and lean against the bar next to her. She turns to look at me, and for a moment she’s the only thing I can see in the room, like she’s glowing. Then she says, “Why do you do it?”

      “What?” I ask, blinking in confusion.

      “Act like this.” She gestures around us, her lips ever so slightly pursed like she’s sad. “Like you’re some kind of idiot — when you’re not. Why’ve you got to always make a spectacle of yourself?”

      My head swims with the pulse of the club, the drinks in my system, and the feeling of Olivia being right here next to me. With her here, it’s almost like the entire world melts away, leaving us in a bubble. It should be impossible to hear what she’s saying, to have a conversation like this in the middle of the club. But I feel I would always be able to hear every word she says to me perfectly. She attracts me in a way nobody else does.

      “I don't know,” I lie, shrugging. She narrows her eyes ever so slightly at me, giving me a look that cuts through to my very soul, stripping me open like my cool exterior is nothing. Despite myself, I confess, “It makes me uncomfortable.”

      “What does?” she presses.

      I hesitate. I think if I had one less drink in my system, I probably wouldn't be about to continue the confession I’m making. But I do have a lot of drinks in me, and she is cracking my vulnerability wide open like an egg. “I don't like being watched,” I say. She raises an eyebrow, and words start tumbling out of me. “I mean, like, you know, the constant surveillance. The feeling like everything I do is being seen by someone. Being seen by you. The feeling that you’re always there, always waiting to jump out at me at any second. It puts me on edge.”

      “You could just behave a bit better, then,” she says like the solution is simple. “I would back off.”

      I shake my head. “I don’t like being alone, either.” She squints at me again and I keep going. “I don't like the feeling of being in a room with my own mind and thinking thoughts and knowing that everything is just happening because that's the way the world is, and nobody wants me for me. All they see is Miles, the footballing legend, rather than me as me. Like I’m not even a person at all.”

      I turn my face away from her, wincing, hoping she didn't really hear what I said at all. Then she places her hand gently on my shoulder, her thumb rubbing in circles with a tenderness I’d forgotten could exist.

      “I understand,” she says, so softly I have to strain to hear her. “It's hard, getting used to yourself. But you’re more than your reputation.” She chokes out a laugh. “God, I’m gonna regret saying this, but I’ve seen who you can be without the front. I know you can be more than that bad boy you pretend to be. I don't understand why you won't just let that side of you out.”

      I take a deep breath, letting my eyes flicker shut and the music pound with my heart in my chest. Even though I'm standing firmly on the ground, I still feel dizzy, like I'm at the top of a tall, tall tower, like she's slicing me into shreds and dropping me off a cliff. No one's said things like that to me for years and years. Not since my grandad died. I can't remember the last time someone saw who I was behind the mask.

      “It's hard not to get carried away when you're surrounded by beautiful women,” I say quietly, leaning in towards her again. We’re already closer than usual, in order to hear each other, and it feels like a mistake is waiting to happen. But everything in my body is screaming out for her. It’s almost painful inside my chest, the way I want her.

      “I suppose a handsome man like you must be flocked with them,” she says in a tone that’s very nearly self-deprecatory, like she can’t quite believe I’d ever look twice at her. I can’t have that.

      “I have had this one particular girl who just can't leave me alone. She keeps following me around like she can’t get enough of me.”

      She blinks slowly, batting her eyelids. She knows exactly what she’s doing to me, and it’s working. “And what if she wants a little more of you?” she asks softly.

      I think I must have misheard, so I ask, “Is that so?”

      She nods, slowly and surely, and my heart does a somersault. And before I can second-guess it again, I lean in and press my lips to hers. It’s an explosion, a desire unlike anything I’ve felt before. I’ve kissed loads of girls, but nothing has ever felt like this. Nothing has ever felt so right. Somewhere in me, I guess I’m expecting her to pull away from me, but she doesn’t. Instead, she kisses me back harder, her hands wrapping around me, drawing me in like a snake coiling about me, and I want her to suck every breath from my lungs. I need to be part of her.

      I let my hands roam, dropping lower and lower towards her butt, and when she moans into my mouth, a hot flash of arousal hits me, my erection making itself known by straining against my trousers. I kiss my way to her ear to whisper, “What do you say I pay for a taxi home?”

      We leave the club hand in hand and shamelessly make out in the back of the cab, the journey passing in a blur of lips and lights, our hands and legs tangling together, and by the time we get back to my apartment I am throbbing with so much want, I feel like I might be about to burst.

      It’s a struggle to even make it into the elevator before I start tugging her dress up, letting the silky green fabric bunch at her hips. “Miles,” she gasps, “we’re still in public!”

      The elevator doors shut, and I kiss her again. “Who’s watching?”

      “God, I hate how hot I find you.”

      “No you don’t,” I shoot back quickly to cover the awkwardness I feel at her sincerity. It’s no wonder she feels like that now, and probably she means it, but there’s no way I’m the kind of guy she’d want in a serious kind of way.

      I’m going to take advantage of this fun while I can.

      In response, she pulls my shirt out of my trousers, her cold fingers brushing against my skin. I shiver.

      The lift dings, and I all but drag her down the corridor to my flat, bumping into the walls as we go and fumbling with the key in the lock, not wanting to let go of her, my hands sweating and shaking with excitement. I swear at it as it slips, and Olivia comes up behind me, wrapping her arms around my waist to lean over my shoulder.

      As soon as the door shuts behind us, I spin us around to press her into the wall, finally kissing her the way I’ve wanted to since I saw her in this dress, slowly and passionately, my hands roaming the bare skin of her arms and pulling up her skirt to explore her legs. At the same time, she’s pulling on my T-shirt, her knuckles brushing against my stomach.

      Our clothes leave a treasure trail to the bedroom as we stumble towards it, stripping and kissing and touching, and when we finally hit the bed, all that’s left are her knickers and one of my socks. We take one look at the last layers, giggle, then toss them to the floor too.

      “You’re fucking gorgeous,” I whisper, kissing her throat, her jaw, leaving damp marks on her skin, running my hand down her stomach, unable to stop myself grinning at the way she moans and reacts, at the way she leans into me as if begging me to keep going.

      “Protection,” she whispers as my fingers get closer to her heat.

      “I’m clean,” I say. “I might sleep around a lot but I’m not stupid. I get tested all the time.”

      “Me too, but we should be safe anyway,” she says, not letting go of her tight grip on me.

      I kiss her again, hard and passionate, full of all the heat and desire bubbling inside me. “For sure. I’ve got condoms in the drawer.”

      Fortunately, she’s satisfied with that answer as she pulls me down on top of her, our bodies pressed together as we grind against each other, my cock growing unbearably hard with wanting to be inside her, my fingers growing slick with her wetness as I toy with her clit and start exploring deeper. I want to figure out what makes her shake, what makes her gasp, what makes her eyes roll back and her mouth drop open as she experiences perfect ecstasy.

      When she comes, it’s explosive, her whole body tensing in on itself before she arches, letting out a howl as I don’t stop moving my fingers, guiding her through her orgasm to wring every sensation out of her. I want her to have something to remember.

      I want to keep her here for as long as I can.

      “Miles, fuck me now,” she demands in a breathy moan as she comes back down from climax. “Now.”

      I don’t need to get asked again. Doing my best not to elbow her, I scramble over the bed to reach into the bedside table, struggling to grab the box of condoms. Finally, I manage to get it and tear one of the packages open, tossing the box and the wrapper on the floor before I roll it over my hardness.

      Like we’re dancing, we shuffle into the middle of the bed, arms and legs and hips tangling until finally my cock brushes over her opening and we both moan, which makes us both giggle. Her fingers grip tighter into my shoulders, urging me on, and I don’t need any further persuasion.

      The feeling of her clenching around me makes fireworks explode in my brain. I’ve fucked a lot of women before, but somehow this doesn’t feel like any of that. Most other women I didn’t know that well first. Most of them hadn’t been driving me crazy for weeks.

      None of them were her.

      And as we meld together here, flipping and rolling and laughing as we come again and again, there’s a thought in the very back of my mind, one that’s trying to tell me that if I could only ever sleep with one girl again, it would be Olivia.

      Somehow, wrapped in her arms, giving her the night of her life, I don’t think I hate that thought at all.
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      It's only when I open my eyes that I realize the ringing isn't just inside my head. Who wants me at this time of the morning? With bleary eyes, I search for the nearest clock, which turns out to be the one on Miles’s bedside table.

      Miles.

      Oh, my God.

      Of all the stupid things to do… Here I am in Miles’s bed, in his arms, sweaty and sticky and sore. And the worst part of all is that I don’t regret it at all. I don’t regret one single second of it. I don’t regret kissing him or letting him convince me to come back to his apartment.

      And the sex we had was absolutely mind-blowing. I've never felt so connected to someone like that. I've never wanted anyone as much as I want him.

      And if my stupid phone wasn’t ringing, I’d be tempted to wake him up and let him have me all over again. Just for now, while we’re in this bubble, I can pretend that sleeping with him is a normal thing to do.

      I need to silence that noise. That’s the only thing I know for certain. But my phone isn't waking Miles up, and the grip of his arm around my shoulders is ironclad. Trying not to disturb him, I stretch out my fingers, reaching as hard as I can for the phone, which is lying on the floor where it’s been all night. Eventually, my fingertips brush against it and I manage to drag it closer to me until I can grab it. I flop back into bed and unlock the screen to find thirty-two missed messages and calls, all of them from my boss. Shit.

      I unhook Miles’s arm from me, no longer caring about waking him up, and stumble out of bed. I pull on the first shirt I can find and it’s only when I wander into the living room that I realize it’s Miles’s.

      We were supposed to be at the club an hour and a half ago. We have slept in big time.

      I read one of the messages from Tim and wince. He is decidedly not happy. I shoot a quick text back, apologizing for the fact that we got held up and assuring him that we’ll be there soon. I silence my phone and toss it onto the sofa so I don’t have to look at it again, terrified of what the response will be.

      Could I happily stay in this little bubble all day? Yes, of course I could. It’s warm and if I don’t think too hard about it, it’s comfortable. But do I want this to be the cruel twist of fate that loses me my job? No, absolutely not. This isn’t the way I want Miles to get me fired.

      I head back into the bedroom where Miles is still snoring and shake him until he wakes up. At first, he squints, groaning because of the headache I'm sure he must have. Then he realizes it’s me doing the shaking and his face splits into the most genuine smile I’ve ever seen him give. “Good morning, sweetheart,” he says. “How are you feeling?”

      “How are you feeling?” I throw back. “You were pretty wasted last night.”

      “Drunk on love?” he winks as if he thinks that might charm me.

      I shake my head. Hearing him say the word love sends a flutter through me, but I park that trail of thought for later. Much later. “We’re late,” I say, shaking him again. “Come one, get up.”

      “Five more minutes? Please?” He pouts at me, making such an adorable puppy-dog face that I very nearly give in to him.

      Still, I resist. “No,” I say, shaking my head again. “There's no way I'm letting you lose my job for me. I’m going to shower, and if you are not dressed by the time I get ready, I’m dragging you down to the club naked. Don’t test me.”

      I don't quite hear his mumbled response, which is probably for the best.

      I have the quickest shower that I can, washing my hair and scrubbing myself clean. When I get out, I grab one of the folded towels from the cupboard and hope to God that the fact it’s in the cupboard means it’s clean.

      To his credit, Miles has pulled on some clothes and is standing kind of sheepishly, hood pulled up over his head, waiting for me. “Do we have to go?” he asks in a mumble.

      “Yes,” I say, all but pushing him towards the door and into the elevator. He stumbles as we go but doesn’t protest any further.

      We stand with a deliberate distance between us in the elevator, a rift opening between us that feels like it might never close. Our shoulders don’t brush, and our eyes don’t meet. Any urge I ever had to touch him is extinguished like a snuffed-out flame.

      The sun is beating down outside, making us both squint as we step into the fresh air. Whatever last night was, it’s fading into a weird and vague memory, fueled by badly placed lust and maybe one too many cocktails. Not that it was all a mistake exactly. It was fun.

      It just needs to end here.

      I unlock the car but hesitate as I open the door. “That’s the end,” I say to him over the car. He gives me the blankest look ever in return, which for him is really saying something. “Of us,” I clarify. “Of any ideas you might have about making this a repeat event. It was fun, but never, ever again.”

      “So, you did have fun?” He raises a cheeky eyebrow and I sigh.

      I can’t exactly deny it. He made me feel so special and so good all night, and even if I wanted to hate him for it, I can’t. It was good, even if I didn’t want it to be.

      And on top of that, I finally got through to human-being Miles. All this time, he’s been giving me the act of Miles, a guy who doesn’t care about anything except women and sport — and making himself look like an idiot for it. He’s been pretending to be the clown for so long that I didn’t think anything real was left in him. But last night…

      There was a vulnerability in his eyes, like a plea for someone to see him for more than the things he’s trapped himself into being. And he gave that piece of himself to me.

      Despite everything that’s wrong with this situation, that’s a precious thing that he’s given me. He’s shown me that he’s a real person and given me the best night I’ve had in a long time.

      And he’s also about to get me fired, so even though it makes me feel nauseous, I have to put my foot down. I have to trample on any stupid thoughts I might be having about taking this further, because there can be no further. I like my job and my life the way it is. There’s no space for a rogue element like Miles.

      “Yes, I did. And I’m pretty sure you did too. But this is the end of it, okay? It can’t happen again. It makes both of us look bad.”

      “But it made both of us feel pretty good, huh?” There’s that ridiculous grin again, the kind of lopsided one that makes him look like a puppy, especially when his hair flops down into his face like that. I can’t deny that it’s cute.

      “I’m not going to argue with you, Miles,” I say swinging the door open to flop into the car, every muscle in my body aching from our athletics. “It was good. And now it’s over. End of story, okay? I won’t let you lose my job for me.”

      He slams the door behind him as he gets into the car too, pouting like he thinks it might make a difference, only for his face to fall when he sees that I really mean it. “Okay,” he sighs.

      “Cheer up,” I say, turning the engine on. “You’ll find another girl soon enough. I might even let you out and everything.”

      “Yeah,” he agrees moodily, my joke falling flat.

      We spend the rest of the car ride in silence, and when we get to the club, Miles all but runs away from me. And though I’m pretty sure this is just him moving on, I can’t help but wondering whether, now that I’ve seen that he has human emotions too, his disappointment is perhaps genuine?
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      The ball hits me squarely in the stomach, and I swear Raphael did that on purpose — again. That guy’s really got it in for me. So maybe I'm not exactly playing my best today, but there's no need for him to be so awful to me. Anyway, I've scored more penalties this year than he has, so frankly I don't know what he’s complaining about beyond some kind of petty jealousy he has of me.

      Last week, Olivia was distracting me because I was on edge with her endless watching over me. My distraction today is still because of her, but today I can’t stop thinking about the way she felt. The way she moved underneath me. The way kissing her felt like perfection, and how the way she touched me made me feel an ecstasy unlike anything else. Seeing her at the club opened up a whole new side of her to me. She always makes herself look so stern and businesslike, but dancing with her was the most fun I've had in all my time in America. She should let her hair down a little more often.

      And I want to help her do it.

      She just doesn’t want me.

      “Come on, Miles. Hurry it up!” shouts Coach Jacobs. “We’re doing penalty shootouts over here.”

      I jog over to my teammates, none of whom particularly seem to like me. Raphael glares at me; he’s definitely the leader of the pack, and unfortunately I seem to have made a mortal enemy of him.

      And that means everyone else has decided to stand against me too. None of them really understand me. Sometimes I crack jokes in the changing room, and it feels like I'm speaking an absolutely different language to them. Not only that; sometimes they can't even understand my accent, so they just stare at me with these blank, empty looks. I don't fit in here at all.

      Not that I've ever been too concerned about fitting in, but at least with the Canaries I knew everyone was going to laugh at the punchlines.

      Somehow, the line manages to shift around me, and I end up behind Raphael who shoots me another dirty look and mutters, “Bring it on, big boy.”

      I don’t bother dignifying him with a response. He is playing a good game today — even if I don’t like him, I have to give him that. He is a great player. He’s fast and agile, and he’s strong at both offense and defense. He’s a real asset to the team. Watching the Macaws play, I wonder why they even wanted me at all.

      Not that I’m complaining. Without them, I'd never have met Olivia.

      "Shit,” I swear as I miss the net.

      That girl is really going to be the end of me. I can't afford to have a bad season here. My personal life aside, my professional career is tanking pretty badly as well. The PR stunt of me coming here was meant to benefit everyone — it was meant to be cool for the Macaws to have a British guy, and to give the Canaries a break from me. I’m not so stupid that I can’t see that.

      And if I can't pull myself together? Then I'm looking at early retirement. If only Olivia’s job wasn’t riding on me as well. Getting myself into trouble is one thing, but getting her fired because of me is another.

      I line myself up with the ball and take another kick. This one lands squarely in the back of the net, and I let out a long, internal sigh of relief. I’ve still got it.

      Raphael scores two penalties without even thinking, and I grit my teeth, steeling myself to up my game. I’m not going to let him win. He gives me a glare as I score again, and I elbow into him as I head back down the line. He mutters a curse at me, and I spit into the grass in response. It’s subtle enough that it doesn’t look to anyone else like it’s aimed at him, but he and I both know exactly what I mean.

      It’s a declaration of war.

      When he misses again, I let out a laugh under my breath, a harsh noise that makes Raphael’s already toxic frown grow darker. He puffs himself up in front of me, and I give him a withering look, folding my arms as if nothing he could do can affect me. Which it can’t. He thinks he’s the shit — and sure, he’s good, but when faced with someone who won’t bow down before him, he’s crumbling.

      I’m not going to give him the satisfaction of feeling like he’s won. And I’m not going to give him the pleasure of a fight. He’s not worth it. I’m here to play the game, not get into petty fights.

      As he backs down, the thought that Olivia would be proud of me for not fighting comes into my mind unbidden. She’s been so stressed-out lately, and most of that’s my fault. I’ve seen what she can be like when she relaxes. I’ve seen her smile.

      For her sake, I think I’m going to have to try and change my ways. It was good to see her wind down. And it’s not my job to make her life easier, but after seeing her in the club, in my bed, I want to. I want to help her live her best life.

