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          Heidi

        

      

    
    
      She pulled at the hem of her skirt, smoothing out a wrinkle in its cotton paneling. Above all else, she thought, I will not look a fucking mess.

      Walking to the floor-to-ceiling glass windows that offered a dazzling view of the Orlando skyline, then beginning to make circles around the whole office, she ran her hand over the sleek mahogany desk, the leather-studded chair, and paused at the coffee maker.

      “Thanks for your service,” she said to the machine.

      She waited, as if expecting some kind of response from the inanimate object. No such luck, not even a beep. Where was the comfort of a robotic voice when a girl needed it?

      Relenting, she strode to the full-length mirror she kept in the corner of her office for just such occasions. Well, not quite these occasions, but still. For crises. Late nights at the office, emergency video-conferences with clients, etc.

      Heidi peered in the mirror, gently mussing her dark caramel locks that were run through with streaks of dirty blond. Hands came to rest at her trim waist, seated firmly above a set of bodacious hips.

      “Yup,” she said, gazing at her reflection, “Still got it.”

      Her confidence had gotten her this far, and damn it, it would keep her going. Confidence had given her the chutzpah to move from Miami, her hometown, to Orlando. What girl without brass balls could’ve swung that move? To leave behind the long, sultry days of Miami for—what? Retirement communities and outlet malls?

      Although, in fairness, Heidi wasn’t spending her days at either of those joints. No, instead, she’d located the night life in Orlando, which she had to admit, passed muster. The bars were noisy, fun and packed with tanned men who would buy you a drink faster than you could say your name.

      The local drink was a Negroni. The best nail salon was Bella’s, on 8th Street, where they had massage chairs and good gel polish. She knew the best route for runs, based on the weather pattern predicted for the day, and which local library had quiet spaces that didn’t smell weird.

      She’d even gotten involved in neighborhood politics, helping a councilwoman run for reelection on the grounds of repaving the streets and getting a handle on that damn red light camera on the intersection of Normund and Colie, which always seemed to snap pictures about half a second too soon.

      All these things she’d learned, and now what good were they? She’d probably have to leave town, like a bandit in the middle of the night, rubbing her face over with greasepaint. Finally call up her Mom and Dad. Poor Tom and Dina. She was really overdue to call them, but things in her life had been piling up like precarious blocks, and spare time to chat with parents had been a luxury she couldn’t afford.

      God, that made her sound like an ungrateful brat.

      Now, though, she’d have all the damn time in the world. Especially if she moved back down to Miami, which was looking increasingly probable.

      And I was so close to having it all, she thought. Swanky apartment, nice car, killer job. She paused and reconsidered. Well, minus any semblance of a healthy romantic life.

      In fact, she had to admit, maybe this was for the best. Work at Image-ine—the PR firm that had taken one look at her glowing 22-year-old self and hired her for an internship on the spot—had always been frantic. Long days, longer nights, caffeine dependence, an aching back from hunching over a laptop all day.

      And, as she’d soon painfully realized, celebrities don’t ease up on the scandalous behavior over the holidays. On the contrary, they seemed to amp it up, as if to say, “Sorry, we know you had Thanksgiving plans, but I just got caught snorting coke off a public urinal! Cancel your trip!”

      And Heidi had made it in for each one of those calls. Through perseverance and sacrifice, she’d made herself invaluable, a vital member of the team no matter what play the bosses planned. Whenever a higher-up at the company needed something, they’d explain what they wanted to another intern, then sigh and say, “Just have Heidi do it.”

      It wasn’t long before they’d been forced to promote her from unpaid schlep to Executive Assistant, and from there on out, she was given a better title and a pay bump every six months or so. She climbed faster and faster, with a speed and grace the firm had never witnessed before. That’s how she, at 27, had become the youngest exec in Image-ine’s history. And none begrudged the rapidity of her ascent.

      Well. They hadn’t, at least. She had recently begun to wonder if that was what had prompted Gary to be such a fucking—Stop, she told herself in a firm tone. Don’t get mad. Get even.

      After all, she’d already called up Meredith, her day-one office buddy who’d eventually become her closest confidant, and dramatically reenacted the whole story. They’d weighed pros and cons for nearly an hour and, at last, Heidi had given up on strategizing. She’d known the right move at the start of the hour, but sometimes, you need to hear your girlfriend say it about 50 more times before the answer sinks in.

      Gary was a pig. No doubt about it. He’d always been a damn pig, squealing and getting flecks of the mud from his pen onto Heidi’s life. This just happened to be the last straw.

      She thought she could withstand the incessant, inappropriate remarks until she’d scrounged up enough money to open her own PR agency; she figured that another remark about her firm tits could go be withstood in the name of the future.

      That goal now seemed light-years away, in a different dimension. Opening up a PR agency? God, the seed investment alone would be in the hundreds of thousands. Her parents had offered to help, but she was too proud for that. Taking more money from them, after they’d paid for college? She couldn’t bring herself to do that.

      Besides, even if they gave her the seed money, there was still the matter of literally everything else: finding investors, getting office space, hiring an entire new staff and training them by herself. She could do it—you don’t graduate alma mater from business school at the University of Miami without knowing how to open a, well, business—but it would take money she didn’t have, and there weren’t enough hours in the day. Besides, she’d have to do it all alone.

      She took another long look at the skyline. She’d miss this part. The city at night, lights flooding the darkness as if for her and her alone. She liked the way they flickered and flashed in gaudy colors. And she liked the way her heels sounded clacking on the marble floor, liked feeling as though she moved with her own power soundtrack, click-click-clicks following her, always announcing her arrival.

      Yeah. She’d miss all of it. Maybe she could convince Meredith to leave—actually, she was certain she could—but it wouldn’t be fair. Mere had a kid who needed to be placed in a private school, the little Brainiac, and a new home loan to pay off. Heidi couldn’t ask her to blindly jump onboard a startup that wouldn’t turn a profit for at least a year, assuming things went dazzlingly well.

      Nah, friends watched out for friends, and that meant not roping them into a business that might land them in financial ruin. Heidi wasn’t some kind of shark; she took her friendships as seriously as she took her relationships (when those happened, back in the day). She wanted the kinds of friends she could call at two in the morning to cry about the finale of a reality show, not the kinds whose backs she stepped on to reach the next rung in the career ladder.

      Heidi sighed. No time like the present. A small huff escaped her full lips and she reached one long, crimson red nail to the buttons, then began to dial home.
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          Bradley

        

      

    
    
      Bradley awoke with a start, as if emerging violently from a bad dream, maybe something that included sirens and badges. He was in a room filled to the brim with sunlight. He shielded his eyes with a hiss, and when that failed, he squeezed them shut tightly. Hadn’t he told the maid to lower the blackout curtains?

      He curled his body into a rigid ball, strong arms encircling worn-out knees, then paused. The light physically pained him, and a headache hammered hard and fast into his brain. Suddenly, a figure appeared, though pieces of its proportions were blocked by what Bradley thought were silver lines. Weird. Wait, was that—

      “Todd?” he asked groggily, hands still partially covering his face. “Did I miss practice?”

      Not again, he thought. Coach will fucking murder me. Actually, scratch that, he’ll hire someone to murder me, someone who’ll make it slow and painful.

      His agent shook his head.

      “No, buddy,” Todd replied, “It’s the middle of August. Off-season. Or did you forget?”

      “Oh.” Bradley mulled this over. He had, it seemed, misplaced all sense of time and space. How embarrassing. Even Todd’s face seemed to float in the middle ground, somehow separated at an awkward distance.

      “Come closer, dude,” Bradley instructed the agent.

      Todd hit something, and a clang resounded.

      “I can’t,” he said.

      Rubbing his eyes free of sleep, Bradley at last was able to assemble the picture in front of him. Todd couldn’t come closer, because that clanging sound had been his hands hitting metal bars. Oh shit.

      Todd watched the realization dawning on Bradley, and tilted his head to the side, nodding wearily.

      “Yup,” he said. “Another night in the drunk tank.”

      Bradley groaned deeply, and rolled onto his back, no longer caring how badly the sun burned. The splitting headache made for a good distraction from the consequences.

      “Do the Sharks know yet?”

      He didn’t need the answer—he already knew the horrendous words about to be said—but Todd answered obligingly.

      “Oh yeah.”

      “How bad is it?”

      “How bad is their star quarterback getting arrested for public intoxication yet again? I’d venture to say, uh, pretty fuckin’ bad.”

      With that, Todd turned and waved to someone out of Bradley’s sight line. A guard strode up, a menacing gun in his holster, and he and Todd exchanged words. The guard stared at Bradley, unable to keep his eyes off the 6’3” giant who was taking up the bulk of the cell.

      Bradley was used to it, obviously, but that didn’t make the unabashed stares any more welcome. But perhaps the stare was the price he had to pay for freedom, because it wasn’t long before the bars were thundering open, and he was a free man once more.

      Bradley looked around to gather up his things, and then remembered he wasn’t allowed “things” in jail.

      “My watch?” he asked Todd.

      Todd held it up in one hand.

      “Already got it. Please. I made them turn it over first thing when I arrived. Like I’d trust these guys to hold onto a thing worth thousands of dollars.”

      He turned to the guard and added, “No offense.” The guard shrugged.

      Todd passed the watch over, and Bradley looked at it for a moment.

      An interesting thing about being wildly rich and famous was that people assumed your watches were real. And sure, he had a whole spread of watches worth well over ten thousand bucks—some with rubies on the hands, others inlaid with diamonds on the face—but this one was worth only $100, and so much better.

      He turned it over and ran a finger down the inscription. It read, You’ve made me proud, son.

      He remembered how his mother had presented it to him on the day he’d won the full-ride football scholarship to Miami U. Her eyes had glistened as she'd said bashfully, “It’s not much, but…”

      He’d known exactly how much one hundred dollars meant for her. Bradley knew his mom had had to scrimp and scrounge for months, saving for this present, meaning she’d bought it for him before she’d even been certain he’d get the scholarship. That was how much faith she’d had in him. Now, a single dress shirt alone cost him that much.

      I’m sorry, Mom, he thought.

      He’d sworn he would make her proud, do right by her. Ending up behind bars for the second time in as many months? Probably not what she’d been hoping for when her son “went big.”

      Bradley pushed her sweet, sunny smile out of his head and strapped the watch back on his wrist. He had to wear it on the loosest setting now; his forearms had grown larger with each passing season, with each throw of the football.

      “We’re all set,” Todd said, pulling Bradley out of his reverie.

      He knew better than to ask if there would be release paperwork. For an NFL icon, a household name? For people like that—for people like Bradley—paperwork seemed to just disappear. There was always somebody else whose job was to “take care of that.”

      The rules didn’t apply when you were a god among men. You could even get away with being called a playboy and womanizer, and having a different girl on the docket for each night of the week. His multi-million dollar sponsorships didn’t care how he got his pleasure—provided he kept it charming, that is. Having a bevy of ladies on your arms? Sexy. Aspirational. Waking up, still a little drunk, in jail? Less so.

      Todd pushed open the back doors of the building, passed Bradley a pair of sunglasses, and led the superstar quickly into an idling limo. Bradley was, unfortunately, in a position to know that celebrities even had their own private exits in jail. He wished he hadn’t become so well-acquainted with that fact.

      The two men clambered into the back of the black car, where smooth jazz was playing and a full bar was built into the side paneling. Bradley was debating the efficacy of a Scotch and soda when Todd shifted to face him straight on. That was not a promising look.

      “Listen, man,” Todd said carefully. “Things are—well, I’ll be straight with you. Things are not good.”

      “Can you be more specific?” Bradley responded with caustic sarcasm.

      “Er, yeah.” The agent shifted in his seat, uncomfortable. The leather squeaked with the movements. “Sure. So, you remember the brawl last night?”

      The only sound was the smooth jazz filtering through the car speakers.

      “No.”

      Todd’s eyes widened a little. “Really?”

      “Really.”

      “Well,” Todd began sheepishly, “you got into a bar fight. A pretty vicious one.”

      “Oh, fuck,” Bradley moaned. When you’re in the NFL, and deadlift 400 pounds, being in a bar fight just isn’t fair to the other guy. “Did he come out okay?”

      Todd grimaced. “You’ve kindly offered to cover his hospital bills.”

      “Shit.”

      “He’s uninsured.”

      “Shit.”

      Todd hesitated, then reached past him and swiped a bottle of whiskey and a glass from the bar. He poured himself a stiff drink and took a swig.

      “Well?” Bradley asked, not appreciating the theatrics.

      Todd had always been kind of a prima donna, but today, Bradley wasn’t having it.

      “So the thing is,” Todd said, “last night was bad, yeah. But they say bad news arrives in doubles, and that’s kind of the situation we’re dealing with at the moment. You see, well, no easy way to say this…sometime in the early morning, a sex tape was released. And you were in the starring role.”

      Bradley’s mouth dropped open, and he fumbled for words but couldn’t seem to find any between his shock and hangover.

      “And I’m sorry about this, man, I really am, but several sponsors have already started to back out, saying that you no longer meet their ‘family-friendly’ expectations.”

      “Since when am I fucking family-friendly?”

      “You know I’ve been able to spin the sleeping around. This is—you’ve gotta understand—this is a bridge too far for them.”

      Todd took another gulp of the whiskey and wiped his mouth on his sleeve.

      “I’ve been on the phone with Coach Simon, too, and he says that the Sharks don’t need any more of this bullshit. Last season’s kerfuffle with Lucas was all that Simon could handle. If you don’t straighten up and fly right, he’ll cut you from the team.”

      Todd finished delivering the news, then polished off the brown liquid in his glass.

      Bradley was stunned. Had America really turned on its golden boy so fast?

      They’d loved him when he’d gotten caught necking in a VIP lounge, or dancing on the tables in St. Moritz. The magazines had published spreads devoted to Bradley’s alleged “Search for the One.” They’d made boatloads of cash off the whole flagrant display. He was 29, in the prime of his damn career, and was about to forfeit his legacy because of some bad behavior that had previously been encouraged? Hell no.

      “All right,” Bradley sighed. “How the fuck are we gonna fix this?”
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          Heidi

        

      

    
    
      “Hi, sweetheart. What a wonderful surprise! I was just thinking about calling you the other day, what a funny coincidence, when I ran into Barbara at the grocery store, and do you know what that woman told me, she said—”

      “Mom,” Heidi interrupted, getting a word in edgewise. “I need to tell you something.”

      The line went quiet.

      “Okay,” her mother said slowly.

      “Listen, Mom. I’m leaving Image-ine.”

      Her mother tittered, in that way that only mothers can.

      “Why, honey? Did something happen? I thought you loved it there. Of course it’s hard, but you’ve never been a quitter, your teachers have said as much in every report card ever. You said you loved it.”

      “I do, it’s just…” Heidi trailed off. “It’s Gary.”

      “What did that asshole do this time?”

      Heidi smiled a little. Her straight-laced lawyer mother never swore. When she got this riled up, it meant she was completely on Heidi’s side. With that boost of confidence, Heidi launched into her story.

      See, Gary—as her mom had so aptly noted—had always been an asshole. He was Heidi’s boss, but he sure as shit didn’t act like it. He commented on her tits, her ass, and everything in between.

      He made lewd suggestions about what they could do after-hours, and had refused to call her anything except ‘the hot one,’ until at last she’d made exec tier and he’d had no choice but to acknowledge her by name. Not a single person in the office had spoken up about it, possibly because the HR person was a nepotism hire who owed his job to Uncle Gary.

      In short, he’d been harassing Heidi for years. She’d told her mom, Dina, about all of this in previous calls over her tenure at the company, and her mother, like any good parent, had encouraged her to quit.

      But it wasn’t that simple, obviously. Heidi had built up a reputation at the firm, had made good connections, and she didn’t want to sacrifice all of it just because some man was an asshole. No. She couldn’t let him win. If she could just ride out another year or so on the company’s paycheck, amass enough money for her own firm—then she’d tell Gary where to shove it, and flounce out the door.

      That hadn’t quite panned out. Because, this morning, she told Dina, on this godforsaken Monday morning, he’d cornered her in the office kitchen, licking his teeth and bragging about the shit he’d pulled over the weekend. She’d tried to ignore him and had continued preparing her breakfast. But he wasn’t having it; he craved her attention, and (Heidi suspected) the following rejection.

      Because he didn’t really think he ever had a chance with her, right? A young woman that smart, that funny, that hot—in what damn world would she sleep with a guy like him? She assumed he knew the answer was ‘never,’ but that didn’t seem to change anything.

      He’d gotten back up in her face, his breath reeking of stale liquor, either from last night or this morning (or both), and bragged about the models he’d been screwing, name-dropping one woman after another. Heidi wouldn’t have been impressed even if she had believed him, but she didn’t believe him. Gary was a pathological liar.