      Damn, now I’m thinking about her in my bed again. Her face when she comes is gonna haunt me for the rest of my life, and it isn’t doing me any favors today. I take a swing at the ball, and it so nearly misses. To my relief, it doesn’t give Raphael anything else to laugh at, but it wasn’t my best work. Olivia is seeping into every inch of me, and I can’t make it stop.

      It sounds pretty dramatic, but I think I might be falling hard.

      Finally, practice ends and I shove past Raphael and his cronies to go and stand in the shower, to let the hot water wash over me and try to forget her, the way she moves, the way she looks. The way her face lights up when she smiles. It doesn’t work.
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      I take a deep breath and stretch my wrists. Working at the computer all day always makes my eyes and fingers hurt. And while it's certainly not my favorite part of the job, it is kind of nice to have an excuse to avoid Miles.

      Technically, I’m supposed to be watching him still, but ever since the other night, he’s barely acted like a miscreant at all. I guess he was right; he really did need to blow off some steam. I just wish it hadn't been with me.

      This whole damn situation has made my job incredibly complicated, and the last thing I want to do is develop any sort of attachments towards this man. I've been trying to keep it professional and so has he, but it's created a weird, almost awkward tension between us, a kind of tension that never used to exist even when he annoyed me more than anything.

      I thought I hated it, having to follow him around, but the thing is, I don't think I really hate him at all.

      I sigh again. I've been banging my head against this press release for the last half hour and I’m getting nowhere. I push my chair back and get up for a walk around the office. Time for a coffee, I think. At the very least it's an excuse to do something else.

      I'm supposed to be picking Miles up from practice today, but I almost don’t want to. It feels like avoiding him altogether would be far easier than whatever’s happening now, this strange kind of dance we’re doing.

      The office break room is basically an old cupboard converted into a room that our manager generously calls a kitchen. There’s a single counter with a cheap coffee machine, coffee pods, and no more than three mugs at any given time. I refuse to bring a cup I actually like in — I’ve seen how many chips those things get.

      With a sigh, I fill the water for the machine, and as I stand and deliberate over which vaguely flavorless pod I want to drink, one of my colleagues wanders in.

      “What's up?” asks Mia, tossing her long black hair over her shoulder. She’s very glamorous, always dressed like she’s about to go out to an exclusive event rather than showing up to the office. But she smiles warmly at me, the sharp wings of her eyeliner not reflective of her personality at all.

      “Oh, not much,” I shrug. She’s nice, but I don’t really feel like chatting right now. “Keeping myself busy. You want one?” I gesture to the coffee machine.

      “Please, thanks,” she says, making a heart with her fingers so her long, pink nails click together. “You've got your hands full with Miles,” she scoffs. “If I were you, I’d have locked him in his room and forbidden him from ever going out. You’re way braver than me.”

      I put a pod into the machine and hit the go button. It whirs into life with a clunk. I am glad for Mia’s support, even if she’s clearly trying to mine me for information. She’s made no secret of how much she likes British boys. “He just needed a firm hand,” I say. “The first few weeks were tough, but he seems to have calmed down now.”

      “That's because you've shown him who’s boss. I bet he likes a strong, powerful woman.” She bumps her shoulder playfully into me, her hair falling into her face again. I smile thinly back at her. “You’re going to Boston with him tonight, right?”

      “Yeah…” The machine buzzes, interrupting us, to my relief.

      “Good luck with that,” Mia says as I hand her the mug. “Don’t let him get into any mischief — unless you like that kind of thing. If I were you, I’d have jumped all over that.” She pivots, her hair swishing in a wide arc, and as she crosses the doorway, she turns back to wink at me. “Thanks for the coffee.”

      

      Mia’s words are still echoing in my mind as Miles gets into the car that evening. He slings his bag into the trunk, then slides into the passenger seat with a grin. “Hey,” he says.

      “How are you?” I say politely, trying not to notice the way the sun flashes over his face, lighting up his eyes and giving him a glow that makes it hard to look away.

      “Bloody fantastic,” he says, and I have no idea if he’s joking or not until he continues, “Those Rosefinches have no idea what’s coming for them.”

      “You’re not too confident, then,” I say dryly. His sense of humor must be rubbing off on me. He winks at me but doesn't say anything else.

      There’s an awkward silence between us again and I almost wish we could go back to how things were before. At least when we were bickering, we were talking. And at least when we were talking, it felt like… well, something. I don't know what it felt like, but it didn’t feel like this. I can't tell if he regrets it or not. I can't tell if he wants me again or not.

      I can’t read what’s going on in his mind at all and it’s driving me even more crazy than pretending that I didn’t like him to begin with. It’s all so complicated, it makes me want to scream.

      Luck strikes and makes it so we’re not sitting next to each other on the plane, so I manage to read and sleep all the way up to Boston. It’s quite exciting to be going with the team to an away game because I don't usually get invited.

      Then again, I’m not usually babysitting their star player.

      I guess they think that having me around might rein him in. I have no idea what the nightlife in Boston is like, but Miles is the kind of person who could find somewhere to go out and party even in the smallest of towns. I swear that guy has some sort of magical power.

      When we get off the plane, there’s a little time to stretch our legs as we wait for the baggage carousel to deliver our bags, then what seems like an eternity to pass through security. I keep looking over my shoulder, afraid that Miles is going to appear out of nowhere, but he’s too busy joking with some of his teammates to notice me.

      Is that a relief or a disappointment?

      Eventually, we pile onto the bus and pull out into the Boston traffic, lurching forward and sideways as we crawl through the winding streets. I flinch every time we round a sharp corner, almost expecting us to collide with something or crush a pedestrian.

      Plus, even though I slept on the plane, I’m absolutely exhausted. I was hoping for a seat to myself, but the bus is full. I end up sitting next to Coach Jacobs, thinking that was a good idea because he’s the kind of guy who can fall asleep anywhere, so I'm not going to have to make conversation with him on the journey.

      Which was a massive mistake on my part because he chats to me the entire time.

      “Miles is a handful, huh?” he says in hushed tones. “I don't know how you’re coping. You must have seen even more shit than me. And I haven’t even spent that much time with him. I’m sicker than an old dog of him already.”

      I just shrug. “Everyone keeps saying that to me lately. But he’s not too bad once you get to know him.” The coach gives me a puzzled look, and I wince, hoping that my phrasing hasn’t given us away. I didn’t mean it like that, but that doesn’t stop it from being true.

      Jacobs rescues me from scrambling to figure out what to say next. “It’s good that you’re here. It'll keep all the boys in line.”

      “I'm just in PR,” I laugh, dismissing his comment. “What can I do, really?”

      “Darlin’, the whole world runs on PR. If you can keep Miles out of the press, then you can do anything. We rely on you a whole lot more than you think.”

      I laugh again, awkwardly, not quite sure how to respond to this compliment. It’s kind of weird coming from a guy I hardly ever speak to. Not that I even need to react, because he launches onto his next topic, leaving me nodding mutely along to the discussion of trick shots and tactics.

      By the time we crawl into the hotel, I’m ready to drop into bed and sleep for a long, long time. As I drag my bags inside, I wish I'd packed lighter because I have two suitcases that are way too heavy. It’s too much for a week but I wasn't really sure what to pack. Summer in Florida is very different to summer in Massachusetts, and I’m a Florida weather kind of girl.

      But thinking about it now, drenched in sweat from the humidity, I don't think I really needed to bring a sweater.

      The second the manager gets up to the desk, leaving us all milling about in the lobby, Miles sidles up to me and grins. “How was the flight?”

      It makes me jump and let out a little yelp, and it takes me clenching my fists and drawing in a deep breath to not hit him. “Good. Did you manage to get any sleep?”

      “No, I can never sleep on planes. Too scared it’s going to drop right out of the sky.”

      “I don’t think they do that,” I say uncertainly.

      “You never know,” he says like he’s sharing deep and true facts with me.

      “I’m pretty sure car crashes are statistically more likely than air crashes,” I say. I’m way too tired for this.

      He shrugs at that. “Maybe, but I’d rather take the train. You get them to build a good rail network in the United States, and then we’ll talk.”

      “Okay. I’ll do that, then,” I say, wondering what parallel dimension I’ve stepped into where this conversation makes sense.

      Key cards get thrust into our hands, and I use this as an excuse to move away from Miles. I don’t want him to think I don’t want to talk to him, but I also definitely do not want to talk to him. The whole horde of soccer players and their entourage shuffle to the elevators, and to my dismay, Miles slips in next to me.

      Slowly, the elevator climbs the building, stopping on every floor to let a few more people out. As it hits floor ten, I excuse myself and step out, Miles following in my slipstream. “Hey, what room you in?”

      “Ten-forty-seven,” I say, giving most of my attention to my bags whose wheels keep getting stuck in the carpet.

      “Sick, I’m in ten-forty-six. Coincidence that, innit?”

      “I don’t want to hear one single sound from you,” I snap, grunting as my bag almost trips me up. “I’m being serious.”

      We pause outside our rooms, and he presses the key against his lock, giving me a look like he wants to say something. But he doesn’t. Instead, he just winks and vanishes away into the room, leaving me in the corridor, tired and furious and holding two enormous bags and a swirl of emotions that all come down to his cheeky blue eyes.

      I am so fucked.
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      There's nothing like winning a game to make you feel truly on top of the world. I might as well be hammered right now.

      It’s all about the glory of it — of having grass-stained knees from doing an epic skid; of ripping your shirt off because otherwise you’re going to burst; it’s doing laps of the field like you’re floating, flying like nothing can touch you, all while the crowd screaming your name, chanting for you because for that one second you are the most important person in the world.

      As I sit in the changing room, I let the adrenaline wash over me, staring at the wall as I keep replaying the goal, the way it flew past the keeper and hit the back of the net, the way it was just what we needed in the final minute of play to secure the win. We really needed that. But with a star player like me, it would be embarrassing if we lost. Even a mediocre British Premier League player would blow away these Americans.

      But I’m awesome.

      My hands shake as I untie my laces. I can barely feel my feet as I kick my boots off, but it does make me realize how much I need a shower. With just my towel on, I wander into the showers and try to ignore the black mold growing between the cracks in the tiles. At least the water pressure is okay.

      I shut my eyes and imagine the game again. I know everyone wants to keep me out of the press, but surely a win like this deserves a headline: Miles Hamilton, back on fighting form, leading the Macaws to victory. I can see the front page now.

      There is absolutely nothing in the world that could make me feel bad today after this. There is no force on Earth that can bring me down from this high. After the last couple of months I've had, this is reminding me why I love soccer.

      And I've managed to get the best spot in the changing room, the one that’s ever so slightly hidden in the corner so I can have a moment to myself in peace. I sit back down after my shower and enjoy the quiet. I'm a friendly kind of guy, but sometimes you just need a couple of minutes to yourself after a big win to really soak it all in. It also means I can overhear what everyone else is saying without them remembering that I exist.

      “It's supposed to be the hot place to go,” Raphael is saying. “My friends in the city tell me that if you want to have fun, this is the place to do it.” I can just see his smug bastard face, that wink and grin like he’s the coolest, hottest guy ever created. Our teammates murmur in agreement, though whether they actually care or they’re just following him like blind sheep is anyone’s guess.

      I pull on my post-game T-shirt and everyday running shoes and decide to make a break for it before they can invite me out too, which is the next logical step in their plans. It’s not that I don’t want to go to the hot club in Boston; it’s just that I have a different idea of the kind of fun I want to have tonight.

      As quietly as I can, I grab my bag, sling it over my shoulder and creep away, trying not to let my shoes squeak on the polished floor. As the door swings shut behind me with a creak, I hear Pete say, “Hey, where’s Miles?” Knowing I exist to these people even when I’m not there brings a smile to my face, but I won't be distracted from my plan.

      The fact is, no girl in Boston can measure up to the one who’s come all this way from Miami just for me.

      I have to turn the brightness all the way up on my phone to see the map as the sun shines on the screen, and I let it blindly lead me through Boston. The streets are hot and humid and going underground to catch the subway makes little to no difference to the temperature. It might even be more humid down here. I’m going to be drenched through with sweat by the time I get back.

      It feels like it takes an age for the train to come, but finally I jump on the blue line back towards the hotel. The train rattles ominously as it races over the tracks, and I find myself missing home again. This weird subway has absolutely nothing on the Tube. Now that’s a train network.

      At least the map isn’t telling me I have to change. I’m good at following directions, but I really don’t feel like anything complicated right now. I’m still flying high, and I don’t want the stupid, rattly trains of Boston to ruin my day.

      It’s a short walk from the stop to the hotel and I go fast despite the heat. Finally, I step into the lobby, glad for the air-conditioning even as it starts drying the sweat onto my body. Even though I had a quick shower at the club, I still feel the need to shower again.

      The adrenaline is starting to wear off at last, leaving me sleepy and ready to have a lie down. Before I can even make it to the lift, though, predictable as the sunrise, Olivia appears out of nowhere. “I thought you’d be going out today, after that win.”

      “It was pretty good, wasn’t it?” I grin, another shot of joy rushing through my bloodstream.

      “It’s always good to see the Macaws winning,” says Olivia diplomatically, like she doesn’t want to give me a compliment. “But it’s not like you to miss an opportunity to go out drinking.”

      “Who do you take me for?” I say, gasping and pressing my hand to my chest in mock offense.

      She raises both eyebrows. “Surely the great Miles Hamilton can’t be that exhausted from just kicking a ball about,” she says. “I could be forgiven for making the assumption that you’re losing your stamina.”

      “Maybe I just wanted to be somewhere you could keep an eye on me.”

      “Really? And who’s to say I wouldn't have shown up at the club?”

      “Surely you’ve had enough of clubbing with me by now. I thought enough bad stuff happened because of that.”

      As we’ve been sparring, we’ve been crossing the floor towards the elevators. I reach out to press the call button, and we face each other as we wait. Olivia looks up at me, because she’s not quite tall enough to look me in the eye, our bodies ever so slightly too close to each other to pretend that this is just a casual conversation.

      “I never said that,” she says softly, but before I can react, she returns to the challenge. “What if I wanted a night out? I’m sure you would have.” Before I can say anything else in my defense, the elevator opens with a loud ding.

      We step inside and it takes us right up to our rooms, uninterrupted by anyone else. It would be so easy to pull her close to me now, to kiss her inappropriately and no one would ever know, the situation made even hotter by the time pressure of appearing normal a few seconds later.

      There’s been a twist of fate in that Olivia’s room is right next to mine. It’s like the universe is trying to tell us something. I’m listening, but is she?

      I press my key card to my door, hesitating before I go in to look over at Olivia, who is doing the same. She throws me a suspicious look. “You’re not going to just sneak out again, are you? Because if you’re planning on making my life hell, I’d appreciate you letting me know now.”

      “Would I do such a thing?” I say, knowing full well that the answer is yes. “Cross my heart, I’m not planning to make your life difficult at all. I’ll be right here.” I take a sharp breath as I realize I’ve performed an act of unusual and unforgivable tenderness. Quickly, to break the growing tensions, I say, “Well, I’m about to go and have a shower. If you want to supervise that, you’re more than welcome to.”

      “What you do in the shower is your own business,” she says sharply, though the way she licks her lips betrays how she really feels. I want to feel that tongue on my body so badly, but all I can do is give her my most smoldering smile.

      In reply, she shakes her head, crushing my hopes of her joining me. “I’m going to have a nap. Don’t you be getting up to any mischief while my back’s turned, okay?”

      “Okay,” I say in a singsong tone. “You’ll know where I’ll be if you want me. I’ll leave the door unlocked for you.” I wink at her, and she stares blankly at me, turning back to her room to open the door without another word.

      It was worth a try, I guess, even if the result isn’t what I wanted. It can’t ruin my day.

      I slide into my room and, keeping my word, leave the door unlocked.

      In the bathroom, I strip off ungracefully, tossing my clothes in a heap on the floor. They’ll go in the wash eventually. Right now, hot water is what I want. I stretch my neck and shoulders, lifting my arms high above my head. My body aches from the day, from the game and the trains and the heat.

      But just before I go to turn the shower on, I hear the quiet yet unmistakable click of my door opening, of footsteps entering and the click of the door closing again. I guess Olivia really did want me after all.

      With that thought, I turn the hot water on and smile as I step inside, letting the water rush over me and giving in to all my lustful thoughts.
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      It’s like some force I can’t quite control that makes me slip out of my room and into Miles’s. I don’t know why I’m surprised when his door is open like he said it would be, but I guess knowing that he really meant what he said has implications beyond what I’m willing to process. All I know is that I have an unbearable and unavoidable attraction to him.

      The shower is on when I step into the room, and I hesitate for a second. If I just slipped back out of here now, he would never know. And yet the irresistible force of him makes me freeze on the spot. I don’t think my feet would let me leave even if I wanted to. It’s strange and frustrating.

      I weigh up my options. Every sensible part of myself is screaming out to turn and pretend none of this is happening, to run back to my room and hide in my bed and sleep without any dirty thoughts or intimate touching whatsoever. But the image of the way he smiled at me in the corridor flashes into my mind and my skin prickles the way it does when we bicker in that kind of flirty way as we stand slightly closer together than is really necessary.

      I can’t deny it. My body is aching for him, remembering all the things he did with his fingers and tongue that night after the club. He was mind-blowing when I was slightly tipsy, but I can’t believe he would be bad completely sober. Neither of us were quite in our right minds that night, and we still connected like a perfect jigsaw. I somehow don’t think he’s been bragging about his prowess; I think he probably has the ability to make me feel like I’m in heaven.

      And that settles it for me. I can’t ignore this want anymore.

      So, I brace my hand against the fake wood of the bathroom door and slowly push it open to be met with a face full of steam. I take a decisive step inside, trying not to cough. The heat and humidity sticks my shirt to my body almost instantly and I just want to rip it off to toss it on the pile of Miles’s clothes.

      I close the door behind me with a thud. I’d be surprised if he didn’t know I was here, but I want to make my presence known.

      “So nice of you to join me,” calls Miles from in the shower, his voice full of his own self-satisfaction.

      “Don’t get too excited,” I say, though I don’t mean it.

      It’s a pretty big bathroom, with waterfall faucets and gray tiles, and it’s got one of those walk-in showers that’s the length of the wall and has a glass pane covering three quarters of it. I can see his naked form moving inside the shower. It’s obscured by the condensation, but not enough that I can’t fill in the details.