      “Tell your wife I said hi,” she’d shot back at him, as she’d attempted to maneuver her way out of the small kitchenette. “She must be so very pleased with your behavior.”

      He’d laughed a deep, cruel laugh. “That bitch doesn’t know a thing,” he’d said.

      Now, that interaction alone wouldn’t have been worth a call to her mom. Gary said shit like that on a daily basis. On Heidi’s personal ‘Scale of Bad Gary Behavior,’ this barely registered.

      Hence, it was an essentially unmemorable day until the front door of the office had slammed open, and a piercing shriek had filled the building, bouncing off white-washed walls, no carpet in its modern lines to dampen the noise.

      The scream had risen and risen until its owner came into view—it was Ellen, Gary’s wife, and the mother of his children. Heidi knew this from having met her at a few office Christmas parties, at which Ellen usually slurred about how mean Gary was (no surprise there), and how he was a terrible father.

      But never, not ever, had she appeared in the office. This was bad news.

      Ellen had shouted, “Get that fucking asshole out here, right now!” to a nearby secretary, who’d skittered off in search of the boss. Gary had appeared moments later, using hushed tones and calming words, saying “Now, now, honey.” While the entire staff had looked on, Ellen had pulled from her designer purse a pair of purple lace panties.

      “Whose thong is this?” she’d bellowed into his face. “I’m an extra small, and these are a medium. Not to mention, I found them in the back of your car, and God knows we haven’t had sex in there since the Bush administration. You gonna tell me who they belong to? Or should I just call up my lawyer and get him working on the divorce paperwork?"

      Gary had rambled nervously, going on and on about how he was so sorry to cause her any alarm, he really was, and how badly he felt that she’d had to drive all the way down here to yell at him about underwear, when they didn’t actually mean a thing.

      “Because,” he’d said, turning towards Heidi, “they’re Heidi’s.”

      The office of two dozen people had gasped in a jarring unison, like in a particularly cheesy movie.

      What the hell, Heidi had thought-screamed. That can’t be true. Unless he found the pair I keep in my office for emergencies. But why was he searching through my desk? Was he searching through my—

      “No, not like that,” he’d went on, holding up his hands in a peace gesture to the room. “I was giving Heidi a ride home from the gym last week, and silly goose, she didn’t zip her bag up tight. Classic. Her, ah, undergarments fell out in the trunk.”

      Gary had looked directly at her, the mean set of his jaw indicating that she was to play along, or else.

      “I texted you and said I’d give them back, right Heidi? But I just forgot.”

      Heidi had been astonished. Did he really expect her to play possum while he lied to his wife of 15-odd years? It was one thing to be subjected to his unwanted advances, and another to be made complicit in the ruining of that woman’s life.

      He’d walked over to Ellen, plucked the offending panties out of her hand, and strode back across the office, like a matador proudly presenting his cape to screaming fans in the stands of an arena. He’d come to a halt in front of Heidi, and lifted his arm, dangling the panties between two bloated fingers. Her eyes had swum with the purple lace.

      “Now,” he’d growled, leaning in, “here’s your underwear. Take it.”

      The words had been a command, a threat, and the moment had hung tensely. Distantly, she’d thought she’d heard a secretary whisper, “Oh my God.”

      At last, after years of putting up with his bullshit, Heidi could no longer dance around the problem. The time for venting about it—or desperately hoping Gary could become a different person—was over. She had been confronted with a choice: take the underwear, cover up Gary’s indiscretion, and continue her swift rise to the top, or refuse it, and lose everything she’d worked for over the past five years.

      Heidi had taken a deep breath, and peered around Gary’s flabby, red face. She’d made eye contact with Ellen, who had been shaking in the middle of the cubicle maze, a tear running helplessly down her sunken cheeks. That was the face of a woman who had been through the wars, a face that deserved some honesty for the first time in over a decade.

      “These,” Heidi had told Ellen, “are not my fucking underwear.”

      There had been a pin-drop silence. Gary had moved to stand inches from Heidi’s face, thin lips parted into a sneer, bloodshot eyes attempting to drill a hole into her own.

      “What,” he’d whispered, “did you just say?”

      “I said,” she’d replied, voice rising to a shout audible for the whole office, “these are not my fucking underwear!”

      And thus, even as she knew she’d ended any future career at Image-ine, Heidi had been able to confidently stride away from the scene she’d left in her wake—a crying, yelling Ellen, a stuttering Gary, an office in chaos. She had finally stood up to her creepy boss, and had brought him to his knees in a room of his peers. God, it had felt really, really good to land that last metaphorical kick in the balls.

      She finished relaying the story to her mom, who had been dutifully drawing in sharp inhales of breath at all the right moments.

      “Well,” Heidi said into the receiver with finality, “what do you think? Did I make the right choice?”

      “Honey,” Dina replied, “of course you did. That monster got exactly what he deserved. And you got what you deserved—freedom from his bullshit. A fresh start.”

      “Thanks, Mom.” She paused. “Listen, I gotta go now. Pack up my stuff, you know.”

      “Were you officially fired?”

      “I mean, not technically, but suffice to say, I’m done here.”

      “Okay,” Dina said. “I can’t wait to see what you do next.”

      They exchanged a round of ‘I-love-yous’ and ‘goodbyes,’ and Heidi hung up the phone, satisfied. Yes, she was a confident young professional, but having her mom’s approval was still worth something.

      She began pulling open the drawers of her desk, taking out any personal objects and leaving the office supplies. She had a tidy workspace; it wouldn’t take her too long to clean out what few items she’d brought in.

      She was mulling over stealing some pens and staplers in lieu of a severance package when her phone rang. Probably just Dina again, reminding her about a holiday she’d need to travel home for or something.

      “Hey Mom,” Heidi said, distracted as she dropped her items into a box. “What’d you forget?”

      “Actually,” a deep voice on the other end said, “I’d rather you call me Daddy.”
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      Heidi was mute for what seemed like eons, until at last she gathered her social graces and attempted speech.

      “Um, what?” Not a good first try.

      “I’m sorry,” the voice said, breaking into a laugh. “Bad joke. I wasn’t trying to be creepy.” A pause, then it continued. “Oh shit, it was super creepy, wasn’t it? My apologies, ma’am, I promise I was raised right. My mom would be horrified—her Bradley is an upstanding man!”

      Bradley? Who the hell is Bradley? she thought.

      Then, realizing a phone isn’t a telepathy instrument, she said into the receiver, “Who’s Bradley?”

      “Me. Bradley Fox. And you’re Heidi Morris.”

      Her mind raced.

      Bradley Fox? All-star quarterback for the Orlando Sharks? Has at least ten different commercials running on TV at any given time? The playboy, millionaire, and American heartthrob? Holy shit.

      She gathered herself, unwilling to let her total shock touch the conversation; she had too much pride.

      “I am indeed Heidi Morris. How can I be of assistance?” she said in a tone that she hoped concealed her absolute wonderment. And, if not, who could blame her? The man was a dreamboat.

      “Dwayne, our running back, suggested I give you a call. He said you helped him out of a jam a few years back, when that escort went public and tried to sue him for all he was worth. If you keep up with the, ah, well…internet, you may have seen that I got into some trouble last night.”

      That was putting it pretty mildly. She had seen the headlines:

      “Bradley Fox Throws Punches!” “Fox Sex Tape Leaked!” “Head Coach of Sharks Considering Fox’s Removal!”

      “I’ve heard bits and pieces,” she said, trying to play it cool and make it seem like no big deal. This guy had already had a bad enough day without her rubbing salt in the wound.

      “Then you know I’m in need of an image makeover. A total reset. Clean slate. Whatever you wanna call it. Heidi,” he said quietly, “could you help me? I love this sport, and it would kill me to lose all I’ve accomplished over some stupid antics.”

      Just as she was in the middle of leaving one job, the opportunity of the century had rung her personal line. Fate had a funny way of stepping in and writing her the title of a new chapter.

      “Of course I can help.”

      “Lunch tomorrow, say about noon?”

      “Deal.”

      “Give me your cell number and I’ll text you the details.”

      She relayed her number to Bradley, whilst thinking in the back of her mind how much her teenage self would kill to see this moment, wherein she gave her number to the country’s greatest QB. Talk about living your wet dreams.

      “All right,” Bradley said. “I look forward to meeting you tomorrow. I’ve heard good things.”

      And with that, he hung up, leaving Heidi star-struck and delighted.

      Her career wasn’t over, no, far from it—all of a sudden, it was just beginning. Starting an agency from scratch was brutal work. But starting an agency with Bradley Fox as the headlining client on your roster? It made the mountain climbable.

      She grinned, and thought with awe, Heidi, you are one lucky bitch.
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      The next day, after an early-morning spin class, Heidi came home and started gathering tax documents. Unfortunately, starting a new business was as much grunt work as it was glamorous networking, and she had to do the grunt before she got to do the glamour.

      A few hours of absentmindedly filling out forms later, typing her name, address, and social security number out so many times she began to get them mixed up, she decided to put down the grunt work, and prepare for some glamorous networking.

      First, an internet deep dive on Bradley, because she was nothing if not meticulous. As a woman who worked in contemporary media, she had some vague awareness of his antics, but as she went further and further back into the search engine archives, she found intimate details on the football star. What she found painted a painfully clear image, and one she almost regretted seeing.

      He’d grown up in a small, impoverished town in Hawaii, the kind of place where “not having two cents to rub together” was practically literal. There was one photo after another of him as a boy, usually with his beatifically smiling mother at his side, in a dingy house, palm trees visible outside their window.

      Heidi’s heart ached for that boy, who looked too big for such a tiny room, for such a tiny town. She read that he’d shown early signs of athletic prowess, and before long, some kindly teacher had suggested he join the middle school football team. Heidi scoured the photo galleries, watching him grow from just a kid into the grinning, self-confident captain of his high school team. Click, click, click.

      She toggled through the pictures and their captions: “Local boy wonder Bradley Fox selected for U of Miami’s D1 team!” He’d been moved on a current that was almost more powerful than him, from a ramshackle team in the boonies, where their equipment barely met safety regulations, to the massive machine that was Miami’s football recruitment.

      He’d signed on to play second string quarterback, but wasn’t on the bench for more than three games when the coach kicked him up to first string. Bradley’s talent, the coach had said in a now-famous interview, didn’t belong on the sidelines.

      Then, to Heidi’s dismay, came round one of wild photos. Bradley scrawling his autograph on Miami U cheerleaders’ bouncing tits. Bradley doing a legendary keg stand while a whole frat party looked on in glee. Bradley partying here, Bradley drinking there.

      Heidi felt a pang run through her. He was just a small town kid who’d had all his wildest dreams come true before he could even realize what was happening. Sometimes, getting everything you want is hard to stomach—it leaves no room for aspirations, and leaves plenty of room for bad shit to sneak up on you. Just look at almost every child actor ever. The rapid, enormous change in fortune and lifestyle had sent him into a tailspin.

      She didn’t need to read the rest; she knew enough about the previous DUI and the string of women. She contemplated watching the recent sex tape—in the name of research, of course—but decided that that would be crossing a line. Not a good idea to see your client’s junk, under really any circumstance.

      Heidi shut her laptop and leaned back in her chair. Of course, the story the web told wasn’t the objective truth, but he seemed like a genuinely good guy from what she could tell, one who just hadn’t handled a huge shift in his daily existence all that well. He’d moved across the country, and over an ocean, to a city that was about as far away from his home as he could get, far from his family and friends.

      She, on the other hand, had gone to college a couple miles up the road from her childhood home, and after that, from one part of Florida to another. She’d spent her whole life happily ensconced in this crazy state. There was just no comparison.

      She shook her head, releasing herself from the reverie. You’re prepped, she thought firmly. No more sob stories.

      Closing the laptop, Heidi stood up and walked to her generously stocked closet. Time to put on her battle armor.

      She touched one silk blouse after another, holding each garment up to her skin to check for complimentary hues. At last, she settled on a midnight blue, long sleeve shirt that highlighted the deep blue-gray of her eyes. A tight matching pencil skirt that grazed her knees was next, followed by a pair of killer red leather heels.

      Heidi looked in the mirror. It was a professional outfit, and left something to the imagination. One more thing, she thought, and reached for her jewelry box. She pulled out a long, gold chain that she clasped around the back of her neck. She adjusted the necklace, until it came to rest directly between her breasts. Now, she was ready.

      Let his imagination follow that, she thought with a smirk.

      She gathered up her things—purse, keys, wallet, etc., then, with one more swipe of red lipstick, Heidi was out the door. She slid into her convertible, which she’d bought after receiving her first big paycheck, and typed the address into her GPS. He’d asked her to meet at his house, as the rabidity of the press wouldn’t allow for a more public rendezvous.

      Just as well, she thought. Wasn’t like she had an office anymore.

      She hit the gas, turned up the radio, and began the half-hour drive from her trendy downtown loft to his exclusive gated community, which was home to football players, celebrities, and rich retirees. She was stopped at a gatehouse on the edge of the neighborhood, where the security guard gave her a visitor’s badge while cameras recorded the interaction.

      Driving up smooth gray streets, so different from the pock-marked ones in front of her own home, she looked around with big eyes at the sprawling homes. Each was the size of a small shopping mall.

      At last, the GPS dinged—she’d arrived. She slowed down in front of a towering, modern-style mansion, all clean slate edges and chrome finishing. It was like a contemporary castle; she half-expected to see a dashing prince come waltzing out of the front door.

      Don’t think about dashing princes, she scolded herself.

      She parked her car in the driveway, fixed her hair once more in the rearview mirror, and began the interminably long walk from her vehicle to the front door, down a path covered by bamboo trees and pebbles, interspersed with little stepping stones (her heeled feet were grateful for the stability). A large pond sat to her left, and she spotted koi fish swimming around in its depths.

      Finally, she reached the door and, heart racing with anticipation, she knocked.

      Seconds later, as though he’d been just steps away, waiting eagerly, Bradley Fox opened the door. Her lips—not of their own volition—parted as she drank him in.

      He was dazzlingly tall, with smooth, bronze skin, and green eyes that sparkled as though they were real emeralds. He had the perfect, Adonis build of a classic QB: all sleek, panther-like muscles, with strong calves and bulging arms. That simple white T-shirt hid what she knew would be a V-shaped torso, covered in toned abs. His teeth shone white against tan skin, and his hair hung down to just past those wild eyes, dark strands curling gently around his high cheekbones.

      In short, his portrait belonged in the Louvre, Mona Lisa be damned.

      How could she be expected to concentrate on the job, when the job was managing the most handsome man she’d ever met?

      Heidi took a breath, steadying herself, and held out her hand.
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      Bradley hadn’t done any research on Heidi prior to opening the door. Or rather, his ‘research’ had amounted to desperately group-texting his teammates, and asking for recs on which PR person in the city was best equipped to handle all his bullshit. The first name he’d gotten back was Heidi Morris at Image-ine, and so that’s who he’d called.

      He trusted his team, and kind of hated the necessity of working with management. He preferred to just pick someone relatively at random and hope for the best, as opposed to drawing up careful lists of potential hires. He hadn’t really thought about what she’d be like—he’d assumed middle-aged, like most of the agents in the city, and probably heavily Botoxed. Possibly a high-pitched, obsequious voice.

      It wasn’t like he cared—anyone who could get the job done was fine by him.

      Bradley wasn’t even mildly prepared for the dynamo of a woman who greeted him. The real Heidi Morris was of average height, and above average curves, and with that tumbling auburn hair, could easily have been a swimsuit model if she'd wanted. Her eyes, framed by heavy lashes, looked at him straight on, which he didn’t encounter often; usually, women giggled and hid behind cupped hands when meeting him.

      An almost imperceptible, centimeter-wide piece of lace stuck out from the neckline of her shirt. He found himself wondering what the tactile sensation of touching the bra would be like, just that little sliver, and then how his hand would move lower, following the lines of the fabric…

      No, he thought, catching himself. Keep it professional.

      “Nice to meet you,” he said with some difficulty.

      He was flustered, while she looked completely unfazed. How frustrating.

      “And you as well,” she replied, in light but self-assured voice.

      “I’m Bradley.”

      Of course you are, you moron, he thought reproachfully.

      “I know,” she responded with a little smile.

      His heart pounded, and he chided himself. Get a grip. Talk normally.

      “Please, come in,” he said, pulling the door back and ushering her inside.

      She followed the sweep of his arm, and strode in like she owned the place. He watched her hips sway from side to side in that tight skirt.

      Focus, he thought, even while knowing that would be an unfair challenge to himself. He was a straight guy with eyeballs; how on earth could he be expected to focus with her in the room?