      It’s a big shower. Easily big enough for two. I’m giddy just thinking about it.

      “Babe,” says Miles, “let’s be real. I can’t think of that many reasons why a hot young woman like you would come into a guy’s bathroom while he was showering. And I definitely can’t see any reason why she would still need all her clothes.”

      “Oh, really?” I say.

      He sticks his head out from around the glass and grins at me, water running down his jaw and chest, his hair sticking to his face in a way that shouldn’t be cute but somehow still is. Wet dog should not be an attractive look, but somehow on Miles, his grin makes everything work.

      “There’s plenty of room for two,” he says, gesturing inside. I can see his growing erection, and it sends a flood of arousal through my body.

      Without a word, I find the hem of my shirt and pull it slowly up over my head, keeping my eyes on Miles the whole time to watch the way his own grow wider. Once I throw my shirt to the floor, I reach down and undo the button on my pants so I can slip them down too, shamelessly turning to stick my ass out more than necessary until at last I kick the pants away, leaving me in my bra and panties. If I’d known this was going to happen, I’d have worn a nicer pair.

      Miles doesn’t seem to mind the simplicity, though. His eyes rake over my body, up and down like he’s trying to memorize every inch of my skin. It should be embarrassing but somehow it makes me feel treasured instead.

      “It’s nice and warm in here,” says Miles with a grin, holding out his hand. “I think you should join me.”

      “Oh, yeah?” I say, putting my hands on my hips. “And what do I get in return?”

      He grins again. “I can think of one or two things.” He licks his lips, which sends a shiver down my spine.

      “I hope they’re the same one or two things I’m thinking of.”

      “I’ll wash your back?” he jokes, though his scorching eyes on my body betray his true desire.

      He’s unblinking as I unclasp my bra and slip down my panties. Despite it being warm in here, the hairs on my arms stand on end in anticipation of what’s to come.

      Miles holds out his hand more insistently, and I step forward to take it. He grips tightly onto me as I step into the shower. We do an awkward dance around each other, arms and bodies tangling so I can get under the water, my breasts squeezing against Miles’s firm chest as we rotate. I don’t really need to shower, but the hot water and the proximity feel good.

      I drop back my head and let the water hit me in the face, and while my eyes are closed, Miles makes the first move. He places both hands on my hips, brushing his fingers lightly up my waistline, which makes me shiver. “Keep going,” I demand in a whisper.

      So he does, darting forward to kiss my throat, his tongue snaking in wild patterns over my skin. My breath grows ragged as he keeps touching me, my chest rising and falling, little gasps escaping me with his every move.

      And because my eyes are screwed shut against the water, every move is a mystery, which just makes everything more exciting. I can’t tell where he’s going to touch me next, and it makes me prickle with anticipation. He runs his hands back up my body and brings a thumb to my nipple. I let out a moan as he teases it to hardness. “Miles, please,” I whine.

      “I’ve got you, sweetheart,” he says, leaning forward to capture a kiss as at the same time as his other hand moves to dip between my legs. The wetness that he finds there isn’t just from the shower.

      The very core of me is overheating, desperate for his fingers, and to my relief he doesn’t deny me the pleasure of them. Still kissing me, he slips his fingers deep inside me and all I can do is grip onto him like he’s a rock that I’m trying to tether myself to in case the crashing waves wash me away. Between his fingers inside me and his thumb circling my nipple and his lips on my mouth and my jaw and neck, it doesn’t take long before a climax hits me, rushing over me like a tsunami.

      I tremble in his arms as the orgasm rips through me, my hips bucking and my knees weakening. “Fuck, Miles,” I mumble into his mouth. The way he smiles as he kisses me makes me dizzier than I already am, but with his arms wrapped tightly around me, I know that there’s no way in the world he would let me fall.

      I keep kissing him, the fire in my belly still raging, still wanting more. I reach out for his cock to take it in my hand, which makes him moan softly too. He’s rock-hard and he must be aching as much as I am.

      “Fuck me,” I whisper to him. He kisses me hard on the lips again, then spins me around. I yelp, my arms flinging out to brace myself against the wall. But his hands are firm on my waist, like we’re in a ballet and he’s supporting me as we perform a dramatic sequence, a complex series of moves, getting into the perfect position for the final number.

      Holding me tight, he brushes against my entrance and pushes inside. The feeling of fullness makes me gasp as he enters, the hormones rushing through my body making me desperate for him to move. And then he does, his rhythm perfect and fluid as his hips roll in time.

      My fingers curl against the tiles, trying to grip them, but the smooth finish gives me nothing to hold on to. But his arms are still wrapped tightly around me, refusing to let me fall as our bodies merge into a perfect unison.

      As his pace increases, he lets his fingers slip down to my clit once more to tease me. I cry out, still sensitive, and all the feelings crash over me again, the heat and his hands, his lips on my shoulder, and his own groans of pleasure sending me rushing towards orgasm again. I hit it with a scream, trusting him with every part of me, letting myself go entirely.

      He laughs in my ear and kisses my cheek as he comes, squeezing my hips so hard I think they might bruise. We stand unmoving for a long moment, the water pounding down around us, masking the sounds of us panting until my brain and body finally reconnect and I twist to kiss him again.

      “I guess we’re in the right place,” I say, gesturing to our bodies and the shower.

      “How about that back rub?” he grins.

      “I could be persuaded,” I say, and don’t regret it because the magic of his fingers loosens every muscle in my shoulders as he works his way down my spine.

      We dance around each other again as we clean, trying not to elbow or knee each other with every rotation. I could stay in here forever, isolated in our own little world, but we’ve used so much water by now that I’m starting to feel bad, and my skin is turning wrinkled from the heat.

      I kiss him once more before I step out, grabbing a towel to wrap around myself. He follows me out and I try not to look at him, steeling myself for the conversation I know we have to have next. I pull on my shirt and quietly say, “We can’t keep doing this.”

      His face falls, his postcoital glow dimming a little. “Oh. Okay,” he says coolly, like he’s pretending not to care, rubbing his head with a towel.

      “I mean, we can’t keep doing this like a surprise. I can’t keep feeling I’m on edge with you. I can’t keep feeling like I have to avoid you. Because it might turn into this.”

      “Then let’s not make it a surprise,” he says.

      “What?” I choke, the implications of what he’s saying racing through my mind. Does he want more? Do I?

      “I don’t mean a real relationship,” he adds quickly, seeing my shock. “I just mean, you know, let’s have a code for when we’re bored and kinda horny. You know, like a friends-with-benefits kind of thing.”

      I nod slowly, processing, trying to work out what to say next and to hide my disappointment at the same time. Even though the idea of a relationship flashed through my mind for less than a second, it still hurts that he doesn’t want me for more than my body.

      But even though I should say no and spare myself the heartache, I don’t want to lose him. I like what we’re becoming. I like the banter and teasing. It’s comfortable.

      “Okay,” I say. “A code. I can get behind that.”

      “Okay. Cool.”

      “Cool.”

      I pull on my pants, dragging up the zipper tooth by tooth so that I don’t have to look at him, even though him getting dressed is all I can see in my peripheral. A thousand questions are racing through my head, but the only thought that has any clarity is that I want to curl up in his arms.

      It’s too much to handle.

      “Well, I’m going to go,” I say, plastering a fake smile on my face and turning for the door.

      “Wait, Olivia,” starts Miles, but before he can even finish his sentence, I’m out of the bathroom and letting his hotel room door shut behind me.
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      “I just don’t know what I would do without Olivia,” I say, my voice dripping with the kind of sarcasm that Americans simply do not understand. It takes a considerable effort not to make a dramatic gesture too. Olivia though sees right through me. She shoots me a glare from across the table, which I meet with a wink.

      Performance reviews are such a drag. But having Olivia to tease and flirt with definitely improves the experience.

      Since we got back to Miami, we’ve been hooking up like three times a week, and it’s been amazing. I keep expecting her to get bored but sometimes she’s even the one to start it.

      She doesn’t seem to be such a fan of the flirting, though.

      “That’s great to hear,” says Olivia’s manager, Tim. I’m not sure what his exact purpose is beyond jumped-up office guy who thinks he’s a hotshot. “It’s awesome that you’re having a good time here with us. I hope you know that your well-being is important to us. After all, you are a star player, and you have been helping us out a whole bunch. The guys are happy to have you too.”

      “It’s my pleasure,” I say, drawing out the syllables as I make eye contact with Olivia, licking my lips to try and communicate to her exactly what it is I’m thinking about. She looks away, frowning, her eyebrows crumpling in that adorable way that they do when she’s cross about something.

      She’s sitting next to Tim, wearing this white blouse that’s very nearly see-through, showing off the curve of her breasts, teasing me with the outline of her bra, her chest straining the buttons of the shirt. It would be so easy to reach over and undo them. Only a desk separates us. She’s pretending to study her clipboard but she keeps glancing up at me, so I know I’ve won.

      Carefully, I slip off one of my shoes and reach out to tap her leg with my toes, the trousers she’s wearing today really showing her bum off too. If I didn’t know better, I’d think she dressed up just to wind me up. She jumps a little at my touch but recovers admirably quickly, her glare deepening. I lick my lips again, grinning.

      “I’ve got to say, we did have our concerns about you, Miles,” says Tim, blissfully unaware of what’s happening. “You’ve got yourself quite a reputation there. And even though we do need all the help we can get, some guy from England who by all reports is more than a little headstrong… Well, you wouldn’t have been our first pick, but we’re damn glad to have you now. You keep on scoring those winning goals and we’ll send you home as happy as Larry.”

      “It’s like I always say, Mr. Leas: you gotta do what you gotta do.” I put enough emphasis on the word do that it makes Olivia shoot me another stern look. I reach out for the cup of coffee on the desk that was provided for me, looping my middle two fingers through the handle to curl them around the mug in a move that’s subtle but, to Olivia, obvious. After all, she knows exactly what these fingers can do.

      All this is still flying under Tim’s radar though, because he grins again with the kind of smile that someone who’s seeing dollar signs before their eyes gives you.

      “Well, it’s been a real delight, Miles. I hope we can go out as strong at the end of this season as we started it.”

      “I’ll do my best,” I say. Not that I’m really going to have much to do with the end of their season. I only have a couple of months left here in Miami and I’ll be gone before their final games. That realization squeezes my heart a little more than I thought it would.

      I am enjoying it here, way more than I thought I would be. And despite everything, Olivia is a big part of that.

      “I know you will,” says Tim with a smile. “Now, what have you got for me? Any questions? Complaints? Comments? Feedback?”

      That is far too many words for me to comprehend when all I’m thinking about is crawling under the table and doing inappropriate things to Olivia. I hope she can read my mind right now. If she could, she’d be seeing images of her own face making expressions of extreme pleasure.

      Instead, I force myself back onto this plane of reality. “No, not right now. Cheers.”

      “You know where to find us if you have anything to say at all,” he smiles. This meeting has been dragging on forever, but it looks like I’m not going to be released anytime soon. “Oh, one more thing.”

      I slump back in my seat as Tim starts droning on about some of the other feedback he’s had about training and facilities and team morale. Every other review I’ve ever had has mostly been me making up some bullshit about goals and aspirations and seeing how far I can get using song lyrics and movie quotes before they realize I’m talking shit.

      But Tim seems to love the sound of his own voice, and I’m happy to let him go on because it means I can keep having a silent conversation with Olivia. As I nod along, I start letting my foot wander up her calf, hooking under the flared leg of her trousers. Her eyes widen in warning but I keep going, letting my toes trail up and down to try and make her crack.

      Her resolve is strong, though. I get a sharp kick to the shin and have to hide my wince in a smile and nod, which invites Tim to remember he’s not supposed to be doing all the talking. “Of course, most of that won’t affect you a whole bunch. But I’ve got just one more thing to ask: how are you feeling about your future with this club? Short as that might be.”

      I frown, contemplating this for a second. Usually I say some crap about scoring goals or hitting a personal fitness target, but none of that really matters here. I’ve only got a certain number of days left. “Good. I think mostly I’m excited to make every moment count.”

      Olivia audibly scoffs at this, and I have to clench my fists to stop myself from grinning at the win. I knew I could crack her eventually.

      Tim gives her a weird look but then gets to his feet and smiles warmly at me. I think it’s warm, anyway. He has the kind of face that makes it look like any emotions are causing him genuine pain. “Thanks for your time, Miles. You’re fantastic.”

      I get up to shake his hand too. “I know.”

      He just nods, letting out a light chuckle before sitting back down and gesturing towards the door for me to leave. I don’t think twice before getting out of there.

      I’m already halfway down the corridor when the door thuds shut, the noise surprising me into turning around to look. It’s Olivia, marching after me. I stop and wait for her, and when she grabs my shirt and pulls me into a smaller side corridor, all I can do is grunt in shock.

      It’s a grunt that quickly turns into a moan of delight, though, because the second we round the corner, she’s pushing me hard into the wall and kissing me. “Miles, you’ve got to stop doing shit like that,” she hisses, breathless as she breaks the kiss.

      I grin widely, my heart racing. “I'm just too much for you to handle, huh?” I tease, letting my hands slide down her body.

      She shakes her head but doesn’t push me away, so I don’t stop. “It's not funny,” she says, fixing me with a look as she purses her lips, making them look even more plush and kissable than ever. “Do you know how much trouble I'll be in if he realizes we're sleeping together?”

      “We're both adults,” I say, cupping her butt in my hands. “We're not doing anything wrong. I mean, unless you don't want to kiss me anymore.” I pout, dropping my hands from her body, sticking my lip out in a cartoonishly fake display of sadness.

      “Miles.” She sighs again, but the look she's giving me tells me that she has been defeated by my amazing powers of seduction.

      “I can stop if you want,” I continue, rolling my eyes to further the drama.

      “Miles! Shut up.”

      Before I can open my mouth to speak again, she kisses me into silence. I don’t complain.

      “You have to drive me home,” I whisper into her ear, pulling her in close and kissing her neck.

      “Yes…?”

      “Which means you’ll already be there…”

      “I will.” We stare at each other for a long, hot moment before she says, “I might have an interest in coming inside. But only if you promise to be good.”

      “I can always be good for you, babe,” I say, my hands sliding to her hips.

      She drags her finger up my chest and rests it under my chin to look me dead in the eye. “Prove it,” she says, then turns on her heel and marches away, leaving me scrambling to catch her up. Right now, she could ask me to do anything and I’d obey. I wouldn’t question it at all.
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      It’s nice to know that Miles does in fact see me as a taxi service. Last night we were lying in bed and he all but begged me to come and pick him up from practice today. I suppose I should be happy that he thought to ask instead of just assuming, for a change, but still. It’s clear that I’m just a means to an end to him.

      I pull up ten minutes after the time I would call on time because he’s always late, and I'm expecting to find him waiting by the door, pretending that he’s mad with me. But even though I linger for ages, he’s nowhere to be seen. The game is definitely over, and it’s very likely that he’s just gone off with someone else without telling me. It’s none of my business to be concerned. And yet…

      Two more minutes, I tell myself, but I barely make it twenty more seconds before the pacing becomes unbearable. I turn to the door, sigh and step inside.

      Going down into the changing rooms is not my favorite thing to do. It stinks and it’s usually full of boys who think they’re God’s gift to women, and half-naked men that I don't want to look at. I creep my way down the dingy stairs, my shoes sticking ever so slightly to the floor. I grimace and try not to think any harder about it, concentrating instead on the way I’m going to recommend the bulbs in all these lights be changed.

      Sure enough, as soon as I open the changing-room door, my nose is assaulted by the delectable stench of sweat and mud — that kind of musk you get when too many boys have been sat in a room for too long without any ventilation. I want to take a deep breath, but that won’t help the gag reflex, so I settle for trying to draw breath in through my mouth instead of my nose.

      “Miles,” I call out. “Are you here?”

      “Hang on,” he yells. “Sorry, I was just cleaning off my shoes. My boots got muddy last week when we played that away game in Michigan, and Jacobs keeps telling me off about getting mud all over our turf. I'll be with you in a minute.”

      “Okay,” I say. I shuffle my weight from foot to foot as I wait, holding my arms awkwardly, not sure whether to cross them or leave my hands at my sides. This isn't exactly the kind of place I want to get caught lingering in.

      Then there's some weird banging and rustling from the corner that Miles is hidden around. I don’t want to rush over and look too emotional, but then there’s another huge bang and a grunt, and he’s taking ages anyway, so I dash over to him.

      “Miles, what the hell are you doing?” I demand as I round the corner, then have to try and cover my surprise at seeing him half-naked bashing his shoes against the floor. My gasp is a total fail and it makes him turn to look at me.

      He looks up and grins. “Hello, you.”

      I fold my arms, pretending to be unaffected. “You realize that’s not the most efficient way of cleaning shoes, right?”

      “True, but it is a pretty efficient method of getting a girl to come down here and look for me.” Miles winks, tossing his shoes to the floor, a trail of mud bouncing after them as they go.

      “There are easier ways to get into my pants than this, you know,” I scoff. I swallow hard as he slowly rises from the bench and approaches me, unashamedly looking down at his well-toned abs and muscular arms as if to make me look too. “Have you even showered?” I ask.

      “I'll shower when I get home,” he says, then adds in a voice so low it’s almost a growl, “Right now I have other things on my mind.”

      I giggle a little as he takes another step towards me. “What if we get caught?” I protest weakly, any arguing power I had vanishing as he puts his hands on my waist and I melt into him.

      “No one's here,” he whispers, pushing me backwards until I hit one of the lockers with a crash. It vibrates metallically and Miles smirks, leaning in close to me, pressing his body against mine. “And I don't see you saying no.”

      I groan and stop fighting as his lips hit my neck, letting my hand come to his chest so I can trace his abs as he keeps trailing his way down my throat. “No,” I murmur. “I’m not.”

      His teeth scrape over my collarbone and I moan, reaching down to the waistband of his sweatpants. It’s no secret that he’s turned-on right now; his erection is pressing into my leg insistently and his breathing is heavy against my skin. He reaches down to undo the button on my pants too, slipping his hand inside until it’s pressed against my heat.

      All that stands between my wetness and his fingers is the thin fabric of my underwear. I moan as he applies pressure, slowly giving me just a little friction. He can probably feel how wet I am, even through my panties. It would be so wrong for him to fuck me here, but the thrill of the idea of it is making me even wetter.

      “You’re so sexy,” he mumbles, his lips moving down to my throat where he sucks on my skin, no doubt giving me dark hickeys in places I can't hide them.

      I push on his head, my fingers running through his hair. “Just tell me to stop, and I will,” he murmurs, at the same time rubbing his fingers over my clit again.

      I moan shamelessly. “I didn't say that, now, did I? Just don’t leave any marks for anyone to see.”

      “All right, then,” he says, and undoes a couple of buttons from my blouse so he can free one of my breasts from my bra. He dips his head down and scrapes his teeth over my nipple. I yelp at the sensation, his mouth and his fingers both doing their best to drive me absolutely wild.

      “Stop teasing me,” I hiss, reaching down to squeeze his ass.

      “Would I do anything of the sort?” he grins, before returning to doing that thing with his tongue that makes me feel wild.

      “Yes! You’re doing it now!”

      “Oh, is that what this is?” he says innocently. “And here I was thinking you were having a good time.”

      I growl, flinging my head back against the metal lockers. The sound echoes through the empty changing room, rippling through the air. I'm not sure how he manages the maneuver, but from inside my pants he manages to push aside my panties enough to twist his hand and push his fingers into my folds. I moan again, unashamedly, his fingers exploring deeper and deeper.

      He presses a finger further into me, and I grip tighter to him, ready to let myself go completely despite everything.

      And that’s when we hear the door from the field slam shut.

      Miles jumps away from me like he’s been electrocuted, and I scramble to do all my buttons back up, brushing my hair with my hands in an effort to look at least slightly presentable.

      “I knew this would happen,” I hiss, glaring at him as I desperately readjust my clothes.

      “You weren't complaining a second ago,” he says as he pulls a T-shirt back over his head and buttons up his pants.

      “Miles, this is bad. We can’t do this.”

      He doesn’t have chance to reply, though, because his teammates walk up on us. I lean against the lockers, trying to look discreet and casual and not like I’m still totally wet and flustered.

      “Yo, Miles, dude,” says one of the guys.

      “What’s hot?” says another, then he spots me and awkwardly adds, “Oh, hey, Olivia.”

      They all know me, of course. I've interviewed and taken photos of all of them more than once. I don’t like all of them, but at least they respect me, most of the time. They know I’m an important part of their careers, like it or not.

      “Why are you here?” says Raphael suspiciously. He’s one of the difficult ones, always trying to prove himself as a big, tough man to mask his insecurities. He might not realize it, but I see right through him.

      “I've just come to pick Miles up,” I say, hoping that my breath doesn't sound shaky. Raphael raises a suspicious eyebrow, but doesn't say anything else.

      “We don't usually get girls down here,” jeers one of the guys at the back of the crowd.

      “Yeah,” says Pete, muscling through the others. “Only when Raph brings some hot chick down to brag about in front of everyone.”

      “Well, you wouldn't get any of that from me,” says Miles. “Especially not with her.”

      I understand completely why he says it, but it still feels like a slap in the face. I have to clench my fists to stop myself from recoiling.

      Raphael laughs, then looks at me and adds, “Yeah. No offense, Olivia.”

      “Lots taken!” I snap, eyes prickling with tears. It's stupid to be upset about this, but I can’t show weakness in front of the guys. I force my face into my very best glare to flash at them all, drawing myself tall to show them I won’t be intimidated.

      “Sorry,” they all mutter.

      “You better be,” I say, suppressing my triumphant smile. “Okay, Miles, are you ready?”

      “Yeah, I'll just grab my bag,” he says.

      I flash the boys another smile, then turn on my heel and march away. I cannot get out of there fast enough. It was a bad idea, and I knew it. I should never have gone down there at all.

      Miles follows me out to the car, and as soon as we're alone again, he tries to say, “Olivia, I'm sorry.”

      I cut him off before he can start giving me that look that I feel so weak for. “Don't even bother. I get it. I do. It’s whatever.”

      “Livvy—”

      “Don't call me that!” I snap.

      “Sorry,” he says again.

      He doesn’t say another word for the whole drive back to his place.

      We barely even say goodbye when he gets out, and as I drive home, I take the long way so I can think about everything. About the way he is to me when we’re alone and the act he puts on around everyone else. About if I can ever really trust him when he can swap roles so easily.

      About whether there even is an us to talk about at all.

      The best bit about the car is it’s a place to cry where no one’s going to see.

      Just what has Miles done to me?
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      Flying high on victory, I pretty much run out to the car park to meet Olivia. I’m filled with all the adrenaline of winning and I didn’t run nearly enough laps to shake it off. I hate to admit it, but everyone back home was right. This change has been good for me. It’s really shaken me up and proven to me that I am a good player.

      Not that I didn't know that already. It’s just nice to have confirmation every once in a while.

      I almost don’t want to go home. There’s loads I miss about England — the snacks mainly — but there’s something special in the air here, something awesome about the weather and the people and the way you can go to the beach anytime and soak up the sun. I like the way people act, the way they think my accent is cute, the way they all smile more.

      Plus, it’ll be weird not to see Olivia every day. I don’t know how I feel when I imagine that. Sad, I think. She’s been a huge part of my life here. She’s been everything to me, really. And she’s a fantastic shag.

      But I have a whole other month not to worry about that and to spend as much time getting her into bed as possible, especially after all the time we lost after that day in the changing room. I was almost afraid she’d never want to touch me again.

      I just hope it’s true that she’s forgiven me.

      I do a lap of her car when I spot it, and she laughs as she gets out. “Hey, Miles,” she says, grinning widely. I can hardly believe she’s that happy to see me, but it does feel nice to pretend that someone wants me, even if it’s only a tiny bit. “I brought you these,” she says, holding out a bunch of flowers.

      “Flowers?” My eyebrows draw together in confusion as I stare at the bouquet. She holds them out to me more insistently, so I take them, not wanting to disappoint her. It shouldn’t be a surprise that they smell of flowers, but the floral cocktail that hits me fills my lungs with a kind of tightness that doesn’t make sense. “Why?”

      “Because you scored the winning goal,” she says, like it’s obvious. Then, as gently as anything she’s ever said to me, adds, “Because you did a good job.”

      I keep staring, then realize it’s probably my turn to speak, so I manage to choke out a quiet, “Thank you.”

      “What is it?” she asks, clearly confused at the way I’m looking at these flowers. They’ve obviously five-dollar supermarket flowers, but the gesture means more than I could possibly say.

      “No, nothing. It’s just…” I hesitate, not sure if I should confess what I want to. It feels a little too raw and honest. “No one’s ever given me flowers before.”

      “Never?” she asks, almost outraged, like this is the kind of thing people are meant to do for each other. “Well, I’m glad to be your first.” She bites her lip as if she’s embarrassed that she’s flirting with me, and that just makes her hotter to me.

      I smile warmly back at her. If we weren’t in public and this close to the club, I’d lean and kiss her in appreciation. I’d wrap my arms around her and show her just how grateful I am that she thought of me at all other than in terms of frustration or work.

      “Let’s get home, then,” I say, reaching out to open the car door for her. She gives me another one of those little looks but gets into the car without another word.

      The leather is hot against my bare legs as I buckle my seatbelt, but she gets the air-conditioning blasting at our faces, and the way it blows my hair around my face is a pleasant relief from the scorching heat of the Florida sun.

      “It was a fantastic goal,” she says again as we hit the road. “It’s always so exciting when someone scores with minutes left in the game.”

      “It’s what I'm known for.” I say simply, not turning from my position of staring out of the window at the cars going past.

      It's still surprising to me just how American everything looks. Every day I wake up and feel like I’ve walked onto a film set. It almost feels fake, the way the houses have wood panels and mailboxes; the double yellow lines in the road. Even the quality of light feels different, like there’s a weird filter over everything that screams this is so American! at me. We pass fast-food joints and palm trees, and even though none of this is anything like home, the idea of going back doesn’t fill me with relief like it should.

      It feels like going back to a familiar cycle. Like I’m just going to get trapped back in all the same routines. Like nothing’s going to have changed at all.

      “What you thinking?” Olivia asks, breaking the silence.

      I shrug. “Nothing really. Home.”

      “You miss it?”

      “I guess.”

      “You must prefer it over there.”

      “It’s just different,” I say. “You can’t really compare it.” She nods in agreement as if I’ve said something really profound, and suddenly this conversation is feeling way too real, so I add, “The boys are excited to hear the rundown of all my adventures here. They keep asking in the chat.”

      “All of them?” she asks, raising her eyebrows. I guess she’s not hyped at the idea of being a story of conquest.

      “All my sporting adventures.” I clarify. “Some things are private.”

      “Guess you must have learned a lot playing with different people,” she says.

      “It’s always interesting to do things with new people, innit. People always do things in ways you can’t predict — until you see it.” Even as I say it, I see exactly the double meaning my words could have if they were applied to our relationship, such as it is.

      All of a sudden I get the overwhelming urge to reach out and take her hand. I sit on mine instead to try and calm the desire. I know she doesn’t want this to be anything except what it is, and I thought I didn’t either. I don’t need a relationship. I’m a free agent.

      But as I turn to look at her, I'm seeing the way the sun reflects off her round face, the soft curve of her lips as she smiles, the expressive motion of her eyes when she speaks. Like a brick, it hits me that if I could watch that face every day for the rest of my life, I’d be happy. And soon enough, I'm going to have to let her go.

      I think that thought might be breaking my heart.

      “Miles? I said, have you enjoyed playing with these guys?” Olivia waves her hand at me, snapping me out of my daydreams.

      “Yeah,” I reply because that seems like the right thing to say.

      “You’re in a weird mood today,” she says as we turn down the drive to my apartment. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “Yeah. I must just be tired. Sorry.”

      The car grinds to a halt in my parking spot, and I hook my fingers around the handle, hesitating. “You coming up?”

      “You want me to?”

      Those brown eyes are going to be the death of me. They’re so dark, so deep, so entrancing. Does she know what she’s doing to me when she looks at me like this?

      I lean over to her to pull her into a kiss, letting our lips meet hungrily, our hands entwining as it deepens, everything in the world coming down to the pinpoint of this moment. Even as we pull away, we linger, our eyes shut and faces hovering close for a second longer than they really need to.

      “Of course,” I say, and mean it.

      She glances at her watch. “Okay, you’ve got me for an hour.”

      “I’ll make it worth your while,” I grin and mean every part of it.

      It’s only when we step into the elevator and I check my own watch that I realize she took the long way home. I close my eyes and breathe in the time, desperate to make the most of it while I still have it. The long way home. I don’t dare think it, but what if she wants to spend more time with me too?

      What if we’re meant to be more?
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      There’s a rap on my office door. I take a breath, draw myself up as tall as I can, and say, “Come in.”

      The door squeaks open. I've been meaning to have that oiled for ages but I only remember when somebody else comes in. “Miles,” I say with a smile. “Thank you for coming.”

      “Of course,” he says. “Even if it wasn’t my pleasure, it’s not like I have a whole lot of choice, is it? Technically I’m doing part of what I’m employed to do.”

      “So now you care about your contract?” I say, raising both eyebrows as high as they can go.

      He shrugs. “Only when you’re involved.” My eyebrows stay utterly motionless. That is decidedly not true. Miles has never ever done anything to make my life easier. Or at least that used to be the case.

      To my relief, these days, he really does seem to be acting more like a normal person. Maybe I should feel like I’m being taken advantage of. But somehow, I don't. Somehow, despite everything, anytime he lets me down, he makes it back up to me. Anytime he has to put on his act, he lets down his guard a little more with me.

      I just wish he’d learn to let down that mask more often for everyone else. I wish he could be brave enough to show everyone who he really is.

      Anyway, it's not like we sleep together that much. Sort of.

      “So, interview, yeah?” he says, sauntering into the room and dropping down into the seat on the other side of my desk without even being asked.

      “Interview,” I say, parroting him in agreement.

      “What’s it for?”

      “Well, we’re coming to the end of our star player’s contract, so we thought we'd run a story about how you found your experience over here. Plus, you have been scoring really good goals lately, so it'll look good for everyone.”

      “Oh, I see,” he says, leaning back in the chair with that ridiculous face he makes when he’s pretending to be upset, all huge eyes and pouting. “I'm just a publicity stunt.”

      “Cheer up,” I say. “Surely you should be used to that by now.”

      He shrugs. “I am. But I have a soft, sensitive side that nobody else sees.”

      He leans forward over my desk, his expression turning into that familiar one of attraction, and I flick him away with my fingers. “Enough of that. Let’s get to work.”

      I pull out my phone and place it on the desk, pulling up the recording app so I can hit the red button. Miles stares down at the numbers ticking past. “This is on the record?”

      “What? You thought I was just going to remember all your answers?”

      “Well… I guess,” he says with the desperation of someone who hasn’t given any thought at all to this interview.

      I shake my head in despair and decide to move on to the questions. “What has been your favorite thing about Miami?”

      “The girls,” he says without hesitation, but a beat later his face twists into something that I think must nearly be an apology, and he adds, “But for real, the people have all been great. The Macaws have been so welcoming, and everyone here is so friendly. People just don’t smile as much in Britain as they do round here.”

      “So, the stereotypes are true. You guys are all incredibly grumpy.”

      “Me, no. Most other people? Absolutely, yes.”

      He starts leaning over the desk again, his hands creeping forwards as if he’s reaching towards mine, about to get distracted by whatever fantasies of the office he has. I move on, sitting up straight and putting my hands in my lap. I’d at least like to finish most of this before he gets distracted. “Now, in the last couple of weeks, you’ve scored some really epic goals. Do you want to tell us about how you get ready for a game?”

      “I run ten laps of the pitch, lie down with my shirt off for twenty minutes, then pick a girl in the crowd to pretend to be in love with. It’s that simple, really.” He stretches up, cradling his hands behind his head as he speaks, taking an easy kind of tone, like he’s cool as a cucumber. So much for that sensitive side.

      I roll my eyes at him, but I can’t help a feeling of fondness creeping in. If he’d been acting like this with me when I first knew him, I would have found it intolerable. But I’ve gotten used to his jokey ways, and I know enough about him now to understand the subtext behind what he’s saying. He’s being sincere in his own way. He just has to hide it behind seventeen layers of what he would call charisma, but anyone else would call arrogance.

      I start reading the next question on my list. They’ve been prepared by Tim, and I didn’t have time to do more than just glance over them all, so the next question takes us both by surprise. “When you first came to the Macaws, your stats weren’t that great. But since you've been here, they've only been going up and up. Has it been hard coming from a team where you’re considered one of the worst players to one where you’re considered one of the best?”

      “Are you calling me shit or trying to ask me if I think the Macaws are bad?” He frowns hard, offended on behalf of his teammates. “Because they’re not. These are great guys. They play tight. They all know each other — and we keep winning to prove that we’re good. Would they still be good in the UK? So what if they don’t have the experience to hit the Premier League? You play it slightly differently over here anyway, but at the end of the day, football is football, and honestly, you’d have to be so unbelievably shit to make me not enjoy the game.”

      He breathes out hard as he hits the end of his tirade, then adds, “As for me being the worst or the best? I’m neither. I’m kind of notorious, but I play hard. I score goals. It’s what they brought me over for, and I’m in a place that I can thrive in. Of course I’m playing good. Plus, it helps that they’ve assigned a wonderful woman to help show me the ropes of Miami.”

      As he says this, his eyes dart down to my lips like he’s only got one thing in mind. Knowing him, that's probably true. But he’s still not finished. Looking at me in a way that can only mean one thing, he says, “I always do my best work when there’s women around.”

      “All right, buster,” I say, tapping off the recording. “You're getting yourself too excited. I do have some more questions for you, but maybe we should have a change of pace before your answers turn into total trash.” I open my drawer and pull out a digital camera. I should have charged it last night; I have no idea if this thing is even going to turn on.

      “Pictures?” he asks, his brow furrowed.

      I stare at him, dumbfounded. “Are you being serious? You must have done a photo shoot before. Surely you've been interviewed for magazines at least once in your life.”

      “I know. I have. It’s just that it’s usually a professional who takes the pictures.”

      “Ouch,” I say, rising to my feet. “Nice to know what you really think.”

      His mouth drops open in panic. “No, I— I didn't really mean it like that.”

      “Uh-huh,” I say. I wonder how long I can keep him like this, apologetic and humble.

      “No, I… I just… I wasn't— I just meant, well, you know,” he stammers.

      I grin at him, taking pity. “I'm just teasing. You’re right. Usually, we do have a real photographer. But she's on holiday this week. And Tim said we need the copy for this article as soon as possible.” I emphasize every word in staccato, doing a bad impression of my boss. Miles laughs at it anyway, which makes me smile back. “So, this space isn't great for photos, but if Tim really hates them, he can wait until Sarah gets back next week.”

      “Where do you want me?” he asks.

      I consider this for a moment. There isn’t a lot of space in here, and I don’t want to spend too long setting anything up, so I decide to keep it simple and point towards the blank wall next to the door.

      “Really? You want to do a passport photo?” he asks witheringly. All of a sudden, he’s acting like the king of style — which is rich coming from a guy who spends all day in sneakers and sweatpants.

      I open my mouth and quickly close it again. “I guess I haven't really had a chance to think about it.”

      “You’ve clearly also never read a magazine, either. How can a woman in PR not know how to take a photo?”

      I fold my arms in contempt, scrambling to think of a cutting reply.

      Miles takes advantage of my wavering to dart forward and snatch the camera away from me, and before I can protest, says, “Hey, look, just perch here.” He puts his hands on my shoulders and directs me round to the edge of the desk, encouraging me to sit up on it. I stare at him uncomfortably, not happy about any of this. “Come on, just cross your legs. Yeah, like that. Now lean backwards a little bit and drop your head. Oh, yeah, nice one.”

      He keeps giving me instructions, guiding me into different poses as he presses the shutter. I’ve never, ever felt the desire to be the one in front of the camera, but Miles’s gentle direction quickly makes all my self-consciousness vanish.

      “Now try going down on one elbow; maybe put your leg up a little. Oh, no, that looks silly,” he flaps at me, and I huff as I obey. “Put your legs down. But lean sideways. Yes, that's perfect. Gorgeous.”