      “Here, follow me,” he said, and led her to a dining room that boasted an enormous light fixture in brushed silver, its many arms suspended above an industrial table large enough to seat an entire football team.

      He hesitated on the threshold, then changed his mind.

      “Actually,” Bradley said, “let’s go somewhere a little more intimate.”

      He then led their party of two outdoors, to a small table covered by an awning. The seats offered a magnificent view of his waterfall pool that splashed over the edge of the small hill his property sat on. He pulled out her chair smoothly—he reflected that his mother would’ve nodded with approval—and offered her a drink.

      “Coffee, beer?”

      “I’ll take a water,” she replied.

      He went to the mini-fridge, which was fully stocked beneath the pool bar, and pulled out a bottle of water. He returned to the table, slid it in her direction, and watched with admiration as she popped the lid and drank from it masterfully without smudging her crimson lipstick.

      “So,” he said, when she’d finished a long sip. “Where do we begin?”

      “We can start with you telling me the whole story, from just your perspective. I know what the media is saying, but I don’t really give a fuck about their opinions.”

      He raised his eyebrows. That was pretty fiery language for any professional meeting, let alone the first one between them. I like it, he thought.

      “Things have been…rough…for a while now,” he replied. “During the last season, I was on decent behavior. The press said differently, but whatever, it’s true. All that shit about me falling out of a ride-share, completely plastered? Fabricated. I have my own driver.”

      He sniffed a little at this, then glanced sideways to see if she was impressed. Disappointed, he found she appeared to be unfazed by mention of his driver. How unusual.

      “Anyways,” he continued, barreling on, “I was doing pretty well, keeping in shape, and more importantly, keeping my rep clean. During the off-season, though…”

      Here, he paused, searching for the right words. He found himself wanting Heidi to understand, beyond surface-level comprehension. To really get him.

      “During the off-season,” he went on, “I get rowdier. Always have. Something about not having anything to do, all day every day, besides maybe a two-hour promo shoot or a meet-and-greet…it just makes me restless. Makes me hungry. I don’t see my teammates, and I offered to move my mom out here but she says she’s always lived in Hawaii, and she’ll die there too.

      “So, I’m alone most of the day, unless Todd, my agent—has he contacted you yet?—unless Todd comes to hang out for a bit. Then, at night…well, at night, the town is my oyster.”

      He smirked, then added, “Every door in Orlando is open for Bradley Fox. I mean, of course I party. What else is there to do? And, yeah, sometimes, that partying goes too far.”

      He looked down at his interlaced fingers, and then up to Heidi, trying to work out how she was taking this. He was being startlingly honest, he thought—perhaps too honest. Where was his usual obfuscation and merriment? He didn’t know, but she was looking back at him with a crinkled brow and sympathetic eyes. Her earnest pity prodded him to continue the story.

      “So, yeah. I just want you to know that I know that this doesn’t look good. The sex tape, the arrest. All of it. And it’s not who I am. I promise, I’m more embarrassed by it than you could possibly know.”

      His deep voice was filled with regret.

      “And the arrest…I mean, Jesus, even I can’t believe that I hit some innocent guy in a bar. That’s not playing fair. To get into a fight with some dude who doesn’t have a full staff of trainers at his beck and call? It’s not okay. The sex tape, on the other hand…” he trailed off.

      After a moment, sensing he needed some encouragement, she urged him to keep going. “Yeah? Tell me about it.”

      “I gotta be honest, I don’t feel like that’s my fault. You can believe me or not, and I understand this is a hard line to swallow but…I didn’t know I was being recorded, and I have no clue who released it.”

      He paused, letting that sink in, only able to hope that she would trust him. Because, as it so happened, he was telling the absolute truth—he’d never knowingly participated in a sex tape in his life. The tape had been filmed in his own home, which made it that much worse.

      “Is it possible the woman in the tape was the one who leaked it?” Heidi asked.

      “I guess,” he replied, and then blushed. “But I don’t remember who she is. I guess she could’ve been the one who planted the camera. That would make sense, in terms of monetizing our, er…time together.”

      Heidi nodded, taking it all in, then finally said, “I don’t think it’s your fault either.”

      The knots in his chest loosened. It was the first time in a long time that someone had performed the simple act of taking him at his word. Usually, people didn’t believe him so much as they hadn’t cared if he was lying. But Heidi hadn’t muddied the waters of her belief with the reputation the media had imposed upon him.

      A long moment passed between them. Bradley hoped his gratitude was tangible.

      “I’ll do everything I can to help you,” she said finally, returning the smile. “When I’m done, you’ll come out looking cleaner than a Boy Scout’s asshole.” She held up two fingers in a salute as Bradley chortled. “I promise.”

      She moved her head to meet his eyes, which were lowered to the table.

      “We’re gonna fix this, okay?” she assured him.

      “Okay,” he sighed.

      Heidi rested her hand on one of his and squeezed it. She meant to be reassuring, he knew, but the touch tingled through his whole body.

      Bradley pulled back—the last thing he needed was to cross professional boundaries with the very person meant to rehab his image. Sleeping with management? That would be painfully in-line with the same actions that had gotten him to this point.

      He stood up abruptly, signaling the end of the meeting. The sooner he got this woman out of his house, the better. Surprised, she scrambled to grab her things, and rose to her feet.

      “I’ll keep you posted on updates,” she said. Seemingly unable to help herself, she grinned and added, “Try not to punch anyone before we meet again.”

      He returned the smile and nodded.

      Bradley escorted her back through the house, to the front door, promising on the way to keep in touch and stay out of trouble. As she was about to leave, she turned once more to him, and leveled him with her clear gaze.

      “Don’t panic,” she said. “I’ve got you covered.”

      With that, she walked down the gravel path, got into her car that was parked on the edge of the driveway, and drove off.

      Damn, he thought, if that’s the woman cleaning up my messes, I might have to make a few more.
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      Heidi’s next two weeks were consumed by thoughts of Bradley: which journalists were covering him, which outlets were willing to rethink their personal spin on his bad-boy ways, which sponsors were tentatively returning to the table.

      Those were the professional thoughts, of course. Her other, private thoughts—well, they were unprintable.

      With every charming headshot of his that she saw plastered to the top of an article, Heidi thought of those oversized hands, and imagined what they could do besides throwing a football. But she couldn’t dwell; she couldn’t let a man like Bradley pull her under, or she might drown in his world of charm and debauchery.

      She’d set up shop in a cafe down the block, a place called Annie’s that served the best brownies in town. The owner—the eponymous Annie—had taken a liking to Heidi, and soon, the brownies became complimentary. In return, Heidi offered to help Annie with business models, revenue projections, and whatever else might require a master’s degree.

      Annie kindly refused, saying all the help she needed was for Heidi to sit by the window and draw in customers with her good looks. In other words, she willingly became the decoration. She had to fend off some thirsty men (and a few women), but mostly, the joint was quiet.

      Heidi found herself falling into a routine, with most days looking like so:

      6:00 a.m.: Rise and shine, with the help of some pop music from the early 2000s. Check her phone to make sure Bradley hadn’t gotten up to anything while she slept. Every day, she found with relief that he had not.

      6:15 a.m.: Out of the house, and off to the gym. Yuck. At least she looked good in athleisure. Watch the morning news on the treadmill, or the elliptical, or the bike. Read some emails, think about how deeply she was not a morning person. Catch a glimpse of herself in the mirror and decide getting up with the sun was worth it.

      7:30 a.m.: Return home, eat breakfast, and prep for the day ahead.

      8:00 a.m.: Drive to Annie’s, purchase her baked good and caffeinated drink for the day, and settle into the armchair in the corner. Spend the rest of the workday filling out various grant applications, loan agreements, offers of employment, and legal documents. Establish a web and social media presence and dial up former PR buddies to “get drinks,” which was code for “schmooze.”

      All this while also putting out the fires of Bradley’s indiscretions, which took metric tons of metaphoric water. Some journalists and websites were happy to oblige; they, too, wanted to resume writing fawning blogs about him and his dashing good looks. Others, well—not everyone was ready to “reimagine,” as it were, his shenanigans.

      Screw ’em, she thought.

      She also touched base with Meredith, whom Heidi realized was one of the only reasons she’d stayed at Image-ine. Meredith had made Gary’s idiocy bearable with her constant mocking; she did a wicked impression of him that often left Heidi in fits of laugher. There was no way Heidi could forget a friend like that just because they weren’t working together; their relationship ran much deeper than that.

      So, with an open invite from Heidi, Meredith would sometimes drop into Annie’s after work hours to keep Heidi company, helping her work out fledgling business kinks and just commiserate. Occasionally, this commiseration would spill over into the nighttime.

      8 p.m.: Annie’s closing time, a full 12-hour workday later. If Heidi was alone, she’d go home, watch some trash TV and eat low-calorie ice cream. She was too tired to flick through dating apps, which had previously been a bit of a hobby of hers. Though, having swiped on the entire city of Orlando, that interest had naturally dimmed of its own accord.

      If she was with Meredith, as she seemed to be more and more, they’d get cocktails at some hip new bar in the downtown area, one of those places with a live DJ scratching vinyl and bartenders who took their jobs way too seriously. More specifically, the women would get the men around them to buy the cocktails.

      Heidi reasoned that, as a soon-to-be new business owner, it would be criminally stupid of her to spend her own money on booze. Flirtatious strangers, on the other hand, were welcome to waste as much of their cash on Heidi as they pleased. And, boy, were they ever happy to oblige. It was almost too easy, and Heidi would’ve missed the chase if she weren’t so damn worn out.

      11:30 p.m.: Bedtime. Heidi would strip off all her clothes and clamber naked into the cool, refreshing sheets. The schedule was incredibly rigorous, and a few more hours of sleep would be welcome, but actually—and this even came as a surprise to her—she was really happy.

      Doing a job well suited her; it left her exhausted and satisfied at the end of the day. It was kind of like vigorous sex—sweaty work, but worth the end result.

      And when she finally did hit the bed, her dreams were all about the very thing she couldn’t have: Bradley Fox. No sooner would her eyes squeeze shut, then she’d begin to see hot scenes of them doing various intimate activities.

      She saw herself visiting him for a follow-up meeting, but unzipping her dress and letting it fall to the floor as she walked into his house. She saw him shoving her up against those granite kitchen counters, saw it so vividly she could almost feel the icy touch of the counter on the small of her back. She saw his lips spreading open, and moving close to press against her own.

      The dreams were bathed in sunlight, and were so tactile that sometimes she woke with a start, rolling over in bed expecting to find a naked Bradley. Alas, they were still just dreams, and her bed remained sadly Bradley-free.

      They’d been in occasional contact over the past few weeks, but nothing more than a text or two, just her running plays by him, no pun intended. Business texting left little room for romantic tension; calendars and email coordination did not lend themselves to innuendo.

      But now, after working some backbreaking hours, she was ready to give him a call. She found herself excited to hear that melodic voice saying her name, as though it was a song he sung gladly. Besides, away from the confines of what was acceptable to say over text, perhaps he would get a little…freer…with his words.

      Stop that, she instructed herself. No ‘free with words’ nonsense. You are Heidi Morris, and you are a professional. Totally. Always. No room for argument.

      From the comfort of her armchair at Annie’s, on exactly day 14 of her bravely fighting media fires, Heidi took out her cell and dialed Bradley. She held her breath as the dial tone came through. At last, on the final ring (was he taunting her?), he picked up.

      “Heidi?”

      There was that damn voice, the voice that sounded more like a late-night radio broadcaster than something that belonged to a regular human. She wondered how many women he’d hooked with his baritone, and how well that voice lent itself to dirty talk. But she never lost her composure for a man; it was against her principles.

      “Yes, it’s me. Hey there, Bradley. I’m calling with some good news.”

      She paused, letting the excitement mount in the silence.

      “Assuming you’re on board with some meet-and-greets post-games next season—just a few of the big fans and donors you know, nothing excessive—as well as at a couple of choice parties, plus putting in charity appearances where I expect you to make sizable, public donations…”

      “Of course.”

      “Assuming you do all that, I’d say that the crisis has officially been averted.”

      On the other end of the line, she heard him let out a whoosh of breath and a small laugh. She suspected it was the first time he’d laughed in a while.

      “God, Heidi—thank you. I’m in your debt.”

      “No, your bill is all squared up; I’ve already received the deposits.”

      “You know what I mean. I wish there was some way I could show you just how grateful I am.”

      She certainly knew one way. However, Heidi wanted to keep it professional, to make a good name for herself in this town as she began to build a brand. But she was still a woman who was attracted to men. Especially men who looked like he did. Which is why she said:

      “I’m sure you can think of a way.”

      “How about,” he replied, “taking you out for dinner tonight?”

      “Sounds great. Let’s make it tomorrow, though. I need to catch up on some sleep.”

      “It’s a date. I’ll pick you up at seven.”

      “Okay,” she blurted out, mentally stumbling over the word ‘date.’ “See you then.”

      Is it a date? she thought, mind racing. Do you want it to be a date?

      She groaned, confused—and a little bit aroused—and put her head in her hands. Since when did PR management get so emotionally complicated?
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      Bradley let his car idle in front of her apartment; he’d arrived fifteen minutes early, but didn’t want to appear too eager. Bradley had spent the best part of 24 hours hemming and hawing over the details of the date—er, meeting. Where would they go that was both upscale and intimate? He wanted to impress her, but also exhibit a tasteful restraint.

      What exactly were the professional lines in the sand? Would she cross them? He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been so taken by a woman, so utterly baffled over how to conduct himself.

      It wasn’t just that she was hot—though, of course, that didn’t hurt things. He’d met and dated and slept with more than his fair share of hot women, and they were no longer a novelty to him. Rather, it was her unquenchable drive—that roaring ambition that had somehow righted the sinking ship of his public reputation—that turned him on.

      She’d neatly resolved seemingly insurmountable dramas that would’ve taken any other PR rep months to solve. Heidi Morris was a powder keg. He saw himself in her—the way she demanded what she wanted, and then found a way of getting it. Like him, she called the plays, and executed them to perfection.

      He passed the minutes listening distantly to a podcast, though in reality, he was thinking about how close she would be to him in the minuscule sports car, which was only barely a two-seater. It was designed to go fast, not fit a whole family. The podcast included a series of stories by random people on a specific theme, and he paid close enough attention to get the gist of them until one woman started recounting how she lost her virginity. At that point, he got a little hot around the collar and silenced the sound system.

      Luckily, he didn’t have too long to wait between turning off the podcast and the date; he’d neatly elapsed the entirety of the fifteen minutes, though it had been a testing wait.

      Suddenly, through the glass walls, he could see her in the lobby of her apartment building. She was adjusting her skirt and settling a chain that lay around her neck. Her actions were fidgety, a little self-soothing.

      Good, he thought. She’s nervous too. Nervous, but timely.

      He appreciated timeliness more than most people knew, a trait instilled by his mother and endless childhood football practices that started precisely when the clock hit four in the afternoon. He had, to his mild shame, even ditched dates for leaving him waiting past their original appointment time. What could he say? Sometimes, he was just kind of a dick.

      As Heidi approached his car, he noted that she’d transformed from the nervous, jangling girl he’d spotted through the glass. Now, she was a tigress: long, bold steps in her strappy heels, arms swaying at her sides, walking as if down a Parisian runway. Remembering his manners, he jumped out of the car, made his way to the passenger side, and held open her door.

      She stopped in front of the car and adopted a sober expression.

      “How could you take me out in something so shabby?” she asked, deadpan, gesturing to the vehicle. It was one of only one hundred in the world, hand crafted by a team of five in the Italian countryside, and gleamed with black iridescent paint. In other words, ‘exclusive’ didn’t even begin to cover how obscenely nice it was.

      Bradley laughed, thankful that she wasn’t cooing over his wealth. He already had enough friends who wanted him for his cash, and didn’t need another. Plus, maybe it would be interesting to see if he could win a woman who couldn’t give less of a shit about how loaded he was.

      Uh, no, he muttered in his head, interrupting the train of thought. You’re not trying to win her, you stupid son of a bitch.

      “Well, it was either this or the minivan, so consider yourself lucky,” he shot back at last.

      She grinned and swooped gracefully into the passenger seat. He shut the door, and walked back to the driver’s side, settling himself into the comfortable, hand-stitched leather upholstery.

      “What do you like?” he asked, gesturing towards the chrome radio.

      She reached for the console and let her fingers flutter over the stereo. After a moment of fiddling with the buttons, she settled on the local classic vinyl station. He raised his eyebrows in surprise.

      “Really?”

      “Oh yeah.”

      “I would’ve pegged you for a 2010s pop kinda girl.”

      “Nah, but I like that you were trying to peg me.”

      He blushed and looked over to see if she caught the accidental (?) innuendo she’d made. The color was rising in her cheeks, too. How naughty, he thought to himself with a touch of glee.

      Heidi quickly changed the subject, which Bradley noted with a little internal chuckle; she was a bit of a novice when it came to subtlety. The laugh caught in his throat when he noticed how high the skirt was rising around her legs; its hem was caught on the edge of the seat, and thus laying bare more and more of her tan thighs. He flashed back to the dreams he’d been having recently, in which those thighs played a big role: wrapped around his back, kneeling on the ground, splayed across him, spread-eagle style.

      Eyes on the road, he thought sternly. Make small talk.

      And so he did make small talk, though Bradley wasn’t sure how convincing it was.

      “Are you going to that Orlando Museum gala next weekend?” he asked, having fumbled for something to chat about.

      “Uh, no. I can’t possibly sit through that many speeches about nothing. Too much rambling by old guys who spit on the microphones.”

      He nodded in agreement. “They asked me to make an appearance.”

      “I know,” she said with a smile, “the organizers ran it by me.”

      “Right, of course.”

      “I’m not that demanding—you don’t have to attend that bore-fest.”

      He laughed, and added, “I don’t know if I could take another round of overcooked pasta. Last year’s catering almost made me puke in the champagne fountain.”

      Heidi emitted a chuckle at this, and he was pleased with himself for getting one out of her.

      From then on out, the conversation flowed naturally. They talked about their various neighborhoods, other current events, an art show that Heidi wanted to see. Bradley eagerly offered to buy her a set of tickets, and she beamed.

      He pulled to a stop in front of the valet just as they were settling into the comfortable familiarity of friends. After a long internal debate, he’d settled on Mochu’s for dinner. Not intimidatingly high-end, but no slouch either. He once again jogged around to the passenger side, which was no easy feat in a well-cut, three-buttoned suit and tight Oxfords that the football league had actually claimed were damaging for feet, and advised against players wearing.

      Worth it, he thought. This suit is doing good things for me.

      He helped Heidi get out of the car before the valet could butt in. She placed her hand in his, and pressed gently on it, using him as leverage, and he let his fingers hold onto hers for just a beat too long. They both stared at their locked grasp, unsure what to do about it. Quickly, Heidi pulled away, and Bradley mirrored her lead, coughing with embarrassment.

      Dinner was in a dazzlingly white room. Brushed glass ran across all four walls, and the ceiling was at least two stories tall, with an enormous skylight fixed in the center. The restaurant was bathed in moonlight and the glow of candles which hung in sconces. Candelabras were centered on every table, so that each group looked to be their own pinprick of light. It was like something out of a fairytale.

      The maître d’ led them to what was plainly the finest table in the house; it was positioned on a raised dais—almost like a wedding, Bradley thought with some concern—and afforded them a good people-watching view over the rest of the luxuriously dressed diners.

      Bradley pulled out a chair for Heidi, and soon, his wedding-related fears were assuaged; they were once again in close conversation, heads bent near to each other, quiet laughs bubbling from both throats.

      He watched as Heidi’s hands trailed up and down her arms, tracing unintentionally sensuous paths over goosebumps.

      “Are you cold?”

      “A little,” she admitted.

      He took off his blazer, careful to keep the designer label hidden from sight. Wouldn’t want her to think his gesture was merely an opportunity for peacocking. He leaned in close, suspended the jacket in air, and deftly swooped it around her shoulders. He saw her throat move up and down in a quick gulp.

      Once more, he had to instruct his body to move back from hers, and leave enough distance to keep operating under the word “professional.” It took a pretty concerted effort on his part, one that would have toppled a lesser man.

      “So,” he began, looking for something to cut the tension induced by his jacket, “I saw on your resume that you went to Miami U.”

      “I did, yeah.”

      “With a business degree?”

      “You did your homework.”

      He actually had done his homework, though only once that first electric meeting had taken place. He’d gone on a guilty deep-dive through Heidi’s social media, which was frustratingly empty for a woman who worked in image management. Her business page offered the most well-rounded view of her life, but even that was meager pickings. He’d been able to find out the basics of her life—the years, the locations, etc.—but nothing personal, nothing that couldn’t be gleaned from a yearbook or resume.

      He was anxious to learn more, so he went on, asking, “What was it like for you? College, I mean.”

      She paused, apparently weighing the words. She took a sip from her cocktail and rubbed her lips together, before at last answering, “I had my ups and downs.”

      “Oh yeah?” he pressed.

      At the risk of sounding like a vulture, he was excited that she’d offered this part of herself up to him, and without having to be urged in that direction.

      “Yeah. It’s just that, I didn’t feel like I totally belonged anywhere, you know? I liked to party, but I was too serious about school to do Greek life. I thought about hosting on the campus radio, you remember, the—”

      “Miami Music?”

      “That’s the one. But it was packed with stoners. Then, I tried to join an investment club, but it was just a bunch of white guys in pastel shorts who called me ‘sweetheart.’ And I got enough of that from my professors—no need to seek it out after hours.” Heidi rolled her eyes.

      “Of course,” she said hurriedly, “I had friends, and I was close with my family, who lived a couple of miles away. I’m not trying to make this sound like a sob story. I had a great time. But I guess it made me hungry to find a place where I really fit in, where every part of me mattered, and I didn’t have to shove away any of my personality or history.”

      She abruptly closed her mouth and turned away, casting her gaze over the room.

      “I’m sorry,” she said guiltily, “that was kind of an overshare.”

      “Don’t apologize,” he replied firmly. “Never apologize for sharing things about yourself. I want to know them, more than you can imagine.”

      Her chest rose and fell. To fill the silence, she lifted up her glass again, and this time, Bradley raised his own, clinking it to hers.

      “Cheers,” he said with a grin, “to oversharing.”

      The remainder of the dinner, by Bradley’s own estimation, was a success. After the momentary dropping of her guard, Heidi kept it purely professional, talking extensively about his upcoming interviews and appearances, locking in schedules, and grooming his social media profiles. But he could sense the tension every time her arm brushed his while darting a pair of chopsticks towards the sushi they shared as an appetizer, or the way she would slowly lick her lips after sauce had covered their surface.

      The professional sheen was wearing off quickly.

      After several courses of Asian-fusion cuisine, including sumptuous Kobe beef and duck dishes that deserved personal Michelin stars, their appetites were sated. Well, one of them, anyway. Bradley flagged the waiter down and lazily ordered a dessert course.

      “Dessert? I thought we’d eaten their whole fridge,” joked Heidi.

      “I’ve got a sweet tooth,” he replied with a wink.

      They wiped their mouths and polished off their cocktails, and soon, a molten chocolate cake had arrived, topped with fresh strawberries. Heidi stabbed a fork into the middle of the cake, making fudge ooze out. She lifted a bite to her mouth and swallowed, a moan of pleasure passing her lips.

      I wonder what else makes her moan, Bradley thought. He mentally slapped himself again. Stop. Just stop.

      He sincerely didn’t want to make her uncomfortable, and worst of all, imagined himself crossing professional boundaries, only to be rebuffed. He hadn’t experienced rejection before, and didn’t want to become familiar with the feeling—especially not when his career hung in the balance.

      Heidi mopped up the remainder of the chocolate with a strawberry, then delicately sucked the sauce off the tip of the fruit. Bradley’s mouth hung open.

      Surely, he thought, that wasn’t an accident. Nobody’s mouth moves like that on accident.

      “Bradley,” she said, leaning back with satisfaction, “thank you for a wonderful dinner. Seriously, the food was great, and I liked getting to know the real you. Not just the playboy from my magazine covers. The other Bradley Fox.”

      “Any time.”

      “I may have to take you up on that,” she replied with a friendly wink.

      She turned to face him and took a deep breath, as if working up to something.

      “Listen,” she said slowly, “I have one last thought about your image rehab. You aren’t required to do it, by any means, but I’ve been looking into it for some time now, and think it’d be a good call.”

      “Whatever you say, Doc.”

      “There’s this training center in the Bahamas—well, on its own island, that happens to be a part of the Bahamas. It’s for the world’s most elite athletes; I’m talking crème de la crème. People like you. The facilities are the best in the world, as are the trainers. They call it Edenix. It’s intended to be a place to train and relax during the off-season. Workouts in the morning, luxurious beaches in the afternoon, swanky dinners at night. All in the middle of a completely private, press-free paradise.”

      He furrowed his brows. The name sounded distantly familiar, but he couldn’t place it. Must be real fucking private if it didn’t even ring a clear bell in his mind.

      Curiosity subsiding, he nodded eagerly. It had been close to years since he’d taken a real vacation. Sure, there’d been travel trips with the team, and the occasional night in Vegas, but nothing that kept him out of the media. The idea of walking outside and being greeted by the sunrise, not camera flashes, sounded heavenly.

      “You could train there,” she continued, “and get into the best shape of your career. Show the detractors that you mean fucking business. There are at least a couple of weeks left until the team resumes practice, which is plenty for an athlete with your…y’know…God-given gifts to hone his skills.”

      She paused expectantly.

      He looked at her, and asked simply, “Where do I sign up?”

      She clapped her hands merrily. “Don’t worry, I’ve already taken care of it.”

      “You booked me a spot before running it by me?” he asked with some incredulity. “That was bold.”

      Shrugging, she said, “I knew you’d be on board. The critics can say what they like, but I’ve watched you play, and it’s obvious that you love the game. Edenix will make you the best you can be, so why wouldn’t you say yes? I was just planning for the inevitable.”

      He smiled. It was true. Usually, sports commentators would give him a little praise for a good pass or a long run, but then quickly turn their attention to rumors of his after-hours life. No matter how much effort he put in, his athletic career seemed to always be overshadowed by his partying.

      “Okay, okay,” he said. “I’m in, but—”

      “There’s a ‘but’ to a vacation in the Bahamas?”

      “But…I’d like you to come with me,” he replied.

      “Athletes don’t usually bring their PR agents on—”

      “Would you come anyways?” He gazed meaningfully into her eyes. “I get that it’s unusual. I also don’t particularly care.”

      “Why? Um, I mean, why do you want me to come?”

      Well, that was a loaded question. He decided to tell her part of the truth, the part that wasn’t about how he was hoping to see that body in a bikini.

      “Honestly,” he said with a small crack in his voice, “I don’t have many friends I can trust nowadays. They all just send anonymous tips about me to Page 6. I’m done with that life, with being surrounded by people preying on me for my fame, or money, or whatever. And I know you won’t do that.”

      “Yeah, you pay me to not do that.”

      “That’s true,” he laughed. “For real, though. I feel like you’re my friend. I know it’s kind of soon to say that, but who gives a shit. And I’d like you to come with me.”

      She hesitated. He held his breath, nervous that she’d refuse, or worse yet, say it was an inappropriate suggestion. Whatever happened on the trip, Bradley intended to be her friend. If it turned romantic, Jesus, that would be nice. No, it’d be beyond nice, but the English language didn’t have the words to express just how far beyond ‘nice.’

      He decided that he’d wait until—or if—she signaled an interest in something more.

      “Okay,” she said at last. “Let’s do it. On one condition.”

      “What’s that?”

      “I think we both need a vacation, stat. Are you good with leaving tomorrow?

      He nodded, flashing a smile that seemed to light up the whole room.

      “Pack a bathing suit,” Bradley said.
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      I can’t believe you’re doing this, Heidi internally scolded herself, giving her suitcase a final once-over. This is a very, very bad idea.

      She rifled through her bag, making sure she had all the essentials—toothbrush, sunscreen, etc. At the last minute, she’d also thrown in some wildly scanty lingerie, reasoning that preparedness never hurt anyone.

      She didn’t have any more time to reflect on whether or not this was a brilliant move for her career, especially given that Bradley was her only client right now and the only acquisition that would help her establish a new firm. No, there was no time to back out of the trip. She would just have to make sure to keep her lustful thoughts entirely to herself.

      Professional, she repeated, as if it was a personal mantra. Even in the face of daunting hotness, you’ve gotta be professional.

      Already running late, bag in hand, she flew out the door and into a taxi, telling the driver to get her to the airport ASAP. To his credit, he got there in just under twenty minutes. She tipped him generously, and ran to meet Bradley at the agreed-upon lounge on the outer ring of the airport, before the TSA checkpoints.

      With all that hustling, she arrived only seconds after their set met-up time. She spotted his enormous frame from across the lounge, and moved briskly in his direction.

      “Sorry,” she apologized, when she at last brought her bag to a halt in front of him. “I’m usually early for everything; I don’t know what happened this morning. Are we going to be late?”

      “Private planes,” he said, “don’t usually leave until both passengers are on board.”

      A look of total surprise took over her face.

      “Did you—”

      “Get us a charter? Yeah. Figured it would make the trip just that much nicer. Why vacation if you’re not going to do it right?”

      She grinned and smacked him on the arm.

      “You’re spoiling me,” she said. She almost immediately regretted the playful touch, but the wolfish look in his eyes made it hard to be very remorseful.

      Before long, a golf cart picked them and their luggage up from the lounge, and drove the pair to a private airplane hangar, where a small seaplane waited. Heidi eyeballed the plane nervously; it looked even more cramped than Bradley’s fancy sports car.

      She reflected that he probably hadn’t thought anything of the tight space, even though she’d personally been on edge that entire drive. And, in his booking of the plane, he seemed to have similarly not considered the packed quarters, wherein they wouldn’t be able to avoid brushing up against one another.

      Did that mean he wasn’t feeling the same way, wasn’t feeling the sparks that seemed to fly between their bodies?

      Bradley turned to her, picking up on the nervous look clouding her normally sunny expression.

      “I know it’s on the small side,” he said regretfully, “but it’s just an hour long flight, and this plane is designed for short ocean crossings.”

      “No, no,” she responded hastily, anxious to not look ungrateful. “Are you kidding? Any private plane is a good private plane. I’m overwhelmed by how thoughtful this was.” She paused, and then tacked on a lie to sell her story. “I’m just a nervous flier.”

      She most definitely wasn’t a nervous flier, but she had to say something to explain her expression.

      “Hey, that’s okay,” he said. “I’ll protect you.”

      The two shared a smile. Obviously, he couldn’t protect her from a failing engine, but for a fleeting moment, she pictured him as a superhero, picking her up in his arms and jumping from a burning plane as trails of smoke came off its wings. Who was to say he couldn’t leap from the sky and land, cat-like, on solid land?

      Heidi didn’t generally subscribe to the damsel-in-distress narrative, but when muscles like that were in question—well, her pride only went so far. Alternatively, she’d already dreamt several scenarios that would entail him picking her up. Those dreams also ended with roaring fires, but of a…different…variety.

      The pilot came out of a nearby office and shook their hands. He gave them a little general information about the flight—ETA, wind condition, and weather—and Bradley thanked him graciously. The man led him and Heidi to the plane as an airline assistant scurried to load up their bags.

      Sure enough, the interior of the plane was barely large enough to hold all of Bradley. Heidi laughed as he scooted down in his seat, attempting to keep the top of his head from brushing the ceiling.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “Nothing,” she replied with a giggle. “It’s just that you somehow make this private plane look doll-sized.”

      He rolled his eyes and grinned, then leaned towards the cockpit.

      “We’re all set,” he told the pilot.

      Moments later, they were taxiing onto the runway. Heidi’s thigh was flush with Bradley’s, and she could feel her entire lower body pulsing with the sensation.

      If I’m worried about lasting through a one-hour plane ride, she thought with apprehension, how the hell am I gonna spend weeks in a paradise with him?

      “Professional,” she muttered under her breath.

      “What was that?”

      “Nothing, nothing at all,” she said furtively.

      He raised his eyebrows, but dropped the subject.

      The plane was in position to take off. Bradley rotated his buff torso to face Heidi; their chests were practically touching now. She had a sudden and unexpected insight regarding the phrase ‘heaving bosom,’ and how accurate it actually was.

      “I wanted to say thank you.”

      She interrupted, “No, you really don’t—”

      He raised a hand, waving off her protestations, and held her gaze earnestly.

      “You didn’t have to do this. Asking you to drop everything and leave the country—well, it was a big ask. Any sane person probably would’ve turned me down.”

      “Are you kidding? It’s the Bahamas!”

      “Still. I’m sure you have other clients, and giving this much of your attention to me…it’s really generous, Heidi. Thank you.”

      She turned away and peered out the window, hoping he couldn’t see the red burning through her cheeks. Through all of their texts, meetings, and phone calls, she’d failed to mention that she did not, in fact, have any other clients, or even that she didn’t work with Image-ine. She hadn’t lied, technically, but there were some pretty major omissions of truth that created a guilty lump in her throat.

      “No worries,” she said lamely.