      A hot rush of embarrassment flows through me at the compliment. This is so not what we’re meant to be doing, but somehow Miles is making me feel so special right now. I believe it when he calls me gorgeous. Even if he is just playing about, he’s making my heart flutter.

      “No, don’t frown,” he says as my internal complex starts showing on my face. “Give me a flash of that pretty smile. Perfect.”

      “You know,” I say through gritted teeth, “most women being told they have a pretty smile by a guy like you would consider it workplace harassment.”

      He lowers the camera to raise both eyebrows. “And do you?”

      “I would if it was anyone else,” I say. It’s too raw and honest, so I quickly add, “I’m giving you a free pass this time.”

      “I’m much obliged,” he says, bowing in what I can only imagine is a really weird imitation of a Victorian urchin.

      With I sigh, I lean back on the desk again, expecting him to keep messing around with the camera, but instead he lopes back over to me, spinning so he can sit on the desk next to me. “Here, have a look,” he says, pulling the pictures up on the screen.

      Even though the screen is tiny and low quality, as I lean in, I can see what a good eye he’s got for this. “Wow, Miles, I do look great.”

      “What, you thought I was lying to you?”

      I take the camera and keep flicking through the pictures. Despite the office setting and the fluorescent lights and the fact I’m not at all dressed up for photos, he’s managed to seat me so the little natural light I do get in here washes over my face, making my skin glow, my dark eyes pop. And though I want to make a snide comment, to diffuse any of the feelings that seem to be simmering in this room, as I lean against him so we can look at the pictures, I can’t bring myself to.

      “No. I wouldn’t ever think that.”
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      I pick my phone up again. Still no reply.

      I put it face down on the counter and then ten seconds later, pick it up again. Still no reply.

      I’ve only got two weeks left in Miami, and there’s a few days before we have another game. I’m bored — and I’ve basically been trained out of going out to party. And I only know one person in all of America. So I texted her to invite her to come out with me. Not for anything extreme. Just for a little tour of the city. For old times’ sake.

      I don't know where the hell we’re going to go, but that’s not the point. The past three months have flown by, and it’s only just hitting me how much I’m going to miss being here.

      I pick my phone up again. One unread message.

      It’s Olivia, and I fumble to pull the message up. Just one word. Ok.

      I sigh in relief, and before I can figure out what to say next, three dots appear to show her typing, and another message pops up. I’ll pick you up in ten.

      I send her a thumbs-up then put my phone down and freeze. I wasn't expecting her to get here so quickly, so I’m not even remotely ready to go out.

      Quickly, I rush into my bedroom and scan the floor for clean clothes. I did laundry just yesterday, so there has to be something. But the floor is shockingly free of anything, so I go to raid the cupboard instead. I didn’t quite get as far as folding anything, but I grab the first nice T-shirt I see and pull it on with some trousers.

      My phone dings again, and it’s Olivia just sending a single ?

      I don’t bother to reply. She’ll see that I’ve read the message, and I’m heading out the door now anyway. She’ll only be cross about having to wait for a few minutes, and if she’s parked where she always is — which she will be — I’ll know exactly where to find her.

      As predictable as ever, when I head out the building door, there she is, the motor of the car idling as she waits in her parking spot. I wave and grin, and half-jog over to get in.

      “So, where do you wanna go?” she asks as I buckle up my seatbelt.

      I gape at her, suddenly blanking on any place I’ve ever been in my entire life. Not that I’d thought particularly hard about it anyway. So, I just say the first thing that pops into my head. “Let’s go to the beach.”

      “Which beach?” she says with a raised eyebrow.

      Panicking, I shrug. “Dunno. You pick. I’ll buy lunch.”

      “Are you being nice to me because you want something? I’m not going to give you any special treatment for anything, no matter how nice you are to me.”

      “You think that’s what this is about?” I say, guarding my tone so I don’t sound too wounded. There’s no point in pretending to myself. I am going to miss her. And hearing her be so flippant kind of hurts — like even now she can’t believe that I’d want to spend any time with her just for who she is. I guess that’s never who I was to her at all.

      But I’m determined to have fun, so I brush the comment off. She doesn’t reply anyway, just grunts noncommittally, like she isn’t sure what she thinks at all.

      She drives us to the same beach she drove us to on the first day. Nostalgia’s clearly getting to her too. I smile as we get out the car, and before I can think about it, I offer my hand for her to take. The second I realize, I snatch it back, shoving both hands in my pockets to pretend I never did that at all. To my relief, I don’t think she noticed.

      It’s a gorgeous day again, the August sun beating down, hot but not too scorching. The palm trees sway gently in the light breeze, glorious green against the blue sky. I’m going to miss this vista, every day beautiful and warm and predictable, the sky and the sea always there to greet you. I might not be a romantic, but Miami has entranced me completely.

      The city isn’t the only one I’ve been entranced by lately.

      “You look good today,” I say as we walk, as sincerely as I possibly can, though I think I go too far and come out the other side still sounding sarcastic.

      Olivia scoffs like she thinks I’m joking. “Miles, you really don’t have to butter me up to get me into bed, you know. You could just ask, like a normal person. The answer would probably be yes.”

      What I really want is to see her here like this, her hair blowing gently in the sea breeze, her lips pink and shining, her eyes creased into a smile with that look she gives me when she’s teasing me. She’s dressed up, too, wearing a light summer dress in blue, the thin straps exposing her shoulders and inviting me to look at her cleavage. I don’t, though. Much as I enjoy her breasts, she’s more than a body to me. She’s a friend. I might even dare to call her a lover.

      What I want to say is, “I don't want to go. I want to stay here with you.”

      What I actually say is, “Right. So, if I ask, you’ll get into a bikini, then?”

      She scoffs again and gestures to the beach. “Surely you can get your fill of fake-looking hot women in skimpy clothing just by walking along here, can’t you?”

      “You do have a good body, though,” I say digging my hole even deeper to bury myself in it.

      I don’t know why I can’t bring myself to say that I enjoy her company. That I wish we could be something more than what we are. That it twists my heart to think that this doesn’t mean that much to her at all. That I wish I could hold her hand and not have her recoil from me. That for the first time in my life, I think I might be in love.

      But none of these words will come.

      “Well, buy me lunch,” she says, a glint in her eye as she turns to look at me. “And maybe you can see how good my body looks again.”

      “Believe me, I've got that picture firmly in mind.”

      She huffs softly, like she can't quite think of a witty response, and we walk in silence for a while, my fingers still itching with the desire to reach out for her. It’s like my hands don’t know how to be whole without hers in them. It’s like an ache that I can’t turn off, and the more I try to ignore it, the worse it gets.

      At last, I manage to say, “Do you remember the first time you brought me here?”

      “How could I forget?” she says dryly.

      “I had fun.”

      “No, you didn’t,” she says. “You complained the whole time and tried to trick me dozens of times so you could sneak away and get up to no good.”

      “No, I did,” I insist. She’s kind of right, but I remember being tired more than anything. I liked her. I just didn’t like being told what to do. “It was good to spend the day with you.”

      “Miles,” she says softly, shaking her head, her step faltering. Again, I almost reach out to catch her. If she’d fallen, I would have. I wouldn’t let her fall. Not ever. “What's got into you? I thought you couldn't wait to get back to the UK. You know, fish and chips and drizzle or whatever. That’s what you British love, isn't it?”

      I agree without meaning it. My heart is battling with my mouth, pulsing in my chest, trying to figure out what it feels and what it wants to say. I choke out “What’s for lunch?” because that’s not as terrifying as everything else trying to burst out of me.

      “I have an idea,” says Olivia with a grin.

      “Now who’s being a tease?” I say, putting my hands on my hips as I grind to a halt.

      She spins to face me, the skirt of her dress flaring, and winks in a way that sends shivers down my spine. “You just can’t handle surprise.”

      “You can’t bear to give me a straight answer on anything.”

      She shrugs, closing her eyes as she smiles, the wind catching her hair again and blowing it into her face so she has to tuck it behind her ear. “I’ve always been straight with you. Your memory sucks.”

      Maybe it does. Maybe I was grumpier in that first week than I remember. Maybe I did hate her back then. I was wrong for it. I should have enjoyed myself more when she dragged me around the city. I should have made the most of every moment. Again, my heart and tongue battle, a vicious war that freezes me in place, making me feel lost.

      What I want to say is, “I love you.”

      What I actually say is absolutely nothing.

      “Are you hungry?” Olivia asks, narrowing her eyes. I wonder what question she really wants to ask me, because I know that look on her now. It’s the look of thinking one thing and saying another.

      “Yeah,” I say lamely.

      “Come on, then,” she says and grabs my wrist. “This way.”

      As she drags me after her towards some back street, her fingerprints burn into me. Even after she lets go, I feel the imprint of her there. I don’t think I’m going to be able to shake it for a long time.
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      I lead us away from the beach path to take him to a little restaurant that’s hidden down an alley. It’s one of those places most people wouldn’t even believe exists, but if you do believe it exists, you go there all the time because it’s great. They do the best sushi I’ve ever had and their noodles are to die for.

      Miles is resisting me as we turn into the alley, and I turn and frown at him. He was the one who wanted to come out to start with. What’s gotten into him today that’s making him act so strange?

      We pause outside the restaurant, and Miles stares uncertainly up at the sign. “This is interesting.”

      “You do like Japanese food, don’t you?” Suddenly, I’m doubting if this was a good idea at all. I’ve never seen him refuse a meal, but maybe I should have checked in with him first.

      “I'll eat anything.” He shrugs. I can't tell if he's being serious or not but I’m hungry and I like it here, so if he’s not disagreeing with me, I’m not going to change my mind.

      I think his weird mood must be reality setting in at last, like he’s finally realized that he’s going to be going home very soon, back to gray skies and brick houses and people in a permanent bad temper. Soon he’ll be back with all his old friends, going down to the pub and drinking beers until three in the morning, or whatever it is that British people do. He must be excited. I guess he must have wanted to come out with me out of some feeling of obligation, like he owes me something.

      He doesn’t. I wish he’d either act like this is what it is or be real with me and tell me he’s bored. I can’t cope with this act of niceness, like that’s how he can get what he wants out of me. If it doesn’t mean anything to him, I don’t want him to pretend.

      We get seated at a little table in the corner and order drinks from the waiter, an older Japanese guy with a severe face yet warm smile. It must be a slow kind of day, because I think this guy is one of the managers or owners or something. I’ve never seen him do actual service work in here.

      A sudden shot of bravery hits me, and I lean over to Miles. “What's it like in London?” I ask.

      I've been trying to avoid asking personal questions, not wanting to feel like I'm getting attached to him or to make him feel like I’m being invasive. But he’s seen me naked so many times now, and I barely know anything about him or his life at all beyond soccer. It only seems fair that, with only a few weeks left with him, I get to know at least something about him while we’re both sober and not in bed.

      He frowns hard, his face drawing in. “It’s a city. Traffic sucks. Tube’s cool. There’s shops. There’s old shit. There’s weird buildings and tourist crap. What do you want to know?”

      He’s brushing me off again, falling back into that flippancy he gives people when he needs to provide an answer but doesn’t actually want to say anything. But I’m in the mood to dig. “You know, I’ve always wanted to visit London.”

      Miles scoffs, his face scrunching in disbelief. “Why? You live here.”

      “Yeah, but still. And I thought you missed it there.”

      “It’s not the place it used to be,” he mutters. A dark frown settles over his features like a storm cloud, thundering and ominous.

      But emboldened by the vulnerability I’ve had out of him so far, I keep pushing. “Why do you act like you hate everything all the time?”

      “I don’t hate everything,” he throws back without thinking, an automatic response to be contrary.

      “Yeah? Name one thing you like.”

      “Soccer,” he replies immediately. “And also…” He cuts himself off suddenly, like he was about to reveal a secret that he isn’t supposed to share.

      “And?” I ask again, desperate to crack him, to try and find the real Miles underneath this shell. I know he exists. I’ve seen him before, and I want to see him again.

      But whatever the second item on his list was, it looks like I'm not going to find out today as he closes back up like a clam and just shrugs again. “I don't know.”

      “Tell me about London,” I say again. “Please. What was it like to grow up there?”

      He doesn't say anything, the stormy expression staying firmly on his face, his eyes so sad and turbulent that it makes me feel like I’m about to jump off a cliff into a raging ocean if I keep pushing. And though I want to jump, I'm not sure if the waters I'm diving into are going to catch me or leave me to fall on the rocks. Either way. I know there’s no going back for me now. Miles is inside my head and I can’t shake him out.

      I’m about to ask again when the server comes back over, bringing us noodles and takoyaki. I thank him with a big smile. Miles just grunts in affirmation.

      Carefully, I pick up the chopsticks, noting how Miles goes for a fork, and start eating, hoping that the food will help dissipate the atmosphere between us. It doesn’t. Instead, we eat in silence, Miles’s mood seeming to get worse by the second.

      “How’s the food?” I try as he shoves a third takoyaki in his mouth.

      “Good,” he says with his mouth full. “What’s in this?”

      “Octopus,” I say simply.

      He gives a little start, then swallows his mouthful whole. “Octopus?”

      I nod, trying not to find his reaction amusing, and failing. “It’s good, isn’t it?”

      With narrowed eyes, he stabs another ball and carefully puts it in his mouth. He makes the whole thing into a show, and I can’t tell if he’s doing it just to entertain me. Either way, I’m falling hook, line, and sinker because his comic timing is impeccable. “Yeah,” he says finally. “Not what I’d have imagined, but yeah. Good.”

      And with that, the silence takes over us again, like there’s a thousand things bubbling under the surface that we could say but neither of us are quite brave enough to vocalize any of it. We’ve entered a kind of awkward bubble, a kind we haven’t been in for months, and I don’t know how to break it.

      I know what I want to say to him. I just can’t bear for him to break my heart by telling me the truth — that when he goes, that’s the end of us.
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      “It was me and Grandad,” I say suddenly, mouth full of rice, breaking the weird silence between us. Olivia gawps at me, her mouth opening in surprise before she remembers that’s impolite and shuts it again. I guess she wasn’t expecting me to open up at all.

      Honestly, I wasn’t really planning on it.

      Whatever magic Olivia has makes me helpless to her, makes me say things like this that I’ve never said to anyone else and never really wanted to. I’m not big on the whole emotions-sharing thing. But Olivia is safe. I can trust her. It’s been a long time since I could breathe out around another person, but when I'm sitting with her, I can believe everything is going to be okay. That I can tell her anything.

      Almost anything, anyway.

      The lump in my throat is as big as a golf ball, but I continue. “We used to play foot— soccer in the backyard. That’s what got me into it. Playing with him, kicking the ball around. He always used to tell me to pay attention in school because then, if the footie thing didn’t work out, at least I’d have some brains in me to do something else.”

      “And did you?” Olivia asks, delicately slurping on a noodle.

      I laugh tersely. “Nah. I nearly failed my GCSEs. Barely scraped a C in my maths. Only just scraped one in English. My teachers hated me because all I ever wanted to do was go kick a ball about. I used to sneak out of school to do it. I nearly missed all my mocks because I didn’t want to be there.”

      She clearly doesn't have any idea what I'm talking about, but I keep going, knowing that if I stop telling my story now, I’m going to choke on the words and they’ll die in my throat. “For as long as I can remember, it’s just been me and Grandad. I loved that man. But he died a few years ago.”

      “I'm sorry,” says Olivia, taking my hand gently, as if she doesn't realize what she's doing, like she’s running on autopilot.

      I swallow hard, fighting back tears. “It's fine. He was old. It wasn't a surprise.”

      “Miles!” says Olivia, shocked by how callous I'm being, her grip on my hand tightening. “It doesn't make it any less hard. When someone you love passes, whether you're expecting it or not, it’s still hard.”

      “Everyone goes, eventually,” I mutter. “I never had anyone else but Grandad. I never knew my mum and dad. I never had any siblings, never really had any friends. I still don't. Everyone knows me as this big dickhead, a guy you can have fun with. But that’s only because I don’t know who else to be. I let people get close to me to use me because at least then they want me.” I get louder as I barrel on, unable to stop the words flowing out until they hit a wall and my voice cracks.

      I feel pathetic. But somehow Olivia isn’t looking at me like I am. Her eyes are glistening with tears, her expression soft, almost like she really cares.

      “I’m sorry you never knew your parents,” she says gently, rubbing her thumb in circles over my hand. It’s somehow both the most romantic thing and the most genuine act of friendship anyone has ever given me. It’s amazing that she doesn't know just how much she means to me.

      It’s stupid that I can’t make myself tell her.

      “You’re close to your family, then,” I say, hoping to get the conversation back onto any topic that isn’t me. The heat is too much to handle and I don’t actually want to cry in public.

      She nods and smiles, then looks down at our hands and seems surprised to see that they’re clasped together. Almost apologetically, she slides her hand away and down into her lap, and I copy, not wanting her to know that it feels like I’ve just let go of the most important thing in my life. “Yeah, they mean a lot to me. My parents have always supported me, always given me everything that I ever needed. I’m sure they’d have liked your grandfather.”

      I can't help but wince at her mentioning Grandad, which she seems to notice and winces too, embarrassed to have brought it up. Quickly, she corrects herself. “I just mean, they’ve always encouraged me to do whatever makes my heart happy.”

      “And being in PR makes your heart happy?” I ask, incredulous. Maybe it’s judgmental, but I’d go out of my mind being trapped behind a desk all day like she is.

      “Maybe happy is a strong word,” she says, taking a nervous sip on her drink. But the pay is good and usually this job treats me pretty well. Especially the Macaws — they’re good employers and I like the challenges of the stuff they get me to do. Plus, I like having time outside work to do things that really matter to me.”

      “You have time outside work?” I raise both eyebrows. I’ve never seen her do anything else except work. One time, she almost brushed me off for a Zumba class, but I made her come and get me instead.

      “Well, usually I do — when I’m not too busy chasing around British boys who think they’re the center of the universe.”

      She laughs, but I still feel a sting of guilt. It’s all my fault that her job has been so awful recently. No wonder she can’t wait to get rid of me. When I go, she can have her life back and return to all those things she wants to do that I’ve been standing in the way of.

      “Come to dinner,” she says as suddenly as whiplash. “On Thursday. With my parents. At their house.”

      I stare at her and blink as I process what she’s saying. “You want me to come to your family dinner?”