      I’ll tell him soon, she promised herself. Once we’re settled in and everything, I’ll just casually mention it over a meal or on the beach. No biggie.

      Hoping to change the subject, she reached across him to point out the abrupt change of color in a section of the ocean; it turned from sea-green to cerulean in a clean line, as though an artist had painted the waves and forgotten to blend them.

      In the urgency of her gesture, she’d forgotten to keep the space between their bodies, and her breast accidentally brushed his chest. She lingered in this position, even after the stark line in the waters had fallen out of their view. Her heart burned as she felt the nipple pressed up against him go erect, and she wondered if he could feel it through her lace bra.

      Professional, indeed, she thought sardonically as she withdrew at last.
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      The rest of the flight had passed smoothly, though even their easy conversation hadn’t released the tension in Heidi’s body, which remained on high alert. They disembarked at a sleepy airport, certainly the most deserted Heidi had ever been to; the few grounded planes were the same size as their own, if not smaller, and smattered over the runway like an afterthought.

      All at once, the warm air hit her face and the smell of ocean water flooded her nostrils. An Edenix-branded shuttle had pulled up alongside their charter, and the driver promptly loaded their suitcases into the trunk.

      “How long will the ride be?” Heidi asked the driver as she climbed into the backseat, Bradley moving in behind her.

      “We’re only minutes from the resort, ma’am,” he replied. “Edenix facilities take up almost the entire island.”

      “Wow, okay.” She turned to face Bradley. “You ever been to a private island?”

      “Uh…”

      “Oh, right, of course you have. Anyways, this is gonna be great. I can just feel it.”

      He smiled at her excitement. “Agreed.”

      As promised, the shuttle was in front of the vast hotel—which more closely resembled a small city—only moments after they’d finished buckling their seat belts.

      Heidi had grown up in comfort; she’d been on nice family vacations to tropical destinations and various capitals of European countries. But though she was privileged, she wasn’t exactly this privileged, because there were only about 20,000 people in the whole world that were this privileged.

      So, despite all the fancy trips, nothing could’ve prepared her for the soaring pillars that flanked a sweeping entrance, festooned in plumes of flowers and exotic fruit. It looked almost like a converted Parthenon, which was fitting inspiration for a place that had housed the world’s most elite athletes.

      Their driver escorted them through the entrance, where they were greeted by a butler, who wore the traditional pencil-thin mustache of his kind. With a little bow, he introduced himself as Johnny.

      “I’ll be your personal aide for the entirety of your stay at Edenix,” he said to the pair. “Have you downloaded the hotel’s app?”

      Bradley nodded, and Heidi glanced at him in surprise.

      “They have their own app?” she whispered in his direction.

      “Yeah,” he whispered back with a grin.

      Johnny interrupted, because apparently neither of them were very good at whispering.

      “Yes, and if you press this button on the app, I’ll come directly to wherever your pin is dropped on the map. Feel free to use it any time, day or night. I am completely at your disposal.”

      Heidi looked to Bradley, stunned.

      “I knew this place was good,” she said, “but I don’t think I expected it to be this good.”

      He beamed and asked, “What shall we do first?”

      “I think I’d like to put my things down,” she replied. “And then…I don’t know. Maybe the spa?”

      “Perfect. Johnny,” he said, turning to the butler, “could you get us a ride over to our bungalow? Assuming that we’re all checked in, that is.”

      The butler nodded, and preceded to explain that as soon as they touched down on the island, their check-in had been handled. Something about coordinating the plane schedule with the front desk, though she wasn’t exactly sure. Heidi was too preoccupied with the worry that, at any moment, she would wake up from this blissful dream.

      Johnny had a golf cart pulled around front, promising the luggage would arrive separately, and Heidi and Bradley boarded. A quick drive through luscious palm fronds and hibiscus flowers, down a small wooden path over which the occasional lizard darted, and soon, they’d arrived in front of a little door. Whatever lay behind it was shielded by more verdant flora.

      “This door?” Bradley asked Johnny. He appeared skeptical as to what could possibly lie behind such an unassuming threshold.

      Johnny smiled, and replied, “Oh, sir, I think you’re going to like it.”

      “Okay, then.”

      “Here are your keys. If you have any questions, simply text me.”

      “Thanks,” Bradley said with a nod. He turned to Heidi as the butler clambered back into the cart and drove off. “Shall we have a look and see if it suits our taste?"

      “Um, hell yeah,” she returned, her voice breaking with shameless glee.

      There’s no point pretending to be laid-back when you’ve stumbled into the absolute lap of luxury, she decided.

      Bradley walked to the bungalow’s entrance, deftly maneuvered the key in his hand, and swung open the door.

      Over his shoulder, he called back to Heidi, who was still standing on the garden path, “After you, Madame.”

      She hurried up the remaining few steps, briefly paused on the threshold to share a smile with Bradley, and then excitedly crossed over into the room.

      But ‘room’ didn’t fully encompass the splendor of this magnificent hideaway. It was tricked out in light wood, with carvings on every piece of furniture, and chic chandeliers tucked away in the rafters. Double-wide French doors led out into a secluded pool, and past that, what she knew from the hotel’s website, was their own private beach.

      Gauzy white curtains hung from every window, and a breeze tickled the fabric. A vast white leather sofa had light, jewel-toned blankets strewn over its back. On the coffee table sat a bowl of fresh fruit and a bottle of champagne on ice, with a kind note from the manager tilted against the bucket.

      “Bradley?” Heidi asked, turning to look for him.

      He’d already entered the room, and was just behind her, waiting with a smile.

      “Do you like it?”

      “Like it? Are you for real? I love it,” she said.

      He chuckled at her sheer giddiness.

      “Glad to hear it. You’ve earned this room. Now, go check out the rest of the suite.”

      She skipped through the bungalow like a kid in a candy store, stopping to nuzzle her face against a fluffy pillow or sniff at the fresh ocean air. Everything was absolute perfection; the hotel had overlooked no indulgence. Even the soaps were imported from France. Taking the grand tour, she found that there were two bathrooms, a workout room, walk-in closets, and—she stopped dead in her tracks.

      Only one bedroom. With only one bed.

      “Um, Bradley?” she called out in a strangled voice.

      Moments later, he appeared at her side, having finished his own stroll around the suite to ensure that things were up to snuff.

      “Yes?”

      “The bed… There’s…only one,” she said falteringly.

      His face morphed from surprise to concern, at last ending on embarrassment.

      “I’ll text Johnny right now.”

      He moved away from Heidi’s frozen body and quickly typed something into his phone. He stared down at it, waiting, until a buzz answered in return.

      “You look frustrated,” she observed. “Is something wrong?”

      “It’s only that—well, he said the hotel is all booked up. Since it’s almost September, and as you know, the fall season starts soon. Apparently, there was a miscommunication in the haste of our arrangements yesterday. I think…” He cleared his throat. “I think they thought we were traveling as a couple.”

      Heidi went pale at this remark.

      “But,” he added hurriedly, “I set them straight. I’ve asked Johnny to bring me a trundle bed. You, of course, can have the regular one, in the bedroom—”

      “No,” Heidi interjected, “please don’t do that. I’d feel just awful if you brought me on this incredible trip and didn’t even sleep in a proper bed.”

      “Don’t be crazy. I’m sure a fold-up mattress here is better than a king-size bed almost anywhere else.”

      She hesitated. She didn’t want to inconvenience him, that was certain, but she knew that he wouldn’t possibly agree to her taking the fold-up bed. Though, from the glint in his eye, she suspected he’d be happy to share the master bed with her. The thought had clearly passed through both of their minds, and seemed to hang in the air, notably unvoiced.

      At last, he said, “That settles that. I’ll ask Johnny to have the staff send one up.” He tapped some more on the phone’s screen. “All set.”

      Heidi hastened to fill the void that had opened up between them with the bed question.

      “What’s on the agenda?”

      “I booked us some spa sessions,” Bradley replied. “Sound good?”

      “Sounds great.”

      “They requested we arrive in our robes.”

      “Okay,” Heidi said, moving to the bedroom. “I’ll change.”

      The next half-hour was filled with the pair trying to distract themselves from the implications of the single bed. Their luggage arrived and they unpacked, freshened up from the trip—in separate bathrooms, of course—and changed into soft, downy white robes.

      Heidi caught sight of herself in the mirror, and realized that the robe was shorter than average, scarcely covering her thighs. She blushed, but reasoned that it would seem stranger to come out in street clothes than no robe at all. She made her way back to the living room, and found Bradley appareled in an equally short robe.

      “Doesn’t this place cater specifically to crazy-tall athletes?” she asked playfully.

      He took one look down at his thigh-grazing robe, and laughed.

      “I guess not.”

      Heidi found the back of her neck heating up at the sight of his powerful, tanned legs. They were covered in light brown hair that was thicker in some places, and lighter in others. The hair made intricate patterns, seeming to form an arrow straight up to his…

      STOP, Heidi screamed to her subconscious. No more thinking about that.

      She put the robe and its tantalizing reveal from her mind.

      Soon, they made their way over to the Edenix spa, which, like the rest of the hotel, was absolutely top-end. The rooms smelled of jasmine, and the light filtered in through spotless skylights. A hostess showed them their activity schedule: facials, body scrubs, wraps, and at last, massages. Bradley signed off on it all—he refused to let her see the prices of anything—and the relaxation began.

      Heidi was whisked from one room to another, and left each one feeling clearer and cleaner. Dead skin was sloughed off her feet, her face was doused in a cooling moisturizer, and her arms and legs were exfoliated until they felt like satin. In only a few short hours, she had stepped out of the haze and stress of the past few weeks, and into what felt like a fresh, reborn body.

      The esthetician escorted her into a waiting room, from which Heidi was then taken by a pretty blonde masseuse and led deeper into the spa. The final destination, the massage parlor, had two beds. Heidi cleared her throat.

      “Miss?” she queried, addressing the masseuse, “Why are there two tables?”

      The woman smiled back. “For you and Mr. Fox.”

      Her words seemed to summon him, as another masseuse opened the door, and in followed Bradley. He took one look at the beds, and the color drained from his face.

      “There’s been a misunderstanding,” he said to the women, “we didn’t order a couple’s massage.”

      The women looked surprised, and moved together, heads bent, to discuss the problem.

      Meanwhile, Heidi crossed the room to Bradley, and said lightly, “Damn, they just can’t seem to get the number of beds right anywhere in this hotel.”

      He let out a guffaw. She thought she sensed his temperament turn from anxious to relieved. He signaled to the masseuses, and they looked up from their frantic conversation about how to fix the mistake.

      “Don’t bother,” he said. “I know the hotel’s at full capacity; I’m sure there aren’t any other rooms available now. Right?”

      They both nodded sheepishly.

      “Okay,” he continued, “we’ll just do the couple’s massage.” He inclined his head to Heidi. “Needless to say, only if that’s fine with you.”

      “Absolutely,” she blurted.

      She had wanted to sound gracious, but instead, her voice rang out as delighted. She could tell, because Bradley cocked a thick eyebrow, and his cheek tightened with restrained humor.

      “Wonderful, thank you for your understanding,” the blonde replied. “We’ll step out of the room while you two undress.”

      The masseuses exited as promised, leaving Bradley and Heidi facing one another timidly. He immediately turned his back, offering her privacy. There was such a fluid chivalrousness to him, she thought.

      “I won’t look,” he said in a level voice.

      She wished he would.

      In any case, she opened her robe, let it drop to the floor, crawled under the covers of her table, and stuck her face in the headrest at the end of the bed.

      “Okay,” she called out, “I’m set. You can change. I won’t look,” she finished, reiterating his promise.

      She heard the sound of his robe hitting the ground. She shifted her head just a smidge, enough to betray her vow and sneak a look at Bradley. He was just turning around, about to climb into bed, and she could see his powerfully muscled back, that tapered waist and then—Jesus. A perfectly round ass, sculpted into two hard, perky cheeks.

      She gasped, then tried to cover it with a cough.

      “You okay there?” he asked kindly. “Oh, I’m in bed too. Fully covered. I think we can look up now.”

      Carefully, she slid her head out of its resting position and rotated it towards him. Bradley gazed back, looking sexy as ever. If he’d heard her indiscretion, he gave no indication.

      A knock sounded on the door, and he called out that he and Heidi were ready, and they could enter. The duo came back in and moved to their respective clients. In near unison, they pulled back the covers off Heidi and Bradley’s backs, exposing them while they were still facing one another.

      The dramatic reveal of Bradley’s back, Heidi mused, was exactly what a body like that deserved. It ought to be uncovered with a showman’s relish. His masseuse tucked the sheet neatly down just above the curve of Bradley’s perfect ass, and she had to make a conscious effort to keep her eyes from wandering.

      Heidi hoped she looked even half-decent by comparison. She repositioned herself slightly, and raising her elbows to the edge of the bed, allowed the round side of her breast to peek out. She was sure he caught the movement, as he quickly pressed his head into the holder.

      Gotcha, she thought in spite of herself.

      The massage passed with no other interruptions, and after the initial distraction of seeing Bradley on display, Heidi relaxed into the bliss of strong hands all along her spine. The hour ended almost as soon as it began, and they wrapped themselves back up into the snuggly robes. Exiting the spa, Bradley looked into the darkening sky, and then at his watch.

      “It’s almost dinner time,” he said. “I know it’s not professional, but could we just go to the restaurant in our robes? I’m famished.”

      She shrugged. “I don’t see why not.”

      They found themselves walking up a winding beach path, which led straight to one of the resort’s restaurants. It was done up with simple bamboo, and had no walls, only a thatched roof balanced on several pillars. The dining area hung over a cliff, so close you could almost feel the spray of the ocean. They snagged a table, the one nearest the water; the restaurant was casual, so there was no need to wait for a hostess.

      Heidi leaned out over the balcony, letting the spray lightly hit her.

      “You look happy,” Bradley said tentatively.

      “That’s because I am.”

      His face lit up. Heidi’s heart skipped; she liked that her joy was mirrored in him.

      Soon, the meal began, and one delicious course after another was laid in front of them. The talk naturally drifted, as it so often does over a hearty meal, to talk of childhood.

      “What was growing up like for you?” he asked.

      “My family was great. My parents—Tom and Dina—are good people, the kind that are welcome everywhere. It was kind of a charmed life, to be honest.”

      “What do they do for a living?”

      “My mom is a lawyer, and my dad worked in finance. He’s retired now.”

      “They sound like a power couple.”

      “Yeah, they are, but a sweet one. I don’t think you’d know they had fancy jobs unless you saw their business cards.”

      He nodded at this.

      “Like you. You’re down-to-earth, but also a kickass career woman.”

      She waved a hand at the compliment, and he pressed the point.

      “No, really,” he continued, “you’re incredible to watch, the way you handle problems with such intuition. I admire it.”

      She blushed, and changed the focus, asking, “But what about you? What’s your family like?”

      She immediately regretted the question; she’d read every major article ever written about him, and knew that he’d grown up in poverty. She didn’t want to drag that out in the middle of dinner.

      “I’m sorry,” she added, “you don’t have to—”

      “I’d like to tell you about her,” he said, much to Heidi’s surprise. “My mother, that is.”

      He paused, looking out at the moonlight dappling the waves.

      “She’s like you, in some ways. Powerful. Constantly on the move, no challenge too big to tackle. I’m not saying you’re my mother,” he added hastily.

      Heidi grinned mildly at his evident discomfort. “I know.”

      “Anyways, she loves really fiercely, and I’m technically her only living family, but the whole town calls her Momma. She has a spare bed and extra love for everyone.”

      Bradley took a deep breath, pausing and thinking.

      “I’m sure you’ve come across something about my childhood,” he went on, “but it wasn’t as bad as the media makes it out be. It was rough, yeah, and sometimes I didn’t know where my next meal would come from. But people in my town took care of one another, and that’s worth its weight in gold.”

      He sighed, frowning slightly.

      “It was poverty, though. And football got me out. Took me away from the broken window screens and dusty pantries. It took me to the mainland, to Miami, and then to where I am now, still with the same team.

      “I’m grateful. I know I can’t play for much longer and keep my health in check, but I don’t take too many hits as a QB, and I’d like to go out on a high note. I think there are more Super Bowls in my future. Does that sound boastful?”

      She shook her head. “No, it sounds hopeful.”

      Their gazes met over the candlelight.

      This is like something out of a movie, she thought, taking in the background noise of waves crashing against rocks. It’s not my real life.

      And yet, she continued to fall into the depth of those green eyes, which put the ocean’s color to shame. She let her stare wonder over every micro-expression on his visage, trying to assess the muscles for some kind of indication as to his feelings. She came up empty handed.

      Does he like me? I honestly cannot fucking tell.