      She hesitates, her plush lips wobbling as if she's doubting the offer she’s making. But she doesn’t take it back. “Yes,” she says decisively. “Come to my parents for family dinner.”

      “Why?” I ask, drawing the syllable out suspiciously. There has to be a catch.

      Unless this is her way of telling me she cares. My heart thuds in my chest at the possibility.

      “Because I want you to. Because you’ll enjoy it. And so will my brother Chris. He’s six years younger than me, and even though he acts like a little terror, he’s got a heart of gold. And he loves soccer. So, having a real famous soccer player in the house will give me sister points.”

      “Oh, I see, I see,” I say, slumping back in my chair and shifting the gear back into teasing. “You just want me for family cred.”

      “Of course,” she laughs.

      And just like that, anything genuine in our conversation vanishes. It’s like being trapped in a fishbowl, this emotion that’s threatening to make me explode. I’m tapping on the glass, shouting at the top of my lungs for her to notice me, trying to shout anything real at all. But no sound is coming out, so all I can do is keep swimming, entertaining everyone by being what they expect me to be.

      “So you'll come?” she asks, suddenly uncertain, like she’s realizing she’s going to really, really regret this.

      I answer before I can chicken out. “Yeah, all right, why not? What time?”

      “We usually eat around six thirty, so maybe come over at six?”

      “Deal,” I say. “And Olivia?”

      “Yeah?” She looks at me with wide, sad eyes, like she’s expecting something.

      I freeze. But I have to say something. I can’t say nothing, not this time. I can’t be a coward again. “Thank you,” I say gently. “This means a lot. I’ve never really had a family.”

      “You’ll be welcome,” she says with a smile.

      It’s only when I lie down and shut my eyes that night that I realize exactly what I’ve agreed to. Family dinner. She wants me to meet her family. It’s almost like she wants me to be part of it.

      Is that thought brilliant or too terrible for words? It’s a question I can’t answer.

      I just hope I don’t make her regret it.
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      “Will you just go and sit down?” my mother says, waving a wooden spoon at me. “Either sit down or come chop some of these carrots. Your pacing isn't helping anyone.”

      “Sorry, Mom,” I say, turning on my heel to face the counter. I pick up a knife and my mother immediately deposits a huge bowl of carrots in front of me. I reach into the bowl to grab one and start peeling it, my mind still racing with worry, my feet still itching with the desire to move.

      “Pacing isn’t going to make your friend come any faster.” Mom shoots me a wry look and I glare back at her. “I’m sure he’ll show.”

      “I’m not,” I mutter. Miles isn’t unreliable exactly, but his reaction in the restaurant was weird, and I’ve barely seen him since then. There’s every chance he’s going to get cold feet and leave us all hanging.

      “He’d better,” calls Dad from the dining table. “I made a whole list of questions to ask him. It’s not every day your daughter brings home a soccer player.”

      “I’m not bringing him home!” I snap. “I’ve invited a friend over.”

      “You did warn him that Daddy is maybe the country’s biggest soccer fan, right?” asks Mom, ignoring my outburst.

      “I told him you were fans,” I say, deciding not to tell them that I deliberately avoided giving Miles the information that my father probably knows his statistics better than he does.

      Dad’s been revising all week, watching old Canaries games on some weird sports website in preparation for giving Miles a good old grilling about tactical decisions and whatever. This isn’t exactly the way I thought a boy I brought home would get grilled, but I’ve also impressed upon my parents exactly how much Miles and I are not romantic. I'm just glad he hasn’t left any visible hickeys on my neck recently because that one would be awkward to explain.

      Fortunately, I think they're all slightly too dazzled by the idea of having a soccer star in the house to have really thought through the fact that I'm bringing home a boy.

      Not that my parents are like those really strict, really weird kinds of parents who monitor their kids every second of the day and think they have a right to dictate exactly what their kids can and can’t do. My parents have always encouraged me to be friends with whoever. But my dad does get protective of me, and the idea of him thinking there’s even a remote possibility that Miles and I are an item is more than a little concerning.

      After all, Miles is pretty universally known as bad news.

      I just hope he can behave himself tonight. My feelings for him might be more complicated than trying to understand the fine print of an insurance policy, but one thing is for sure — if he makes himself and me look stupid in front of my parents, or even so much as does one dumb or disrespectful thing, my feelings are going to cool off pretty quickly.

      I’m just about getting into a good rhythm with the carrots, peeling and chopping them and dumping them in a pan, when the doorbell rings. I jump out of my skin, narrowly missing slicing the tip of my finger off. “He’s here!” hollers Dad like that’s not completely obvious.

      But before I can even think of making a move for the door, Chris has already jumped up and run over. He flings the front door open with a massive grin and stares up at Miles, the foot or so of height difference doing nothing to dampen my brother’s look of awe.

      “Oh, my God,” whispers Chris reverently, his mouth wide open. “You’re Miles Hamilton.”

      “I am,” says Miles, grinning generously at my brother’s wide-eyed stare. “And you are?”

      Chris’s mouth wobbles as though he’s forgotten completely how to talk. I sweep in to save my brother from his own idiocy. “This is Chris. He’s a fan.”

      “I get you, kid,” says Miles with a wink. “Me too.” Then he looks at me and says, “Can I come in?”

      “Of course.” I step aside and gesture him in. Chris scurries back away into the living room, and Miles steps into the house, looking all around at everything. As I shut the door behind us, I feel a surge of embarrassment as he takes it in, knowing he’s making inferences about everything, judgments.

      “Come on through,” shouts my mother from the kitchen. “Come and make yourself at home.”

      “Hey,” says Miles, smiling awkwardly at my mother as he steps into the kitchen, dipping his head a little in polite greeting. I never really imagined him to be the type of person to get intimidated by anyone, but here he is, standing in my parents’ kitchen, meeting my mother and looking like he’s about to get told off. He’s full of surprises.

      Not one to be left out, Dad gets up from the table and wanders over in an approximation of casualness that’s fooling no one. I can practically see him vibrating in excitement.

      “So, Miles,” says Dad. “Awesome goal the other day.”

      “It was pretty cool, wasn’t it?” Miles says, humble as ever.

      “Here, come and sit,” says Dad, ushering Miles to the table, seating him down facing the TV that is only allowed out on special occasions because Mom hates it when he tries to watch sports while we eat.

      I return to my post, chopping. Fortunately, the kitchen and dining room are connected, so I can keep a close eye on Miles while I help Mom.

      Or maybe it’s my father I should be keeping a close eye on. I’m not actually certain who’s worse right now. Dad has immediately started grilling Miles about his last few plays, about the penalty shoot-outs and the red card he got the other day. Miles is taking it really graciously — in fact way more than I would have ever expected. It makes me feel bad to have underestimated him, but I kind of expected Miles to answer a few questions politely then nod along, bored and not afraid to show it.

      But here he is, listening more intently to Dad than he ever has to me, answering the questions Dad throws at him and engaging in a level of conversation that I can’t even follow. I guess if you really love the game, talking about it all the time isn’t really a hardship.

      I relax back into my kitchen role, chopping everything that my mother throws at me while I listen to the conversation going on in the dining room. Chris has reappeared, clearly having calmed down after coming face-to-face with Miles.

      “Mr. Hamilton,” says Chris shyly.

      “Please, just call me Miles. I can’t stand that formal stuff.”

      “Oh, okay. Miles,” Chris starts again, “which team do you like better? That place you’re from in London⁠—”

      “Croydon,” interjects Dad.

      “—or Miami.”

      “Hmm,” Miles hums, as if he’s really considering the problem hard. I glance over to see him giving Chris his fullest attention, and my heart swells. “I don’t know. They’re both pretty good teams. Obviously, I'm really used to Croydon because that’s home. But I really enjoyed it here in Miami. I’ve had fun.”

      “That's good to hear,” says Dad. “We can't have you going home saying how bad you were treated in the States.”

      “God, no, not at all. Everyone’s been great. And I’ve had the best tour guide anyone could ever imagine.” He glances over to me and catches my eye, and an emotion I can’t name washes through me and makes my ears ring. Something between affection and sorrow, maybe.

      “I hope you’re hungry,” says my mother, marching over from her place in the kitchen to stare Miles down. “I’m making enchiladas.”

      “And that’s just the starter,” says Dad, laughing heartily. “Do you like Mexican food, Miles?”

      Miles shrugs. “I haven't really had very much of it. Mexico is quite far away from England. But I’m down to try anything, and it smells great.” Dad laughs heartily at that, and Mom hums in something approaching approval.

      Without me noticing, Chris manages slide up next to me and taps me on the arm, making me jump. I swat at him, but he dodges my attack and swarms up to me, standing on tiptoes behind me to rest his chin on my shoulder. “You didn't tell us you have a boyfriend,” he whispers in my ear.

      I shake him off and push him away, giving him a dirty look. “Shut up. I don’t.”

      Chris raises both eyebrows as far as they’ll go and gives me a look of utter disbelief. “Sure you don’t.”

      “Stop talking about things you don't know anything about.”

      “Okay,” he says in a singsong voice. “It would be cool, though.”

      “What would?”

      “You dating a soccer player. Think of all the tickets to games we could get!”

      My scowl darkens. “I already get you tickets to games, idiot.”

      “Yeah, but knowing a player is totally different to you just working there.”

      I flap both hands at him and turn back to the stove where I’ve been tasked with stirring a pot. “Your imagination is getting out of hand. Go away. Unless you want me to make Mom give you a job.” He sticks out his tongue and slinks away.

      It makes me wonder, though. What is Chris seeing that I’m not?
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      When we finally sit down for dinner. I find it hard to imagine that Olivia's family have any more questions about football for me.

      I'm mistaken, though.

      Her dad, Miguel, keeps going on and on about games from years ago, and I have no idea how or why he watched any of them, especially the ones where I was playing really badly. It’s kind of sweet that he’s making an effort. But I’m not really sure why he’s making an effort. As far as they care, I’m nobody to Olivia. I’m just a guy.

      As far as Olivia cares, I’m just a guy.

      Olivia sits down next to me as her mother, Andrea, starts bringing food out to put it on the table. She’s shockingly casual today, her hair down, fluffy socks on her feet, a cozy cardigan wrapped around her shoulders. Even when we’ve been together, she’s always gone right back to professional after. I’ve seen her in my T-shirts, but that’s not that same as seeing her with her guard down like this.

      Chris gets roped in to help too, looking miserable the whole time as they bustle about. Olivia and I could definitely sneak away now and no one would notice for five minutes.

      Not that that’s long enough for what I want to do with her.

      I try to curb my thoughts about sneaking off to have sex in her childhood bedroom and pull my focus back to dinner. I’ve never had real Mexican food at all, and it all smells great. “Hey, this looks fab,” I say, not wanting to be rude or for Andrea to feel unrecognized. She must have done a shit ton of work for all this.

      She smiles warmly at me. “I made it a little milder than I usually would because I know British people can have sensitivities to flavors.” She says sensitivities slightly under her breath, like an old person commenting on something indecent.

      “Hey!” I say, pretending to take offense. “I mean, you're not exactly wrong. But I’m a man of taste. I can handle my spice.”

      She gives me a look like she doesn't quite believe me — and she’s right not to. I desperately hope I don’t get put to the test on this, because the truth is I don’t really like spicy food at all. I am a baby about it, and I don’t want this meal to embarrass me. I scoop a healthy serving of everything on the table onto my plate and just dig right in. No use in holding back, I figure.

      Fortunately, there's nothing about this that I would describe as spicy at all. It is incredibly flavorful, though. “I never knew beans could be so good,” I say with my mouth full.

      “You know, I went to England once,” says Miguel. “I tried your baked beans. Why you call them a delicacy, I will never know.” He makes a face of disgust, and I giggle, amused at the idea of this guy, clearly used to having great meals every day, tucking into a tin of beans and hating every second.

      “Not a beans-on-toast fan there, then?”

      He shakes his head and sticks out his tongue, making a noise of repulsion. “I would not describe anything about most British foods as a delicacy,” he says. “You folks have a very interesting palate. Though there was a pudding I enjoyed. Like pancakes, but tall.”

      “Yorkshire pudding?”

      “Yes, that's it! You really thought of some strange ways not to starve over there, huh?”

      “Wait until you hear about the toast sandwich,” I say with a smirk.

      As we eat, I keep noticing Olivia throwing me little glances, as if she's checking to see that I'm still behaving. In reality, it’s taking all my effort not to reach over with my toes and start playing footsie with her. I almost want to make a scene to wind her up, but her family have been so kind letting me in here that the idea of making a fuss isn't that appealing.

      We laugh and eat and tell stories, and time runs past without me even noticing. Even after all our plates have been empty for ages, we stay, engaged in making fun of my old games, of stories about home, Britain and Mexico, and Miami.

      This is the deepest chat I’ve had with anyone in ages, and I’m shocked by how good it feels. By how much I could almost belong here.

      At last, Andrea slowly rises to her feet. “Okay, Chris, my baby. Help me take the dishes through.”

      “Mom,” he whines but she shuts him down with a swift, cutting glare. He doesn’t argue any more.

      Miguel looks at me, and Olivia and beckons us through to the living room. It occurs to me only when I sit down that maybe I should have offered to help with the dishes, but it's too late because Miguel has already started loading up a game for us to watch.

      “I hope you’ll agree,” he says as he wrestles with the TV, “this is one of your best.”

      The game flickers into life, and I squint, trying to figure out where and when it is. It’s the Canaries, from a few years ago. I come running through the tunnel in our away orange, arms outstretched to soak in the noise of the crowd as I take up my position on left field. “Oh, this is against Luton, yeah? 2021?”

      “Yes, a great game.”

      I nod in agreement, settling back into the sofa. “I hate those guys.”

      Miguel laughs in agreement. “Yes, their defense is terrible.”

      “And their attack was all over the place,” I add. “It’s like they don't even want to get the ball in the net.”

      Miguel laughs again, way more loudly than the joke deserves, clapping his hand on my knee. Olivia, next to me, looks away in embarrassment.

      A swell of affection rises up through me. I do my best to squash it down but I can’t quite manage it. This must be what having a family is like. I loved Grandad more than anything in my whole life, but he was getting old before I was even a teenager. He did his best for me, and I wouldn’t have had him do anything different in a million years.

      It's just that this is the kind of family you read about in fantasy or watch on the telly. This is a mother and father who like each other’s company, an intelligent sister and a goofy younger brother. This is a family who have welcomed me in with open arms and given me anything I need without question.

      If I didn’t know this was real life, I’d have dismissed it as being picked right out of the pages of a story. I guess some people really do live like this. That thought makes my heart ache.

      Miguel cheers with everything he’s got when I make the final goal. It’s not close enough to the end to be that exciting, but it was a pretty good one. We thrashed Luton that day, four-nil. I scored two of the goals and felt pretty damn good about it.

      And if Miguel has watched this before, he knows that too. The fact that he’s still reacting so vocally despite knowing what happens almost makes me want to cry. It’s like he actually cares for me.

      It’s stupid to get this attached. I’m a well-known player — lots of people care about me. Lots of people put me on this weird pedestal like I’m some kind of superhuman just because I’m good at kicking a ball around a field. I’m not. And Miguel barely knows me.

      It’s kind of him to pretend, but I can’t let myself get taken in. I can’t give myself even more to miss about this place.

      I pull my phone out as the game draws to an end and blink in surprise to see the time. I’ve been here for hours and hours and no one’s told me to go away yet. Even Olivia hasn’t got sick of me yet. Not that she’s been paying any attention for the last hour or so because she’s been dozing off on the sofa next to me, only occasionally stirred by her father’s reactions.

      Still, I suddenly start to feel the creeping sensation that I've outstayed my welcome. I stay to the end of the game that we're watching, and before Miguel can put another one on, I get slowly to my feet. “I should get going,” I say. “I’ve bothered you all for long enough.”

      “Not at all,” says Miguel, getting up too. “It’s been a thrill having you here.”

      “Yes,” says Andrea dryly from the dining room. ”It’s good for him to have someone else to talk sports with for a change.”

      I grin. “Well, dinner was absolutely perfect, Andrea. Thank you so much for having me.”

      We all congregate in the dining room, Andrea with a dish towel in hand, while Chris scrubs away in the sink. “Olivia tells us you're going back to England soon.”

      “Yeah. At the end of the month.”

      “A shame,” she says. “I would have invited you back. It’s good for Olivia to have a friend.”

      “Mom!” says Olivia, covering her face in embarrassment. I wish she wouldn’t. I want to make the most of looking at it while I still can. “I’m not five still!”

      “But I will always be your mother,” says Andrea, taking a step towards us as if to sweep Olivia up into a big hug.

      Olivia sidesteps her mother’s affection and says to me, “Come on, I’ll walk you to the door.” She ushers me out into the hallway and watches as I put on my shoes.

      On one leg, not looking at her, I say, “I really enjoyed myself tonight. Thank you.”

      “I thought you would,” she says, raising a smug eyebrow that I see out of the corner of my eye.

      “Your family are great.”

      “I know.”

      “I wish I could have come again. It was cool to hang out.”

      “I’m sure Mom would have liked that too.”

      I scramble to think of something else to say as I stand up straight, but my traitorous tongue falls short yet again. The evening is drawing in outside, casting golden light through the window by the door, lighting Olivia up, giving her an aura that I can barely take my eyes off. “I’ll see you tomorrow,” is all I can manage.

      She takes the latch off the door and cracks it open before looking at me again. “I’ll come pick you up at the usual time. Be on time for a change? It’s your last game before you go. I wouldn’t want you to be late.”

      “For sure,” I say, still hesitating. I don't even know what I should say here to express what I’m feeling. I don’t think I can put the sensation into words. I don’t think I can explain the warm glow inside my chest every time I look at her.

      I love you is what I should say. That would probably describe most of it. Instead, what I actually say is, “Good night, then.”

      I lean in to kiss her on the cheek, and I want to linger there with my lips on her skin so badly, I ache, but I don’t. I don’t want to make things any harder than they already are for either of us.

      So all I do is pull back, smile warmly, then turn away into the night, my heart twisting as I hear her call goodnight after me.
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      We get out of the car together, relieved to stand up after sitting in traffic for ages. “Let me help you with your bags,” says Olivia, crossing round to the boot to open it.

      “Déjà vu,” I say quietly.