      Bradley was an almost professional playboy, and she didn’t want to have her heart broken.

      They finished eating, and after breezily signing the bill, Bradley invited her to take a walk down by the water. She agreed, so they walked out of the restaurant and down to the sandy shore below. They dangled their feet in the deliciously warm waters, and laughed over stories from their youths.

      Bradley tried—but failed—to hide a snort when she told him about her Goth phase that lasted for all of a month when she started high school. In turn, she giggled at his story of accidentally walking into the girls’ locker room in middle school and being too shocked to move at seeing his first boob.

      The time went by too fast, and they soon found themselves back inside the bungalow. Entering from the beach side, Heidi padded through the glass French doors, Bradley close behind her as always.

      She glanced towards him, waiting to see what he did next.

      “Dinner was wonderful,” Bradley said, sounding deeply content. “Talking to you just feels so…”

      “Easy?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Except when I interrupt you to finish your sentences,” she said with a giggle.

      “Even then.”

      Bradley moved towards her, until at last he was so close she had to crane her neck to see all of him.

      Is this happening? Is he about to—

      He leaned down, and pulled her into a hug. Heidi was a touch disappointed, but the embrace lingered. His forearms wrapped like tree trunks around her petite back, and pressed up against him like this… It wasn’t a kiss, but it wasn’t bad, either.

      She pulled away suddenly, annoyed with herself for even having such thoughts.

      Kissing is not a professional skill, she thought.

      If Bradley was disappointed, Heidi couldn’t tell. The man was a closed book. Frustrated, she wished him good-night, and shuffled back to her room.

      You’re being ridiculous, she scolded herself. Don’t blame him for maintaining a healthy work relationship.

      She swiveled her head over her shoulder. Bradley had already left the room, presumably going to change elsewhere. She was immediately let down, and then mad at herself for being let down. Heidi couldn’t remember the last time she’d been this torn; generally, she was a woman with a plan who knew how to conduct herself and what moves to make.

      But Bradley…he seemed to have messed up all her internal nobs and dials, leaving her unable to chart a safe course through choppy waters.

      Tired from mental anguish, she washed her face and brushed her teeth, then tucked herself into bed, not even dallying to read or watch some TV before she fell into a tormented sleep.
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      Bradley awoke with a stiff neck. He had been right, sort of, that this roll-away bed would be the best money could buy. The only problem was, he didn’t quite fit in it. The bed was designed for a child staying with their parents, not a full-grown—overgrown, really—man. He groaned as he sat up, working out the kinks in his spine.

      But no matter, because today was gonna be good; he could just feel it.

      He was up too early, as per usual, which gave him plenty of time to go for a run with the sunrise, right along the beach path. He cranked up his music and ran fast, attempting to cancel out all thoughts of Heidi, naked in his arms. By mile three, he knew the avoidance tactic wouldn’t work; he couldn’t outrun his feelings for her.

      He made his way back to the bungalow and walked in, panting, to find Heidi in silky maroon PJs, making a pot of coffee. She started, evidently hearing him enter, and whirled around, coffee pot in hand.

      “Hey there, whoa!” she greeted jumpily, and spilled some of the coffee on her pajamas.

      “Oh shit, sorry about that,” he said, moving across the room and grabbing a few napkins from the dinner table. “Here, let me help…”

      He went to pat her down with the napkins, until he paused, thinking better of it. Slowly, awkwardly, he passed her the napkins instead.

      “Er, I guess you can handle that yourself.”

      “I’m good—sorry I’m still in my PJs, it was a slow morning. Generally, I work out first thing, but I had such a wonderful sleep and such good dreams, that I just thought, you know what, skip it.”

      It felt like he had on a suit collar that had suddenly grown too tight; he resisted the urge to loosen an imaginary tie.

      “And what did you dream?”

      “Oh, uh. Nothing special.”

      Once dried off, Heidi poured him a cup, and they sat down at the breakfast table, where they nibbled at the fruit bowl.

      “Okay, so,” she said, licking grapefruit juice off her fingers, “what should we get up to today?”

      “I dunno, I don’t actually have anything booked. Figured we could just see where the wind took us.”

      “I’m down.”

      “What kind of beach-goer are you?”

      “Uh,” she furrowed her brows, thinking, “whatever the opposite of the sit-on-your-ass kind is.”

      “Same,” he laughed. “How about we get on our suits and go check out the beach sitch?”

      She agreed, and scampered back to her room to change. Bradley went to his respective corner, and pulled on a pair of colorful swim trunks, stopping to look in the mirror. He gave himself a little nod of approval.

      Not bad, my dude, not bad at all, he thought with pride. Growing up in Hawaii, he had practically been born wearing a swimsuit. It fit him—and his equipment—like a glove.

      He walked back out into the communal space, and twiddled his fingers, waiting for Heidi. In a few minutes, she opened the door to the bedroom, and meekly stepped into the living room. Much to Bradley’s delight, she’d forgone a cover-up, and had emerged in just a bathing suit. And what a bathing suit it was.

      She wore a triangle bikini of forest green, a color that perfectly suited her complexion. It was elegant, with gold metallic accents, but also extremely revealing. He reflected that it was the first time he’d seen her show this much skin, and that it had been worth the wait; she had a flat stomach that juxtaposed beautifully with her large breasts, and hips you could rest a beer on.

      Each curve of her body dripped sensuously into another curve, giving her the fluidity of a panther. He noted, with a tremble, the golden chain that she always wore round her neck. At last, he could see its termination point—pressed between her tits. It trailed a path to heaven.

      “You…look…lovely,” he stammered, tripping over each word. Beautiful women didn’t often get him hot and bothered; he found that the feeling was slightly uncomfortable.

      “Thanks. You…too,” she said, giving him a once-over that stopped for a millisecond too long around his crotch.

      Or had he imagined that? There was no way to be sure any more.

      “I skipped a cover-up,” she continued. “I figured, no one cares if you’re on a private beach.”

      “Why have a private beach if you can’t make your own rules?”

      She grinned back, and they walked together out the French doors, past their pool, and down towards the beach. The bungalows had evidently been designed so that the beaches were loosely sectioned off from one another; foliage and the natural land curves made it nearly impossible to see any neighbors. In the distance, the main hotel rested on a hillside. Besides that, they were alone.

      Bradley pulled his phone out of his waterproof pocket, opened the Edenix app, and looked at the menu of beach items they offered—balls, Frisbees, paddles, etc. He selected a few at random, and got a message in return, saying they’d arrive at his room shortly.

      “Okay, Johnny should be bringing us some toys.” He cleared his throat. “Beach toys.”

      “Awesome, I can’t wait.”

      Heidi looked at two lounge chairs that were already set up for their leisure on the beach, and had a towel and sunscreen resting atop them. She moved towards a chair and grabbed the sunblock, squirting a generous load into her hand. Clicking the top shut, she tossed it to Bradley.

      “Here, block up.”

      They applied lotion, working it into all their creases. Bradley watched her out of the corner of his eye, admiring the way she rubbed every part of her body. She swiveled around, and he hastily averted his stare.

      “Can you do my back?” she asked, approaching him with the tube.

      He nodded, though frankly, he wasn’t sure if he could do her back and keep it together. She seemed so relaxed, so professional. With a lump in his throat, he squeezed some lotion out of the tube and into his hand.

      You can do this, he told himself sternly. It’s just sunblock. Chill.

      “Just hold your hair up,” he instructed her, and she gracefully lifted the mass of auburn waves into her palm.

      Bradley touched her back, tentatively, and then again, this time with a hunger. He worked the lotion up and down her spine and across her shoulders. His heart was racing, and other parts of him were throbbing.

      Finished with the top portion, all he had left to do was the small of her back. Gulping, he applied the sunblock just above the line of her bikini bottom. If his hand slipped even an inch further down, he’d be inside her swimsuit, cupping her ass, squeezing it—

      He pulled back with a jerk. Don’t fucking do this, he thought. Just don’t.

      “You’re set,” he said, his words slightly garbled.

      “Thanks, dude.” She took the lotion back from him. “Should I do you?”

      Yes please. No, wait, that wasn’t the right answer. “Sure.”

      She twirled her finger, indicating the he should turn around, and slowly, he did. It took her ages to apply the sunblock over the entirety of his broad back, and by the time she was finished, he was properly hot and bothered. Her hands, though small compared to his own, were strong, and he liked the way she gripped his shoulders to keep him in place while she moved the lotion back and forth.

      She grunted, apparently satisfied with her work.

      “Looks good to me.” If there was innuendo under those words, he didn’t catch it.

      If the sun-blocking might’ve devolved into something else, they’d never know, because just then, Johnny arrived with a bevy of beach items loaded onto his cart.

      “Hello, Mr. Fox, nice to see you. Where shall I put the toys?”

      “Oh, anywhere, Johnny. Thank you.”

      “Very well. Allow me to set up the volleyball net. I’ve also brought you some snacks, on the house.”

      Johnny climbed out of the cart, and went about his duties, erecting the net and so on. Heidi hefted the bag of food from the seat, and set it near the lounge chairs.

      “Anything good?” Bradley asked, motioning to the food.

      “Big time. Looks like some fresh muffins, a bag of raspberries and whipped cream, I think some beef jerky—”

      “Yes,” Johnny interrupted, “good protein.”

      Heidi raised her eyebrows at this, and shot Bradley a covert smile. He returned it happily.

      The butler finished his various tasks, then waved them good-bye, reiterating that they could get in touch at any time. He drove off their beach, and out of sight.

      “All right,” said Bradley, when everything appeared to be ready. “What first?”

      What followed was an afternoon filled with peals of laughter that must have echoed all the way to the hotel.

      First, Bradley easily bested Heidi in a round of volleyball. She cried foul; he had almost a full foot on her, height-wise. She scrambled and rallied pretty well, but there was no contest. He joked that if he lifted her onto his shoulders, they’d be unstoppable—privately, he was hoping she’d take him up on the offer. But no dice.

      Everything she said was friendly and professional, but everything she did…well, he wondered if she really needed to bend over like that just to pick up a volleyball.

      Then they were on to paddle tennis, at which he was so bad that Heidi had to stop playing; tears of hilarity were running down her cheeks so densely that she couldn’t see.

      “Watching such a big man,” she managed to get out, “try and hit such a little ball—” she devolved once more into a fit of laughter.

      She pulled herself together, and they tried to resume the game, but every time, one of them would begin to laugh, and then they were both lost in giggles. Bradley thought that this might take the prize for the most fun day of his life.

      At last, Heidi—now covered in sand and sweat—suggested they take a dip. Together, they jogged into the ocean, both diving headfirst under the water. Just then, a long rip current tore through. Bradley, accustomed to the ocean’s ways, emerged quickly, and looked around for Heidi. He tilted his chin down to look beneath the waves, and found Heidi, still underneath.

      Frantically, he dove back down again, grabbed her under the arms from behind, and pulled her to the surface. She emerged, sputtering.

      “Are you okay?” he questioned with urgency.

      She coughed up some seawater, then gave a thumbs up. They both seemed to realize that his forearms, which had swooped under her armpits during the rescue, were now perilously close to her breasts. Heidi swam away, unlocking his hold.

      How is she resisting this? Doesn’t she feel it too? he wondered, amazed at her resolve.

      The riptide shifted in a different direction, and they passed the rest of their time in the water with ease, splashing one another, joking, ducking beneath oncoming waves.

      Finally, they agreed to return to dry land. Bradley jogged up first, grabbed a towel, and brought it down to Heidi at the ocean’s edge. She smiled gratefully and dried off, and they walked back together to their lounge chairs.

      “Maybe nap time?” Heidi asked.

      “We’ve earned it.

      The pair dozed off for some small amount of time. Bradley again awoke first, and decided to rummage through Johnny’s food bag to set up lunch for the two of them. He arranged everything on the petite table between the lounge chairs, then dug a final hand into the bag, and came out with a bottle of wine, which he set on the table with a thud.

      The noise startled Heidi awake.

      “My bad,” he apologized, “you can go back to sleep.”

      “No, no,” she said with a yawn. “I’m ready for food.”

      She rubbed her eyes, and looked at the bounty between them.

      “Yum.”

      She began to nibble on some of the snacks while Bradley jimmied open the cork, sans corkscrew.

      “Where’d you learn to do that?”

      “Being QB at a party school means being able to open any bottle of booze, anytime, anywhere.”

      She laughed at that. “Do we have glasses?”

      He looked into the bag and came out empty-handed.

      “It appears not. Mind just drinking from the bottle?”

      “Even better,” she replied, and took the wine from his grip.

      She tilted her head back and put the bottle to her lips, taking a deep gulp of the liquid. Bradley looked on in appreciation.

      Somehow, without warning, day had passed into night, and the moon had risen high above the water. They remained on their lounge chairs, talking, sipping wine, laughing.

      Taking an abrupt turn in the conversation, Heidi asked, “Hey, where’s your watch?”

      He looked down at his wrist, and back up at her.

      “Oh, I took it off so that the water wouldn’t damage it. Why?”

      “No reason, I just noticed that you wear it everywhere. I was putting together some of your publicity photos the other day, and saw that you had it on in each one. But I guess it makes sense you wouldn’t want to damage a fancy watch in the ocean.”

      “Actually,” he said, then paused. He hadn’t told anyone about this—but with Heidi, it felt right to have no secrets. “It’s from my mom.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah. And it’s not fancy. In fact, it probably cost less than this bottle of wine. But she saved up to buy me the watch just before I went off to U of Miami. Momma said it was my little piece of Hawaii. The joke was that it ran slow, because even the watch was on island time.” He smiled at the memory. “She means the world to me, and it reminds me every day of who I am, where I come from.”

      He looked up from where his fingers had been rubbing his empty wrist, and into Heidi’s eyes. Bradley noticed that they were glistening, and that she had a wide smile.

      “That’s really…really lovely,” she said breathlessly. She was flushed, and he didn’t think it was from the wine. Heidi swallowed, and asked, “Do you wanna go for a midnight swim?”

      “Let’s.”

      They left the food and drink on the table, and walked back into the water. The moon hung overhead, illuminating the ocean. Heidi went in first this time, not with the puppy-like eagerness of before, but with the slow sensuality of a nymph. Bradley followed her out until they were waist deep.

      “It’s a beautiful night,” Heidi sighed, looking into the sky.

      “And not a bad day either.”

      His heart racing, he turned to face her. He went to walk over the rocks on the ocean floor to close the distance between them, then clumsily tripped on a sandbar. He fell right into Heidi, his hands landing on her shoulders.

      She caught him, balancing her hands on his abs to stop the fall. Bradley righted himself, and found that suddenly, they were pressed up close to one another.

      Testing the waters, he slipped his hands from her shoulders, slowly past her shoulder blades, and down to the small of her back. She held his gaze and her red lips parted. He gripped her back harder, and pulled her easily through the water, until they were flush against one another, her breasts squeezed against his chest.

      Without thinking, he bent down and put his mouth to hers. The kiss expanded, growing hotter by the second. Tongues moved in and out of mouths, lips roamed. She reached a hand up to curl it firmly in his hair, and tugged him even closer. They were frantic with desire, weeks and weeks which had been building up to this one moment.

      With a shaky breath, Bradley moved his hands from her back, down to her ass, and gripped both cheeks. Heidi responded by letting her mouth wander down to his neck and sucked on the thin skin. Turned on, he lifted her by the ass, and she instinctively wrapped her legs around his waist. She brushed against his erection, and tightened the hold of her legs.

      “Take me back to the bungalow,” she whispered into his ear.

      With no other words needed, he carried her, still entwined around his body, out of the water and onto the sandy beach. He walked a few steps, continuing to kiss her, before he realized he couldn’t possibly make it all the way to the bungalow.

      Looking into her eyes, he saw the same desperation. He lowered their conjoined bodies to the ground, placing himself on top of her. His feet dug into the sand as he watched the moonlight bathe her ecstatic face.

      She arched her back, and he took the opportunity to slip a hand around and deftly untie her top. He ripped it off her and threw the fabric to the side. His mouth immediately clamped around her nipple, gently sucking at it while she gasped with pleasure. She caught hold of the waistband of his trunks, urgently pushing them briefs past his ass, until at last he could kick them off entirely.

      Heidi smiled, and he grinned back. So much for professionalism.

      He reached down for her bikini bottoms and found them wet to the touch. She laughed at his apparent discovery.

      “We just went swimming, remember?”

      “Oh, I think it’s a little more than that,” he said, smirking. He rose onto his forearms, and then to his feet. He bent down and threw her over his shoulder with ease, her ass planted firmly next to his cheek.