      “If you want to carry them in yourself, that’s fine by me. Makes a change from me doing everything,” she says, though I don’t think she one hundred percent means the snark in her voice. There’s a look in her eyes that seems sad, like she’s also remembering the first time we met.

      So much has changed since then.

      “Come on,” she says, grabbing one of my bags and hoisting it out of the car.

      “Thanks for bringing me to the airport,” I say as I grab the other one. “I really appreciate it.”

      She slams the boot shut and locks the car, the noises echoing eerily through the parking garage. “A thank-you?” she says, raising both eyebrows. “Are you feeling okay?”

      I roll my eyes. “Yeah, man, whatever. It’s not that unusual.”

      Olivia makes a noise that clearly means she thinks otherwise. I don’t argue, though. Today isn’t for arguing.

      We walk together to the airport, snaking our way down the stairs and weaving through corridors until we hit departures, each of us dragging one bag behind us. Olivia persuaded me to ship more of my stuff this time, so I only have two suitcases and my big rucksack, which I’ve been told I have to carry. I could probably have managed all this stuff by myself.

      But then Olivia would have just dropped me off and not come in with me, and I wanted to see her one last time. That sounds so final. One last time. It’s like I really do believe that I’m never going to see her again.

      This is a girl who's cracked me open like a walnut and somehow hasn't thrown away the shell yet. She’s seen every part of me and still kept coming back for more. If I never had to leave, would we still have to end?

      We step into the terminal at last. It’s bustling with people, some in a hurry, some trying to take their time. By one check-in desk, a father leans down to hug and kiss each of his three kids in turn before he has to leave them. By a door, two girls embrace like the last thing they want to do is let go. There are families and single travelers, suitcases and handbags, people in scarves and people in sunglasses.

      To any of them, we would look like any other couple of people. Just a girl waving goodbye to a guy, our history as easy to invent a story about as anyone else’s. It could be anything at all.

      We drag my bags towards the check-in counter, and I shove my passport into the self-service machine, clicking through all the questions so I can get the tags printed. It would probably be faster to go to a real person, but Olivia is lingering here and I don’t want her to go.

      I’m not sure what I’m meant to do now, if I should hug her or kiss her once more, if I should sneak into the bathroom with her and say goodbye properly. All I really want is some sign that she’s going to miss me.

      The machine creaks as it prints out the tags, and I keep staring up at Olivia as I fix one onto the bag in my hand, trying desperately to think of something to say to her. Eventually, I just reach out for the bag she’s holding, waving the label at her. We do a weird, awkward dance and I chuckle. “Guess I'll have that, then,” I say.

      “Yeah,” she replies, releasing the bag and stepping out of the way like she’s surprised to see she’s still holding it. Like she’d forgotten she was.

      “Guess you can’t wait to see the back of me,” I joke, though my heart isn't really in it, and it ends up sounding kind of pathetic.

      “Oh, yeah. I can't wait to stop babysitting,” she says a little too quickly. We both chuckle awkwardly again.

      I clench my fists. It’s taking pretty much everything I have to not sweep her off her feet, to walk us over to the ticket counter and buy her a ticket so she can come with me, or else say fuck it and go home with her. How can this have meant nothing to her?

      “It wasn’t all bad, though, right?” I ask, wincing at the way I sound utterly desperate for validation.

      She shrugs. “There were some good bits. Get your own car sorted next time, though, yeah?”

      “Next time?” I say hopefully.

      “Maybe,” she says, stepping on my heart.

      There’s a loud announcement through the speaker system and a whole bunch of people who have been milling around start snapping into action. Security is going to be a nightmare now. I don’t want to, but it’s time to go.

      “Well, I should probably head out.”

      “Yeah,” she says, still unmoving. Honestly, I'm finding it hard to believe that she didn't drop me off and run. I’d have thought she’d have spent more than enough time with me by now to satisfy her forever.

      Not that I'm complaining. I don’t want to stop seeing her, so I’m drinking in every last precious second I have with her. Thinking about never seeing her again is breaking my heart. It’s funny because I never even thought I had a heart to get broken in the first place.

      “Well, you've got my number,” I say, giving her my very best boyish grin. “Call me anytime. I'm just as good over the phone.” I wink to cover my cringe. Here we are, supposed to be having a big goodbye, and I just totally ruined it by making a stupid sex joke.

      Now she’s gonna think I’m an even bigger idiot than before.

      “Uh-huh,” is all she says, and I know in that second I’ve lost her forever. Clenching my fists around my bags until my knuckles are bone white, I steel myself to go.

      “Well, goodbye then,” I say. “Thank you for everything.” I say it with the most sincerity I can muster, but I don't know if she can tell.

      There’s a long pause, like she’s trying to collect herself, then finally she says, “Goodbye, Miles. It was good to have met you.” It’s almost a clinical send-off, and it feels like being stabbed all over again. I have to get out of here before I say anything else that could make it any worse.

      Uncertainly, I step forward, slightly holding my arms out to invite her into a goodbye hug. To my surprise, she takes the hint, meeting me to wrap her arms around my body, giving me one big squeeze as she presses her face into my chest. I’m choosing to believe it’s her way of telling me she really did care after all. The squeeze I give her means that.

      It is so hard to let her go.

      But I have to. I give her one last smile as we split apart, then take a breath, grab my bags, and turn around to head to the bag drop-off. My feet thump against the polished floor as I set off, echoing the pounding of my heart.

      I want to look back and smile at her one more time. I want to see her smile. But I know if I do, I’ll crack. It’ll break me to see her there, and it’ll break me to see that she’s gone. And if she is still there, I don’t want her last memory of me to be of tears running down my face. If she remembers me at all, I want it to be good.

      Because I know for sure, I’m never going to forget her.
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      Part of me wants to linger and wait until Mile is gone from sight. Until I can say with absolute certainty that he’s not coming back. But lingering will be awkward for both of us because he doesn’t want to watch me standing there watching him. And I don’t want him to know just how strong my stupid feelings are.

      Our last ever conversation bounces through my mind as I leave the terminal. Of course, his final words to me were a joke about sex — I would expect nothing less of him. As if I needed more proof that I was nothing but some cheap fun for him, though. That thought twists my heart and drops it right in my stomach. The sooner I get over this, the better.

      I have to put my business face back on now anyway. Even though I want to go home and sleep off the whirlwind that’s been the past few months, I’ve been told to get back to the club for a meeting as soon as possible. Performance review were the exact words Tim used. Not words I like to hear.

      Today, not only am I losing the best lover I ever had, but I might also be losing my job.

      As soon as possible isn’t an exact time, though, so I take a long route back to the club and sit in my car in the parking lot for as long as I think I can get away with. I walk as slowly as I can from the car to Tim’s office, taking the stairs instead of the elevator and taking them real slow so I don’t look breathless when I arrive.

      But finally, I can’t put it off any longer. Here I am. I could not be less ready for the inevitable. With a lump in my throat, I rap on Tim’s door. From within comes a muffled “Enter,” and I close my eyes hard, gritting my teeth as I grab onto the cold metal of the door handle and twist it.

      “Olivia,” he smiles as I walk in. I can never tell if Tim smiling is a good or a bad thing. He’s the kind of guy whose face never matches his emotion.

      “Good afternoon,” I say, trying not to fidget nervously.

      “Take a seat,” he says, and the knot in my stomach pulls even tighter. This is it. This is the end of my career. I'm washed up at twenty-six.

      “I just want to say thank you,” he says in a tone so incongruously harsh for his words that I have to take a second to really understand what he’s saying. “Miles has been hard work for everyone,” he continues, “and you've handled him like a champ. There’s been hardly any press reports on him at all, and the handful I’ve seen have been, overall, pretty positive. I knew I could rely on you to do this.”

      “Rely on me?” I squawk back like a parrot.

      “Yeah,” he says, leaning in conspiratorially over his desk. “Between you and me, Mia wanted this job. But I said to the others, no. Terrible idea. Mia won’t be able to handle him. She won’t keep a tight enough leash and it’ll be a disaster. Let’s give this one to Olivia. It's good to see my trust wasn’t misplaced.”

      “Thank you,” I stammer, my mind reeling with the confusion of knowing that all of this was Tim's idea to begin with. And all this time I’ve assumed he’s been ready to cut off my head and throw me to the wolves. Sometimes it’s nice to be wrong.

      “Here,” he says, sliding an envelope over the desk. “Open this.” I stare at it for a moment, not sure how many more surprises I can handle today. Tim laughs kindly. “Don’t worry. It’s not a bomb.”

      With shaking hands, I pick up the envelope, fumbling with the paper under my nails. I’m glad it wasn’t sealed, because the embarrassment of trying to open an envelope neatly and failing would probably kill me right now.

      Inside, there’s just one sheet of paper with the official club letterhead, signed by the club owner. This is important news, then. I blink and force my eyes to read the words in order instead of letting them dart around the page. It starts with the usual formalities, a thanks for my work with Miles, a recognition of some of my other work — the stuff I’m actually paid for and am proud of.

      Then, there at the bottom, the words promotion and raise are written in stark, black ink.

      I read the words six times until they sink in and promptly burst into tears the second they do.

      “Olivia?” splutters Tim, flailing at the outburst of emotion. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing,” I say, sniffing. I’ll be embarrassed about this later, but right now my professional self needs to regain composure. “Thank you so much.”

      “It’s the least you deserve,” says Tim. “Hell, if I had it in my power, I'd give you a bigger raise than that.”

      “No, this is wonderful. I’m sorry, I’m just— I’m tired and I’ve worked really hard recently and…” I trail off, not sure where this sentence is going, my mouth just flapping around randomly. I take a sharp breath. “This just means a lot.”

      Tim gingerly reaches over and pats my shoulder. It’s kind of awkward, but the gesture is well meant and appreciated. And I’m telling him the truth. I am incredibly overwhelmed by all of this. I was expecting to get fired today, not thanked.

      But the truth is deeper than that as well. These are all the tears that I couldn’t cry at the airport. These are tears of joy and of heartbreak. I couldn't confess it before, not even to myself, but I’m going to miss Miles so much. I think I was growing to love him — and now I’m never going to see him again. I know he said I could call anytime, but texting him too quickly seems like an intrusion.

      And anyway, what are we going to talk about. Soccer?

      Even though I work so closely with the game, I don’t really care about it that much. I definitely don’t know enough about it to have any conversation of length about it. I’d bore Miles in a hurry telling him petty things about my day.

      And it’s not like we’d be able to see each other anyway; it’s not like I could just ask him out for a coffee, or drinks, or a walk. Everything about this just feels so difficult, and it’s all in my head. I want to text him right now. I want to tell him that I miss him and I wish we could spend more time together. That, sex aside, I just really enjoyed spending time with him. Once I started getting to know him, he was funny. He was kind.

      He was Miles.

      It’s been a long time since I cried over a guy like this.

      I keep sobbing, and Tim produces a tissue box, gently pushing it in front of me. “Are you sure you're okay?” he asks.

      I nod, even though the answer is clearly no. I'm just not getting into personal issues with my boss right now. I’m definitely not telling him that I think I’ve fallen for Miles and that we used to sleep together, and that he saw me as nothing more than a casual side chick, and that I’m wasting my time even having any emotions for him, but now I've started having them. I can't turn them off, and that’s why I’m still sitting here in his office, crying like I just got told the worst news of my life.

      This is not a conversation I want to have with my manager. This isn't a conversation I want to have with anyone.

      I take a tissue, smiling in thanks, and blow my nose. Immediately, it gets gross and damp, so I stand up to throw it in the trash.

      “Do you… do you need a lift home?” Tim asks, stumbling over his words. I guess it takes a lot for him to show genuine concern like this. It’s weirdly nice to see that he has a human side too.

      “No, I'll be okay, really. I'm going to go for a walk. Thank you again, so much.” I’m rambling as I’m heading for the door, but I need to escape this room now. Tim nods with a smile that looks more like a grimace, and I excuse myself, opening the door, clutching the envelope with my promotion in my hand.

      This is everything I've been working for for such a long time. This is everything I've wanted for years. And now I’ve got it, all I can do is cry over Miles.

      I walk out into the parking lot, meandering around the edges until I feel ready to drive.

      Leaning on the car, I pull out my phone and my thumb hovers over Miles’s contact. But he’ll be on the plane now, so even if I did text him, it would be pointless because he wouldn’t read it for another six hours. If he would even read it all.

      I shake my head and text Tali and Elena the emergency signal. I don’t feel like being alone tonight. What I need are my friends, and I need them to help me drown my feelings. I have enough of them to fill an ocean.
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      My stomach churns again. I roll over, clutching my knees to my chest as I lie on the bathroom floor, desperately trying not to vomit again. The entire world is spinning and trying to take the contents of my stomach with it. I don’t think I have anything left to throw up in me, but my stomach heaves again and proves me wrong.

      The last time I felt this sick, I swore off eating shrimps for the rest of my life. I somehow don’t think this was shrimp, though.

      Once the worst of the next wave passes, I reach out blindly for my phone, which is on the floor somewhere. As my hands creep across the cold tiles, the thought hits me that it’s quite nice to lie on the floor like this. It’s warm outside, so this is kind of soothing. I just wish I wasn’t vomiting as well.

      I text Tim, to tell him I categorically will not be coming into work today, and hope that autocorrect fixes whatever sloppy spellings I give him. Maybe that adds authenticity to the sickness, though, to send a nonsense message.

      Ugh! I never get sick. I have the healthiest immune system of anyone I know. What is wrong with me?

      And worst of all are thoughts in the back of my mind trying to tell me something about the timing of this. But I don’t want to believe it. I’m on birth control, after all. That does mean I probably wouldn’t notice if I skipped a period because I don’t really get noticeable ones anymore anyway. But it’s birth control for a reason. Plus, Miles and I used a condom every time.

      As I retch into the toilet again, the horrible memory of the one time we didn’t comes back to me. God, that sex was amazing. But surely one time can’t have been enough to…

      I shake my head to myself.

      “This can't be happening,” I croak out loud to nobody. I rack my brain to think of what else could be making me feel like this. But I haven't eaten anything weird, and I haven't gone out lately, so it can't be a hangover. It could just be the flu. I’m very willing to accept that it’s just the flu.

      But I don’t think I can be at peace until I check for certain. Elena and her husband are trying to get pregnant, and a few weeks ago, she brought over some tests so that she could take them with me. She wanted the moral support of a hand to hold. Even though it was negative for her, she said she couldn’t have done it without me.

      She’s going to be the first person I text regardless of what the outcome of this is.

      I feel like she left a test here, so I drag my way over to the cupboard under the sink. I pull it open and pull out handfuls of toilet tissue and shampoo and some weird face masks that I bought years ago and never used. I think for a second that I must be wrong, that I must be entering some weird delusional state, but then, buried underneath a stack of artisanal soap, I find the small box that has what I need.

      I open it and my hands are shaking so hard that I can barely read the instructions. What the hell am I going to do if this is positive? It’s not that I wouldn't love a baby, but I wanted to have one when I was ready. Now is so not the time. I've just had my promotion. I'm busy. I'm alone. It's hard enough to look after a baby with two people and a network.

      I’d be alone. A single mother with a full-time job.

      Slowly I make my way over to the toilet and flush it again before I position myself to take the test. This is worse than any college exam I ever sat. At least those I was prepared for.

      I spend the next five minutes pacing the bathroom, waiting for the test to give me a result, checking my phone every three seconds to see how much time has passed. But when it’s ready, I hardly dare look. I wish Elena was here to hold my hand. I understand more than ever why she wanted me here with her.

      Carefully, I look down at the stick. It’s one of those modern ones that can tell you how many weeks along you are and gives a completely unambiguous answer. I know you’re supposed to take a couple, but the second my eyes land on it, my head starts swimming. Two lines. The word positive.

      Shit.

      I immediately lean over the toilet and throw up again. The next thing I do is pick up my phone and text Elena that I’m having an emergency. Three seconds later, she calls.

      “Olivia, what’s the matter? Are you okay? Tell me everything. Do you need me to come over? Do you need me to fight someone? What is it?”

      The barrage of questions is too much to handle. “I'm pregnant,” I whisper.

      “You what?”

      I take a shaky breath and say with more certainty, “I'm pregnant.”

      “You what?!”

      “Can you stop saying that?”

      “Sorry. I just… How did this happen?” There’s a long silence, and then she answers her own question. “Miles.”

      I bite my lip and nod, and then remember she can’t see me. “Yeah.”

      “God, Olivia. Didn't you use protection?”

      “We did! There was just this one time we didn’t. And I didn’t think anything about it because we were careful and I’m on the pill and we’re both clean and it was one time. Shit, Elena, what am I going to do?” My words turn into frantic sobs, my breaths shallow and fast as reality closes in around me.

      “Are you going to tell him?”

      “God, no!” My reply is instant, and Elena doesn’t say anything else.

      A weight sinks inside me as I realize that I’ll have to tell Miles eventually. I should. But I don’t want to. Not right now, anyway. What’s he going to do now? He’s thousands of miles away, probably already off banging half a dozen other women. He doesn't need or want me. He certainly doesn’t need or want a baby that’s halfway around the world.

      “I'll be there in twenty-two minutes,” says Elena, and I hear the door of her car slam shut. “Maybe twenty if I go fast.”

      “Thank you,” I whisper. “Be safe.”

      She hangs up, and I sink back to the floor. When she arrives, I’m still there. Elena pulls me into her arms, cradling me close, letting me cry everything out until I’m empty and numb. Until I can’t think of anything except my best friend and the baby growing inside me.
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      “Yeah, mate, it was fucking sick,” I say, laughing in between sips of my beer. This is probably my favorite pub in the entire universe. It’s tiny, kind of concealed, and in the heart of Croydon, so you’d think it wouldn’t be any good at all. But they pull a good pint and the fish and chips could only be better if we were actually by the sea.

      Plus, every couple of weeks they do a cocktail night and mix some of the best drinks I’ve ever had in my life.

      “Is it true that American girls are easy?” Lance asks. He’s the third reserve goalkeeper, and kind of a dick. But he’s good to go drinking with. “I bet you saw some great tits.”

      I laugh. “I sure did.”

      “Go on, then. Tell us. How many birds did you shag?”

      The other members of the team who we’re out with all lean in conspiratorially, waiting for my answer. I can’t tell them that I only slept with Olivia. That would do irreparable damage to my street cred. Worse, I can’t tell them that I didn’t even want to sleep with anyone other than her. They’d think I was utterly deranged.