      “Bungalow,” he said by way of explanation. “We’re not even close to done; I’m going to ruin you, but not with all this sand in the way.”
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      They made it back to the suite in no time flat, with Bradley running her like she was the ol’ pigskin, all the way to the proverbial finish line. She’d never been with a man so animalistic, muscles rippling in his shoulders, tossing her around like she weighed no more than the aforementioned football.

      Heidi pinched herself subtly, ensuring that it wasn’t a dream—though how could the real world build a man like this? Every part of him, from the deep ‘V’ at his hips, to his long, thick manhood, looked as if it were cast in bronze. And those eyes…a girl could lose years getting lost in them. He clocked her hungry stare.

      “Something I can help you with?”

      “No,” she replied, “I’m just devouring you.”

      His breathing got deeper, and he slammed her against the wall of the living room. Her head hit the wall with a dull thud, but she didn’t care; she was past the point of feeling anything besides pleasure. Communicating in nothing but guttural noises, he lifted her to the marble island in the center of the kitchen, and spread her legs open forcefully.

      “Open your mouth,” he instructed.

      She obeyed, and he stuck two fingers inside. Heidi sucked and nibbled on them, reflecting that she’d never felt so aroused by someone’s hands.

      Bradley withdrew his fingers, then immediately let them roam lower over her body, gently flicking at her clit, then slipping them inside her.

      “How do you like it?” he asked.

      “Like that,” she managed to get out, before becoming so steeped in pleasure she couldn’t communicate verbally.

      His fingers moved in and out, curling and uncurling, working for many minutes until he knew she was on the cusp.

      “I want you inside me. All of you.”

      “Condom?”

      “I’m on the pill.”

      He grinned. “Good, because I didn’t bring a condom.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      “This was supposed to be a business trip, remember?”

      She laughed—that seemed so long ago, the ‘business’ trip to the Bahamas. Who had she been fooling? It could only have ended like this, in his arms.

      Still on the kitchen counter, she sat back on her forearms and scooted her ass to the edge of the marble. She was ready to have every damn inch of him.

      She saw him blink and take a deep breath. He ran his hands down the inside of her thighs, worshipping her, and toyed with her clit once more. Ready at last, he moved nearer, pressing himself up against her. She felt his desire and knew that it closely mirrored her own, but he continued to tease her, holding back.

      Unable to contain herself any longer, she grabbed Bradley and pulled him closer, guiding him into her wetness.

      They moaned in unison; they fit together like lock and key. He began to thrust, and Heidi tilted back her head to scream. No more questions needed to be asked, no more lines could be crossed. They were—at last—together, and it felt right.

      He bent low over her, continuing to rock his hips, slower then faster, slower then faster. She grabbed his ass, urging him to thrust deeper inside of her. The frantic grope drove him wild, and he began to pump into her ruthlessly. She felt time slow down as her world came to revolve around just the two of them, moving as one in rhythmic ecstasy.

      Heidi let out one final, ecstatic cry of delight, and climaxed. The moment of pure pleasure went on, and on, and on, for what felt like hours but was probably only a minute.

      She raised her head from the counter, beaming, a sweaty, satisfied mess.

      Bradley put a hand behind her back, raising her the rest of the way to meet his mouth, and sliding her off the counter. They shared a long, deep kiss, before he turned her around—she let out a high-pitched giggle like nothing she’d ever emitted—and bent her over the countertop, firmly grasping her hair. He found his way inside her once more, and needed only a few more strokes to join her in orgasmic bliss.

      The rest of the evening passed in much the same way. They had sex on what must have been every surface of the bungalow: the couch, the shower, even the workout room. The only room that remained untouched was the bedroom, which they never quite made it to. They contorted into positions Heidi had only seen in porn, drawing shapes with their passion.

      She loved his athletic ability, the way he could throw her around the room, and how he needed mere minutes to regain his erection. It made for a night that stretched on into the wee hours. She orgasmed again, and again, and again. He was the kind of attentive lover that made every other past sexual encounter seem mediocre at best. His fingers, tongue and cock were precise and perfect, playing each fiber of her being until they all sung in harmony.

      At last, in a haze, they collapsed on a shag carpet; they weren’t even sure what room they were in, they were so exhausted. Bradley pulled her in close. Heidi sighed with contentment, and snuggled in closer, feeling the firmness of his arms as they twisted around her. Moments later, the lovers fell asleep.
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      Bradley awoke wrapped comfortably in the pristine white sheets of the master bed—the same bed they’d collapsed into every evening since that first night. The last few weeks had been a private paradise for the two of them; when Bradley wasn’t rigorously training, he was with Heidi, constantly discovering new ways to make love. They ate chocolates, improvised sex toys (his ties came in handy), and generally had their way with one another.

      He opened his eyes slowly and saw the light filtering through gauzy curtains. Semi-conscious, he reflected that it was far better to be awoken by the sun coming into your private island retreat, rather than the bright lights of a jail cell.

      He rolled over and looked at Heidi’s sleeping form. How, he thought with disbelief, did I get this lucky?

      Quietly, so as not to wake her, he took in every twist and turn of her body, all of its pinks and tans, the arch of her foot and the curve of her ass.

      Still asleep, she wriggled deeper into the blankets. He loved the way her eyelashes fluttered, as if in the middle of an exquisite dream. He didn’t want to wake her up, but he knew she’d be mad if she slept the day away; as he’d discovered early on, Heidi hated wasted time.

      He stretched to the side of the bed, took his phone off the charger, and texted breakfast instructions to Johnny. As had become their norm, Bradley ordered a smattering of items, anything that looked good. He liked to see her simple glee when she woke up to a table of the freshest, most delectable food money could buy. He set his phone back down and inched towards where Heidi lay, somewhere between sleeping and waking.

      Slowly, he began to touch her, not intrusively, but with the restraint of a patron admiring a work of art. First, he slid his hands over her arms, then to around her wrists, then up to her neck and those lips, down again to her clavicle, circling at her large breasts, tracing a trail down her stomach, until at last he reached her pussy, around which he gently cupped a hand.

      She showed signs of waking up, and he went to pull his hand back, but even in her doze, Heidi laid her palm on top of his own, urging him to stay where he was. Bradley smiled, and gripped her harder. She began to rub herself against him.

      “Well,” she said, turning over to look him full in the face, “I’m awake now.”

      She gazed deep in his eyes, and without saying a word, pressed his hand more firmly against her. He felt the wetness between her legs; she’d just emerged from sleep, but was already drenched.

      Still shaking the sleep off, she raised a hand to her eyes and rubbed at the corners. Without warning, she climbed slowly, carefully, on top of Bradley, lying her naked body flat on his own. She rested her chin on his chest, then shifted down to kiss the light, curly hair around his pecs.

      With one finger, he moved the hair back from her face.

      “I want to see you,” he said quietly.

      She obliged, rocking her body forward until their faces hung inches apart. He touched her cheek and ran a thumb over her lips.

      “You’re perfect. You know that?”

      She smiled. “I like you, too.”

      And with that, she leaned in and took his lips between hers, pulling him deeper into a sensuous kiss. Her teeth grazed at his lower lip, and her tongue made slow, aching circles around his.

      “Breakfast can wait,” she murmured, and reached down to take hold of his dick.

      He watched as she rose up from his chest, her nipples fully erect, and inched backwards until she hovered over his cock. His mouth fell open, and his eyes closed in anticipation.

      Taking all the time in the world, Heidi lowered herself, until his tip could feel how wet she was.

      Bradley’s breath caught in his throat.

      “Please,” he said simply, begging her to fully take him.

      Slowly, she slid herself, centimeter by centimeter, down the length of his manhood, until Bradley was gasping.

      “Oh my God,” he muttered lowly. It wasn’t just the physical attraction—that much was clear. No, it was something more, something about Heidi that stirred the very depths of his soul, that called to him.

      She began to rock back and forth, her hips guiding him further inside. From atop her perch, she bent low over him, kissing him while continuing to grind. The only audible sound was their breathing: low, sharp intakes that came in unison with every further thrust that Heidi orchestrated.

      Just as Bradley began to think that he wouldn’t be able to take much more, Heidi paused. Bradley’s breath caught in his throat, his cock pulsing with anticipation.

      “What do you want?” he murmured, though he already had a good idea; the last few weeks had been an intensive introduction to her lovemaking style.

      Heidi didn’t answer, only kissed him sensuously as she rolled her hips back, away from him.

      Carefully removing him from inside of her, she slowly crawled up Bradley’s body, kissing him lightly, teasingly, until she was positioned over his face. She didn’t need to explain what she wanted.

      Bradley hooked his hands and forearms around her ass, and steadily brought her pussy to meet his lips. He teased her with his tongue for only a moment before diving in, eating her with a hunger that could only be satiated by her particular taste.

      What they were doing was so much more intense than anything he’d experienced before. It was slow, and purposeful, and it filled him emotionally as well as physically. As Heidi cried out, her inner walls pulsing with an intense, rippling orgasm, Bradley thought that he could sit like this, with the taste of her covering his tongue, for as long as they both would live.

      He couldn’t remember his last sexual encounter that had been more than a one-night stand. He was the kind of man that got bored easily. After all, sex was sex, right? But with Heidi, it felt like taking communion.

      Was he—oh, God—falling for her? And if so, what was he going do about it?
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      A week later, Heidi and Bradley regretfully packed up their suitcases and bid a fond farewell to the resort. Edenix had been more than good to them—they’d arrived as business associates, and left as passionate lovers. Together, the pair had explored every nook and cranny of the property: marveling at the wildlife, working out together, frolicking on the beach.

      They’d known they’d have to leave eventually, but it seemed neither had expected it to be so soon. Weeks had passed in the blink of an eye.

      Could it keep being this good in Orlando? Heidi wondered. She hoped so. Because this was the best fling she’d ever had.

      But they needed to go home. Bradley’s season would start in mere days, and they both had to prep—him for the games, and Heidi for the media blitz that would ensue when everyone saw the shape he was in.

      She had marveled at it, seeing him lifting weights in the gym, or banging out sets of burpees. He’d been good before—amazing, really—but now…he’d be unbeatable. Bradley chalked it up to her good influence, but she laughed that off; no, this was all him. He would, at last, have the season he deserved, the kind of season commentators had predicted for him eight years back, during his first draft.

      So, it was with a mixture of sadness and excitement that they boarded a seaplane back to Orlando, hands interlocked for the entirety of the ride. Her mind kept drawing up comparisons between life before and after the Bahamas, as if to continually remind her of her dumb good luck.

      On the plane ride over, she’d feared touching him, as though her skin would catch fire. Hell, back then she’d been trying to pretend like they could ever be just professional colleagues. She chuckled, thinking of how naive she’d been.

      “Something funny?” Bradley asked softly in her ear as the plane bumped up and down.

      “Just thinking about how different our arrival flight was. You must’ve thought I was so jumpy, the way I kept pulling back from you.”

      “Well, yeah, up until I felt your…” He lifted a hand and ran one finger over her nipple. “Until I felt that brush up against me.” His lips were now on her earlobe. “That’s when I started to hope for something more.”

      “Oh God,” she said, abashed, “you caught that?”

      “Babe, how could I not? That was one thin shirt.” He smirked and moved his lips from her ear to her breast.

      “Cut it out,” she scolded, not really meaning it. “The pilot will see.”

      “Let him see. The perks of a private plane are that you can do whatever the fuck you want.”

      She relented, letting him kiss her breast through the silk blouse, obviously loving it. He slowly undid the top two silver buttons, revealing the scalloped edge of her thin, lacy bra. He moved the fabric down, not far, just enough to let her nipple peek out. Bradley took it between his thumb and index finger, and squeezed gently.

      A moan escaped her throat, but he pulled away too soon, leaving her pleading for more.

      “Can’t finish what you started?”

      “There are limits to what you can do, even on a private plane. And if I went any further…let’s just say our pilot would get uncomfortable.”

      She laughed, and tucked her breast back into the bra. They’d get to this some other time…she hoped.

      They hadn’t talked about what would happen when they disembarked; they’d been too deep in bliss on the island to ruin it with the big Relationship Talk. Yet, the way he treated her body, even now, even when the sandy beaches and moonlit ocean were gone, gave her hope that things didn’t have to change all that much.

      Maybe they could continue to hold hands and whisper and share secrets. Heidi saw into the future and how joy-filled it could be, but she kept her mind in the present, knowing she had a tendency to get ahead of herself. Sometimes, it was best to sit back and let life play itself out before your eyes.

      The plane touched down in Orlando, and Heidi sighed wistfully.

      “Me too,” Bradley said, responding to her lament.

      The pilot opened the side door, and they clambered down the steps, finally touching the cold cement of the hangar floor.

      Heidi’s good spirits vanished as she spotted Todd on the other end the hangar, lurking ominously in the shadows. She turned quickly to catch Bradley’s eye, and saw that he too was worried. What could possibly necessitate Todd’s appearance at the airport? If it was something dire, wouldn’t he have gotten in touch with her, Bradley’s PR agent?

      Her heart raced and she strode toward him, every step hitting faster.

      “Todd,” she called out, “What’s up?”

      She drew up just short of the agent. She knew him by picture and reputation, but they’d never met. In person, he was the kind of guy who over-gelled his hair and kept his fingernails weirdly manicured. She may not have met Todd before, but she’d met his kind—the kind of people that feast on the misfortune of others.

      “Heidi Morris?”

      “Yes,” said Bradley, joining her. “You know of Heidi; she’s my new PR agent. Why?”

      “I need you two to get in the car, and drive straight to my office.”

      Heidi noted that Bradley rolled his eyes. He seemed fed up with Todd’s antics.

      “Can’t you just tell me whatever it is you have to tell me here? What good is it for me to drive all the way across the city when we’re talking right now?”

      Todd put up a hand, signaling that he wouldn’t enter into a discussion on the topic.

      “It’s inappropriate,” the agent said. “Trust me.”

      With an annoyed flare of his nostrils, Bradley turned on his heel and made a beeline for the SUV that lay in wait. Heidi stumbled to catch up to his long paces.

      In the backseat of the car, she put her hand on Bradley’s.

      “I’m sure he’s just being a drama queen,” she said soothingly.

      “No,” Bradley replied, shaking his head. “Normally, I’d agree, but Todd hates in-person meetings. He’d attend his own mother’s funeral via phone if it was possible. No, if Todd came all this way to see me, something’s happened.”

      With that, Bradley gave the driver Todd’s office address, and told him to step on it.

      The car ride, in contrast to their convivial flight, was silent and somber. Bradley fidgeted, nervously picking at his nails. They pulled up to the gaudy high-rise in a matter of minutes; the driver had sped through an untold number of red lights.

      Together, Heidi and Bradley marched through the front doors, past a confused receptionist, and straight to the 10th floor, where Todd had the corner office.

      Heidi could sense stares on their backs as they moved through the multitude of desks. She wondered if it was because of Bradley’s fame—after all, few men in the country eclipsed his status—or something else, something she didn’t know. Yet.

      Entering the room, they found Todd seated at his desk, clicking away on his computer. He curled a hand in their direction, indicating that they should come in and sit down. Heidi, to her dismay, found that her heart was pounding, and she gulped, trying to keep her cool as they took their respective seats opposite the desk.

      “Glad you made it,” Todd said flatly, sounding not at all glad.

      Without any further small talk, he turned his desktop screen around to show them a news article. The headline read:

      “Fox and His New Media Fox: Bad-Boy Plays Squeaky-Clean to Tug at Heartstrings!”

      Todd swiveled the desktop screen back, typed in a few more words, and then faced it in the pair’s direction once more. This time, the headline was:

      “Playboy Fox Manipulates Fans, Continues Womanizing in the Tropics!”

      Heidi cut in before Todd could turn the screen again.

      “What the fuck is this?” she asked, forgoing good manners.

      “This,” he replied, “is the havoc you sowed.”

      He picked up a stack of torn-out pages on his desk, and passed half to her, and half to Bradley. More articles, Heidi could see at once.

      “You bought every single one,” she stated with disgust.

      “I sure as shit did.”

      Heidi leafed through frantically, and found that the common theme in the articles wasn’t just Bradley’s debauchery—it was her. Page after page told a story of how she, Heidi Morris, had waltzed in to pick up the pieces after Bradley’s fall from grace.

      According to the media, she’d doctored him up real good, fashioning him into the kind of man America could guiltlessly get behind. One article after another painted her as the wizard behind the curtain, orchestrating the whole show.

      Jesus Christ. The words trembled through her mind.

      Because the next thing she realized about the articles was that all of them featured pictures of her and Bradley cavorting on the beach.

      “How did they even get these?” she whispered. “We were on a private beach.”

      Todd chuckled. “Oh, sweetheart, it’s the 21st century. Nothing’s private.”

      She shot him daggers, and in a voice dripping with venom, replied, “Don’t call me sweetheart.”