      I hesitate, looking at them each in turn as I try to figure out what to say. I really hope it looks like I’m building up the suspense instead of wavering. Then I just shrug and tap my nose and commit to the non-answer. “That would be telling,” I say.

      “Come on, man,” says Geordie Joe, pouting. “You cannot leave us in suspense like that.”

      I smirk and down the last of my pint. “Who wants a top-up?” I say to change the topic. At least three of the guys tip the last of their drinks down their throats and most of them put their hands up.

      I take a headcount and slide over to the bar, pushing my way through a crowd of old men in flat caps and young people who look like they’re just learning how to be real people instead of teenagers in their parents’ basements. That’s why I like this place. So many pubs these days are way too full of themselves and too posh, filled with people with more money than sense. I guess you could say that about me too. But I like the vibe of this place more than anywhere with money. I like real people.

      They remind me of my grandad.

      There's a girl at the bar pulling pints. She can’t be more than twenty-one, and she has a gorgeous round face and blond hair that’s tied up in a high ponytail, drawing attention to her stunning green eyes. Once upon a time, I’d have flirted with her, never mind anything else. But since I’ve got back, I haven’t really felt like meeting anyone at all.

      The truth is, there’s only one girl on my mind, and she’s thousands of miles away.

      I put in our order, tip the girl, and return to the table to squeeze back in. Geordie Joe leans back over to me. “So if you won’t tell us how many were in your bed, will you at least tell us how many you kissed?”

      I shrug again, laughing his comment off. It’s a hollow laugh, though.

      I look around the table and realize with cold clarity that the act of Miles Hamilton is all they’ve ever known and all they’ve ever cared about. They’re not my friends. They don’t care about me. If I sat here and told them that I’d fallen in love and broken my heart, they would laugh me out of the room. They wouldn’t take me seriously at all, because all they want is for me to be one of the boys. A lad out for a laugh.

      I feel like a rock’s been dropped inside my stomach, heavy and cold, pinning me to the spot.

      “Didn't anyone ever teach you not to kiss and tell?” I say, making the rest of the table jeer, excited by our tension.

      “Howay, man,” says Joe, slapping the table. “Don’t tell me the Americans made you no fun!”

      “Man, you know that I could have any girl I wanted in this room right now,” I say, even though my heart’s not in it.

      “Go on, then. Pick one,” says Joe, puffing up in challenge. The boys murmur their agreement around us.

      “All right, then. I will.”

      “That lass over there,” he says, pointing to a girl in a green dress who’s standing with some female friends, laughing, a drink in her hand. She’s blonde and gorgeous. Just my type.

      “All right,” I say, rising slowly to my feet to the cheers of my teammates. “Watch and learn, boys.”

      I swagger over to them, and all their faces fall into that panicked look of people who really, really do not want to get hit on right now. I smile. “I know what this looks like,” I say. “But I’ll give you a hundred quid each if you just go along with me, okay?”

      “You’re Miles Hamilton, aren’t you?” says one of the girls, a brunette with a bob and shining purple lip gloss.

      I nod. “Don’t worry. I’m not here for trouble.”

      “Aren’t you always trouble?”

      I draw on my chest with my finger. “Cross my heart. I just need one of you to walk out the pub with me, wait outside for like five minutes, and then you can do whatever you want with the rest of the day and you’ll all be a hundred quid up.”

      “Okay,” says the girl in the green dress, laughing awkwardly. “I’ll do it.”

      “Cool. If you don’t mind, just put your arm around my waist, like this.” I offer my hand and let her take it before I maneuver her into position. “Nice one.” Then I look at her friends and add, “Sorry to have interrupted your night.”

      “No, this will be a great story later,” says the brunette. “I don’t suppose I could give you my number.”

      I wince. She’s pretty enough, but I’m just not interested. “Sorry, babe. Rumor has it Miles Hamilton’s taken.”

      She gawps at me and, before I can get interrogated, I turn around with her friend and march back past my team. “Easy when you know how,” I call out, walking with my head held high, ignoring all their leering.

      We get out to the front of the pub, the wind washing over us the second we step outside. It’s kind of cold, so I pull my jacket on.

      “Thanks, hun,” I say, pulling out my wallet to hand three hundred pounds over. “You’ve done me a real one.”

      She giggles. “Not every day a footballing legend wants to give you money.”

      I smile with a sigh. “I hope you realize I could have chatted you up if I’d wanted to. I haven’t lost my touch.”

      “I’m sure,” she says with a toothy grin. “Can I get your autograph while we’re here?”

      “Sure thing,” I say. “What’s your name?”

      “Suzanne.”

      She pulls a notebook out of her handbag and turns to a blank page. She holds it and a pen out to me, and I sign it, writing her a funny message to make it personal. That’s what people like. I flip it back to her, and she reads it. “Thank you,” she says, then turns back to the pub. “Have a good night.”

      “You too, babe,” I say, watching her go.

      Then I breathe out into the cool air, feeling it fill my lungs and wash around me. I can’t exactly go back in there, so I zip my jacket up, slip my hood over my head and start to walk home. Nobody bothers me as I go. I’ve learned how to blend in and not be noticed.

      I walk slowly, taking a winding path home. It’s not like I have anything better to do. It’s not like I’ve got anyone to go home to. I look up at the sky and feel a tightness in my chest.

      I wonder if she’s thinking about me at all?
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      I drop my head in my hands, fighting back the tears. I swear I never used to be this emotional. It's funny what pregnancy can do to you.

      Pregnancy plus a furniture kit is an absolute recipe for madness. I'm not far along enough yet to be showing, but I’m trying to get as much preparation done as I can now before I’m huge and can’t do anything at all.

      So here I am, sitting all alone on my bedroom floor, trying desperately to construct a crib and failing completely. I swear they design these things to be as difficult as possible for a normal person to follow. Sometimes you look at the weird illustrations and the parts in your hands and feel like you need a degree in engineering to follow any of it. That, and the way that none of the screws are ever the right size for the holes. Makes you wonder why we keep buying any of this stuff.

      This is not my first existential crisis of the day, and I doubt it will be the last. But at least the morning sickness has passed. For now, anyway.

      I’ve read various worrying things that say it can come straight on back when you get further along. That’s something I could really do without.

      Carefully, I take a deep breath and calm myself enough to try again. I can’t be defeated by this. I can do anything. I pick up a plywood slat and a screw and start trying again to wrap my head around how they all go together.

      I stare at it for five minutes before throwing it to the ground again, defeated. With a groan, I get to my feet, my knees aching. I’m going to find my phone. I need help with this. And I know exactly who to ask. Tali is like a legend for this kind of thing. It all makes sense to her. She always laughs at me and Elena for complaining about how difficult the instructions are to follow.

      “It’s not difficult,” she always says. “It's written right there for you.” One day I’d love to agree with that.

      My phone is in the kitchen, abandoned on the counter. I pick it up to a whole bunch of unread messages from Tim. I swipe to open them and nearly drop it when I read the texts. Big news. Miles coming back to Macaws. Call me.

      I have to read it again to make sure I’m not just reading what I want to see, then, with shaking hands, I hit dial.

      He picks up almost straightaway. “Olivia, hi. How are you?”

      “Great,” I lie. “How are you?”

      “I’ll cut to the chase. He’s coming back to us. It’s not settled yet, but we want him, and I doubt the Canaries are going to throw up too many barriers to us buying him,” says Tim, and I can just see his little grin now.

      “Since when has this been happening? I mean, how is it happening? Why?” My head is swimming. I stumble to a chair, my legs too wobbly to support me for much longer.

      “Well, it’s been a week or so in the planning, so this is fresh, but not long after he left, we got a call from Croydon asking if we’d like to negotiate a more permanent contract for him in Miami. We said yes, obviously. We’ve never played better than when he’s been here. As for when or why? Impossible to say. We’re still in the early stages of discussion. Technically, this is a complete secret, and I shouldn’t be telling you at all. So, fingers on lips, yeah?”

      I can’t form even a single word in my confused and dumbfounded state. Miles is coming back to the Macaws for good? I know he enjoyed being here, but to move here full-time?

      The part of me that hoped he cared flares back into life, burning again just after I’d managed to dim it to embers. It’s dumb to imagine he’s coming back for me, but him being here means I’ll see him again. It means he’ll find out about the baby.

      For a second, I panic that he knows about the baby and that’s why he’s coming, but I haven’t told a soul at work about it yet. Only Elena and Tali know, and maybe the work receptionist if she’s been paying attention lately. I haven’t told her, but she’s smart, and I wouldn’t be surprised if she’s put the pieces together.

      “Why are you telling me?” I ask when my ability to speak comes back. “If it’s a secret.”

      “We’ll need you primed and ready to help him settle in,” says Tim like it’s obvious.

      “Why me?” I ask. “Why tell me now instead of waiting?”

      “You helped before,” he says. “I figured you’d want to help again. And I didn’t want you to be surprised at the press conference. You’re subtle, Olivia, but not that subtle.”

      My whole face burns hot and I sink down into the chair. “You knew? This whole time?”

      “I had my suspicions,” he says, his grin visible in his words. “We’ll get him back for you. Don’t worry.”

      “Thank you,” I say quietly, my chest tight as I try to process this.

      Tim hangs up, leaving me in the silence. If even Tim could see it, that means there must be something between us, right? It’s not that insane to imagine that at least a tiny part of Miles coming back is for me. It should be, but I can’t stop thinking it now. Miles is coming back for me.

      Miles is coming back to be a father — and he doesn’t even know it.

      I stare up at the ceiling, one hand on my belly, the other on my forehead. I have to live in hope that Miles will want to hear this news. Now I know he’ll be back, I don’t think I can do this without him.
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      I’m out of breath by the time I’ve run up all the stairs. I don’t know what I was expecting from Olivia’s apartment block, but I don’t think it was this. It’s a nice enough place, but it’s by no means good enough for her. She deserves the whole world.

      I wonder if they’ve told her that I’m coming back yet? The press release isn’t happening until next week, but I wanted to move sooner. The idea of getting back out of Croydon was irresistible.

      I wonder if she cares?

      Panting, I stand outside her door. God, what if she thinks I’m a creeper for knowing where she lives? Because I’m pretty sure she never actually told me her address. But Tim gave me the information freely, even if, technically, he probably shouldn’t have done. It definitely seems like a breach of employee privacy.

      But I can’t worry about it anymore because I’m here now. I pace in front of her door, taking heavy footsteps. What if she doesn’t even want to see me? What if I’m wasting my time? And what if coming back to America was a huge mistake? Do I tell her that I came back for her? Because I like the Macaws — but I love her.

      As great as the guys are, I don’t think the team alone would be enough to make me want to come back for good.

      I should just knock. I have to say my piece. If I wuss out of this, what’s the point of anything?

      I stop outside the door, planting my feet. I take a deep breath and raise my fist, then lower it again before I can do anything. I don’t know what to say to her. What if this isn’t even her house? I’m sure a stranger wouldn’t want to see me here. I should go.

      And then the door opens, and I let out a completely undignified scream.

      Olivia shrieks back at me, making us both jump again. “What’s up?” I say weakly.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” she says, her mouth dropping open in shock.

      “I'm back?” It’s a ridiculous thing to say, so I decide to make myself look even stupider and add, "Forever.”

      The look of horror on her face doesn’t ease, so I start babbling. “The Macaws want me full-time, so I said yeah, why not? I thought it sounded like a great idea because then I’d be able to see you again. Not that that’s the only reason, obviously. Like, you’re great — but the team is too. But you were part of it. If you want to be, I mean, because obviously relationships are for losers, and I’m not saying I’d want that with you. Well, unless⁠—”

      “I'm pregnant,” she blurts out, stopping me dead in my tracks.

      “Huh?” is all I can say.

      She takes a shaky breath and closes her eyes. “I'm pregnant,” she repeats.

      So my ears weren’t deceiving me. My heart in my mouth, I ask her, “Who's the father?”

      She bites her lip and doesn’t say anything. Our eyes meet, locking together like we’re in a showdown. I point hesitantly to myself, and she nods, letting out a watery laugh, her eyes brimming with tears. “I sure hope you just meant what you said about coming back for me. Because you’re gonna be a daddy.”

      “I’m going to be a what?” I say so loudly that the neighbors must hear. I don’t care about that, though. I feel like I’ve been hit by a train. The train is carrying good news, but the shock is still that big.

      “It’s yours,” she says again. “It’s your baby.”

      “I don’t know what to say,” I whisper. Then I shake my head, feeling stupid again.

      “Are you upset?” she asks nervously, a single tear running down her face.

      I cup her cheek in my hand and brush the tear away with my thumb. “Are you kidding me? I’m over the moon. I love you, Olivia. I’m so sorry I never said that to you before. I’m so sorry. I never let you know what you meant to me. I just hope you feel the same. Otherwise, I’m gonna look really, really stupid.”

      She lets out a hoarse laugh of relief. “Yes, Miles. Yes. I hate how much I’ve loved you for such a long time.”

      “So you mean…? But I thought…?” I frown in confusion, not quite able to take all this in.

      “Miles, I think we’ve both been really dumb. I only told you that I didn’t want a relationship because I never in a million years would have thought you’d want someone like me.”

      All the gears are slotting into place, and I want to kick myself for not having thought any of this through any harder, any sooner. “I love you,” I whisper again, leaning in to kiss her, taking her face in both hands. The kiss is salty and raw, but it’s the best kiss I've ever had. It means too much not to be.

      When we split apart, I wrap both arms around her and lift her up into the air, spinning her around. “Be careful! I’m pregnant!”

      “Yeah, but I bet you’d tell me off for thinking you were easily damaged too.”

      She shrugs. “I might not be fragile. But I do feel sick all the time lately.” I settle her back on her feet and give her a sheepish grin, still holding her tight in my arms.

      “So,” I say, kissing her cheek and whispering into her ear, “can I come in?” She makes a little noise of confusion and I continue. “Well, unless you let me, I’m kind of technically homeless right now.”

      “Yes, of course you can,” she says, hitting me gently in the arm. “This can be your home for as long as you want it to be.” She backs up, scrubs her eyes with her hands and then looks at me again. “Where’s all your stuff?”

      “Well, about that…” I say, running a hand through my hair. “It turns out you actually can’t turn a cargo ship around.”

      Olivia grins, taking my hand. “I'm sure I can fix you up with something. Come in. Come home.”

      I don’t resist in the slightest, letting her lead me in and shut the door behind me. I let a long breath out, and as I sweep her up into another kiss, my chest loosens for the first time in a long time.

      Home. I like that.
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      The crowd roars around us, and I gently take hold of Leo’s chubby wrists so I can wave his hands in the air. “Yay! Daddy scored a goal!” I cheer, despite the fact that our thirteen-month-old can neither understand what I’m saying nor really hear me at all because of the ear defenders clamped to his head. He looks adorable like this, his tiny feet kicking for what I can only assume is joy.

      There are only seconds left in the game, and this goal has just taken the Macaws from a tie that would have kept them in the middle of the league to an epic victory that’s going to shoot them up the table. And it’s all because of Miles.

      The ball gets kicked back into play, but the referee blows the final whistle before anything else can happen. Again, the crowd cheers for the home team, delighted to know the Macaws are heading towards the top.

      And then there’s Miles.

      As he always does when he scores the winning goal, he rips his shirt off and throws it onto the ground so that absolutely everyone in the stadium can get a good view of his fantastic abs. Raphael comes up behind him and lifts him into the air, smiling the widest grin I’ve ever seen.

      Over the last year or so, those two have almost become friends. I think Raph doesn’t see him as a threat anymore, either to his status as the most eligible player on the team or as a star in his own right. They all have an important part to play, and it’s been good to see them realize that.

      When Miles’s feet finally hit the ground again and he’s high-fived everyone on the team, he stretches his arms out wide and sprints around the pitch, tipping his head back as he revels in the excitement of the crowd, of the way they’re chanting his name. I’ve seen him run six or seven laps in the past, going until he runs out of energy and adrenaline, or until the crowd get bored.

      But today, he only makes it halfway round the pitch before he grinds to a halt in front of us. Leo and I are right in the front row, getting the best possible view of our boys.

      “Hey, big boy,” grins Miles, leaning over the barrier to fuss at Leo. “And my lover too.”

      “Go keep running,” I say, shaking my head fondly at him.

      “Can’t,” he says.

      I give him a questioning look, a freezing shot of fear racing through me as I consider all the problems he could be having. “What’s wrong?”

      He jumps over the barrier, falling on his knees in front of us. “God, Miles, are you okay?” I ask, mostly concerned for his knees on the hard ground.

      But he looks up at me and shakes his head. “I’ve never been better, babe.”

      I watch him, unblinking as he pats himself down, fumbling in his pockets until he finally finds what he’s looking for. Slowly, he pulls out a small black box, and the entire world slips away from me, the cheering of the crowd reduced to a throbbing in my head as I realize what he’s doing.

      Distantly, I catch a glimpse of my face on the screen, my shock projected for everyone to see.

      “Olivia,” says Miles as he shuffles onto one knee. He flips open the box to reveal a silver ring encrusted in a beautiful array of diamonds. “I love you so much. I want our family to keep going forever. I want Leo to have siblings, and I want you in my life until we’re so old and wrinkly we look like tortoises.”

      I laugh. “Yes, Miles. Yes.”

      “Hang on,” he says, giving me a fake look of contempt. “I haven’t asked the question yet. That was just the foreplay.”

      “Sorry. Go on.”

      He clears his throat and readjusts himself. “Olivia Herrera. Be my wife?”

      “Yes, Miles. Of course.”

      Miles jumps to his feet, turns to the camera and nods, giving them a thumbs-up and mouthing she said yes! with wild exaggeration.

      The crowd roars again, but I wouldn’t have cared if they hadn’t reacted at all. All I care about is my baby and my Miles. My fiancé. The word makes me tremble with delight.

      I hold out my hand so he can slip the ring onto my finger, then he bends down to kiss Leo on the head before kissing me hard on the lips. Leo sits on my lap, blissfully unaware of anything that’s happening, bouncing gently in his own delight as he smiles at everything.

      This is all I need, right here. I have my family and a job I adore. I get to go home to the love of my life every day. I don’t want anything else in the world.

      
        
        The End
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