      But she couldn’t concentrate on Todd’s chauvinism; she was too focused on the articles. And, at last, she understood the spin they were trying to give her.

      “So, according to these, these…” she stumbled over the words, “pigs, I’m just some girl brought in to reimagine Bradley as the all-American QB, who then went behind the nation’s back and screwed him?” She began to speak faster. “What, I’m somehow at fault because we had—whatever, so that means nothing else about him was true?”

      She threw the papers on Todd’s desk, outraged.

      “It’s bullshit,” she cried, and turned to Bradley. “You know it’s bullshit, right?”

      Todd interjected, “Is it, Heidi? Or is this exactly what you wanted all along?”

      Her face drained of color, and the room seemed to spin around her. Was it only yesterday that she’d been in perfect bliss? No, that couldn’t be right. It must’ve been in another lifetime.

      “You should know what I think this woman is up to,” Todd said to Bradley.

      “No—” she began.

      “Yes,” Todd continued. “You’ve got to hear this, Bradley. I think Heidi played us all like puppets. Got herself hired as your PR gal, then decided to make a little extra cash by bedding you—she knew she’d be up to the task—and selling the stories back to the magazines. Double payday. She wrapped you around her little finger and tugged the damn string.”

      “How fucking dare you,” she shouted at the agent, who gave her a smarmy grin. “I didn’t mean to sleep with Bradley; it just happened. This wasn’t some big plot. How could you concoct a story this ludicrous?”

      “How could you do something so ludicrous?”

      “Todd,” Bradley said, interrupting at last. “Enough.”

      Heidi looked at him gratefully. Finally, her knight in shining armor was stepping in to defend her honor. About damn time.

      “Heidi obviously didn’t intend for any of this to happen,” he continued, “I can vouch for it. She tried hard—much harder than I did—to keep it professional. There was just a chemistry that we couldn’t seem to fight.

      “I know it sounds unreal, but, fuck, most of my life feels unreal. But anyways. These papers, they’re just making shit up. They’ve gotta keep the subscribers coming back for more, get those ad buys. I don’t believe it, and I don’t know why you would either.”

      As Bradley reclined in his chair, satisfied with his speech, Heidi found herself too incensed to do more than vigorously nod at his words. It felt humiliating to lose her cool in an office setting, in front of a man who would hopefully still be her client (and perhaps something else) after this whole fiasco had subsided.

      “I thought you’d say that,” Todd replied slowly. He opened his desk drawer and pulled out a small stack of papers. He pushed it across the desktop in Bradley’s direction, making sure to keep it out of Heidi’s line of sight. She wouldn’t gratify this monster by craning to see what they said.

      “Oh, more news articles? Great, just stellar,” she said with biting sarcasm.

      “Nope,” Todd returned. “Bradley? Why don’t you tell Heidi what the papers say?”

      She watched as Bradley’s eyes raced across the page, his brows furrowing, trying to make sense of what had been set before him.

      “What is this?” Bradley asked in a low voice that bubbled over with barely-contained emotion.

      She was on the edge of her seat, waiting for the other shoe to drop.

      “Heidi,” he continued, “why is your office a short-term rental, registered under your name on the lease applications? And why does it say you’re a solo operator?”

      Suddenly, it clicked. Heidi understood what Todd had been building up to; the newspaper stories didn’t really mean shit. This…this was the final nail in her coffin.

      “Does this mean,” Bradley said, choking on the words, “that you don’t work for Image-ine? That you’ve been running some kind of bullshit operation? Playing fast and loose with my media reputation?”

      She sputtered. “Of course not—”

      “When were you going to tell me?”

      “About what?”

      “About not being with the company, Heidi. Don’t play dumb.”

      Out of the corner of her eye, she saw a wide grin spread across Todd’s face. The little fucker was loving every second of this.

      “I just, just needed some time—”

      “We spent weeks together in the Bahamas. How much more time did you need?”

      Ashamed, she felt a tear roll down her cheek.

      God damn it, she screamed internally, do not fucking cry right now.

      Todd, having check-mated her, steamrolled into the conversation.

      “Oh, and Bradley, kiddo, sorry to say it, but Coach Simon is threatening to boot you from the team again. Something about how he ‘can’t handle any more of your antics.’”

      Heidi refused to sob, no matter how much the lump in her throat was begging to emerge in an animal cry. Not only had she obfuscated the truth from Bradley, it had all been for nothing; even after all her hard work, Bradley’s career might still be in jeopardy.

      “He can’t do that!” she cried. “Bradley is in the best shape of his life. It would be a disservice to the team to—”

      “Enough,” Bradley said harshly. “We’re done here, Heidi. Get out.”

      “But—”

      “I said, get out. You’re fired.”

      At last, the dam holding back Heidi’s tears broke, and she was racked with sobs that shook her whole body. For the third time in as many weeks, her life had completely changed on the turn of a dime. Suddenly, nothing felt safe. There was no point in trying to speak any further; Todd had seen to that. Bradley was convinced, and she knew it would take more than her blubbering words to convince him otherwise.

      She rose from her seat, mustering a dignity she didn’t feel. She took one long, last look at Bradley’s face, but he refused to meet her eyes. She turned to Todd, gave him the finger, and strode out of the building, tears drenching the collar of her blouse.
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      Heidi drove straight to Annie’s, where her friend immediately saw the red in her eyes and pulled her into a hug. Heidi sobbed into the woman’s shoulder, comforted by the kind affection. Slowly, she broke the hug, explaining that she had business to handle. Annie nodded, and indicated that Heidi’s usual seat was open. Grateful, Heidi slunk off into the corner and curled up in her armchair.

      Despite the meltdown, she’d had the presence of mind on her flight from Todd’s office to stop at Bradley’s car and ask the driver to hand over her luggage. It would save her the awkward run-in down the line, of course, but for the moment, she was mostly grateful to have her laptop. She opened the device and waited for it to load up as Annie walked over with a cup of hot chocolate—Orlando weather be damned—and a brownie.

      “Thanks,” Heidi mumbled, smiling sadly at her friend.

      “Anytime, hon. You holler if you need anything.”

      Once Annie had bustled through into the back room, Heidi began to dig through the web. While she was still upset, internet prowling was her specialty; in this day and age, you didn’t get to be a PR person without knowing your way around cyber profile stalking. The familiar action soothed her—it felt nice to be doing something she knew she was good at it.

      Slowly, after a few hours of work—with some spent sifting through content retrieval sites and following source links at the bottom of blog posts—Heidi had begun to piece together the puzzle. But she wasn’t sure yet, and she’d need final confirmation. There was only one person who could help.

      She took her phone out of her purse and dialed her best friend at Image-ine, Meredith. They hadn’t texted while Heidi had been at Edenix, but hopefully, their relationship could withstand a few weeks of distance—not to mention Heidi’s newfound reputation as America’s favorite villain.

      Meredith picked up the phone on the third ring.

      “Heidi?” she asked. “Is that you?”

      “Yeah, Mere. It’s nice to hear your voice.”

      “Oh Heidi, I’m so sorry about everything. You didn’t deserve this.”

      “Thanks. It does kinda suck being hated by the whole country.”

      “No—well, sorry, yes, of course, that’s true—but I mean what Image-ine did. Just awful.”

      This was exactly what Heidi had been looking for.

      She replied, “What did Image-ine do, exactly?”

      On the other end, Meredith sighed, and launched into a story.

      “So, on the day you left, Gary sent orders throughout the office, up and down the chain of command. We were all supposed to burn you, whenever we could and by whatever means necessary. You were, in his words, ‘an ungrateful bitch’ who deserved to watch her career die a painful death.”

      Heidi had, in some ways, known to expect it. Gary was a tool. And while he had apparently made it seem like taking her down was business-motivated, she instinctively understood that it was personal. Gary was going to make her pay for embarrassing him in front of the entire office. He just needed a good excuse.

      Meredith continued.

      “I know I don’t need to tell you this, but just to be clear, almost everyone was on your side. No one wanted to assist Gary’s insane vengeance plot. It was around that time, though, that some paparazzi got pics of you and Bradley at the airport, boarding the private charter together. The photos were circulated to all the usual gossip rags, and shortly thereafter, Image-ine got word. I think Gary contacted one of the paps, and grilled him on what you and Bradley were doing at the airport together.

      “The freelancer tracked down one of the receptionists for the charter company, who I guess overheard you guys talking PR work. And that was enough for Gary. He put it all together: that just as you were leaving Image-ine, you’d been hired out by Bradley, who thought you were still under the auspices of the company. He called an emergency exec meeting and informed everyone that you had, as he put it, ‘snatched’ a huge client from their grasps.”

      Heidi interrupted, “But Bradley asked for me specifically.”

      “Listen, girl, I know. I’m just telling you what happened. Anyways, you know Bob, Nancy, Steve and the rest,” she said, referring to the executives. “They felt cheated, and that bunch hates feeling cheated. They gave Gary the go-ahead to—by whatever means necessary—skin you alive.”

      Meredith paused, her breathing growing shaky.

      “When I think of the self-satisfied look on his stupid face… Jesus Christ, if I could get my hands around that fat neck—”

      “Mere, it’s okay. Really.”

      “It’s not okay. You gave years of hard work to the company, and now they’re treating you like shit.”

      “I can handle it.”

      “Oh, and get this—Gary’s wife just filed for divorce.”

      Everything clicked into place; Heidi just needed final confirmation.

      “So, what you’re saying,” she replied, “is that Gary isn’t on the war path because I left the company—it’s because I didn’t help him lie to his wife. Am I right?”

      The line went silent for a moment, until Meredith at last said, “Obviously, I can’t know that for certain but…I’d say it’s the most likely explanation.”

      Heidi felt faintly vindicated. She’d suspected it from the moment she’d heard of Gary’s involvement, but now, with his wife leaving and all, she knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that he’d put the wolves on her scent. Bastard.

      “Thank you, Mere. I appreciate you risking your job like this, to tell me everything.”

      “Anytime. Fuck Gary.”

      Heidi smiled, repeated, “Fuck Gary,” and told her friend goodbye for now—she had work to do.

      She hung up the phone, incensed, but relieved to have some clarity of mind. This was a situation that Bradley would understand—a sexual predator for a boss? Bradley was a stand-up guy; he would understand that none of this had been her fault. All she had to do was tell him.

      She went to his contact info, prepared to ring him up and break the news, when suddenly, she received an incoming call from an unknown number.

      Assuming it was probably some kind of automated telemarketing, she picked it up, and gruffly said, “What is it?”

      “Hello, Ms. Morris. This is Adrian from Schwartz, Schwartz and Stubenmeister.”

      Oh God. Heidi recognized the name immediately—it was the law firm that Image-ine hired to represent clients in public legal battles. This can’t be good, she thought helplessly.

      “Ms. Morris,” the voice continued, “I’m calling on behalf of our client, Image-ine Inc. As a courtesy, we’d like to inform you that Image-ine will be suing you for the poaching of a valuable client under false pretenses, one Mr. Bradley Fox.”

      “You’re kidding me.”

      “No, I’m afraid not. I can email you the details in a minute, but I can tell you that while this case is pending, a judge has issued a cease and desist; your company is to cease trading immediately.”

      “On what grounds?” she shot back.

      “On the grounds that you registered the company while you were still technically employed by Image-ine.”

      Her mouth fell open as she thought back to almost a month ago.

      Heidi had founded her little company on the same day she’d left Image-ine. Obviously, she had quit, but no paperwork had been drawn up by that point; there had been no formalized severing of her contract. The lawyers were right; technically speaking, she’d violated her terms of employment.

      “So that you’re aware, the judge may ask you to forfeit some or all of your earnings from Mr. Fox to Image-ine.”

      Heidi was reeling. This was, for sure, the absolute worst-case scenario.

      “Lastly, Bradley’s management, including Mr. Todd Beauregard, have gone on record, stating that they were unaware that you no longer worked for Image-ine at the time of your hiring by Mr. Fox, and that had they been informed of this detail, they would’ve counseled Mr. Fox to work with another PR firm.”

      There was nothing she could say. This wasn’t fair, but it had all happened as Adrian said it had.

      “Mr. Beauregard and his company are insisting that you make no attempt to contact Mr. Fox, via phone, email, text, social media—”

      “I get it, Adrian. No contact.”

      “Yes, on the grounds that if you have any further involvement with Mr. Fox, it will only serve to worsen his public image, which has a quantifiable monetary value. Thus, if you do try to contact Mr. Fox, his management will sue you for defamation.” He paused. “Is all of this clear?”

      “Crystal.”

      “Very well, then. You’ll be hearing from Schwartz, Schwartz and Stubenmeister representatives in the coming weeks.”

      Heidi hung up the phone and threw it on the floor with a small scream. Luckily, the sound of the espresso machine drowned out her cry, and Annie didn’t come running from the kitchen.

      What have I done? she thought. What do I do?

      It was astounding just how quickly this mess had metastasized, gobbling up her whole life. Two potential lawsuits on her doorstep, no means through which to grow her company, or even make an income, and she wasn’t even allowed to contact Bradley.

      She knew Gary was angry, but to do all this? To actually ruin her life, and her livelihood? It somehow went beyond the cruelty of which she’d assumed him to be capable. He wasn’t just trying to enact revenge, no; he was trying to wipe her out of existence.

      How could she ever work in this town again? PR was a tight, gossipy circle; she was certain every other firm already knew the painful details of her newfound legal battles. She would become an outcast, the exact opposite of a Midas touch in the business world. Public relations work was literally built on relations—how could she possibly conduct business if no one would talk to her?

      But equally bad was this injunction that barred her from speaking with Bradley. She knew if she could just talk to him, just make him understand… He was a wonderful man. He’d move heaven and earth to get her justice.

      Without the ability to reason with him and explain her side of the story, though, she was doomed. For all Bradley’s authority and star power, he had been managed and man-handled by “representatives” since he’d first gone D1 at U of Miami. He was accustomed to following orders, to trusting the folks who told him where to go and what hands to shake. He’d become woefully complacent in his own life.

      She shook her head. Even now, she didn’t want to think poorly of him. The feelings that had led her into his arms in the Bahamas were still there, no matter how much everything else had changed. She was surprised—and devastated—to find how deeply she cared what he thought of her.

      Unable to resist any longer, she broke down, crying once more. She touched the tears on her face, thinking how it had been years since she’d cried (and never in public). Heidi Morris just wasn’t a crier.

      Somehow, this thought hit her harder than the rest, and she doubled over, weeping into the armchair.

      For the first time in a long time, she had no idea how to put one foot in front of another—she saw no way of simply carrying on.
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      Heidi put the kettle on to boil, and watched dully as the metal began to steam up. She stood, vacantly staring at the pot, until minutes later it rang, a shrill cry that filled the tiny kitchen. Robotically, she plucked a teabag from the pantry and tossed it into her mug, pouring the hot water on top. In the space of just a few months, the action had become rote.

      So this is what they meant when they said “office drone.”

      Out of work, and facing two lawsuits, Heidi had been forced to take a shitty job at a shitty PR firm in a shitty part of town. It was all just…well, shitty. But she’d needed the money, and when Doleman & Co. had offered her a position, she’d said yes.

      The job mainly consisted of her scouring Orlando-based gossip blogs for hot tips on celebs coming in and out of town who might want to put in an appearance at a nightclub opening, or special restaurant event. Essentially, she was playing middle-man between the kinds of D-list celebrities who would come to Orlando for no reason other than to cut a ribbon and leave.

      She couldn’t bear to reflect on how far she’d fallen, because it only made her nauseous.

      Needless to say, the pay sucked. After all, this was the sort of job that would be phased out in a few years, once robots figured out how to scan crappy forums. She hoped—with more than a little bitterness—that the robot takeover would come sooner than expected.

      Then, she could just go bag groceries at a supermarket. It seemed like where she was going to end up anyways, so she might as well get there sooner rather than later.

      To her credit, she’d tried to bargain briefly, but as she’d discovered, nobody at Doleman & Co. cared that she had a business degree from a well-known university. Every person in the office had a business degree from somewhere, and some of them were doing even more menial work than she was.

      Said colleagues were boring—most spent lunches in their cubicles, eating limp, pre-packed salads and watching compilation clips from reality shows. When people did eventually bump into one another in the kitchen or bathroom, they exchanged small nods, chatted vacantly about perhaps getting beers at the bar round the corner after work, and then returned to their desks, knowing full well they’d never grab those drinks.

      And as far as Heidi could tell, they preferred it that way. Doleman & Co. was run on the backs of isolated introverts, and no one seemed interested in changing that fact.

      Thanksgiving had happened a few days ago, which meant they’d gotten Thursday and Friday off. She’d asked one of her co-workers, Sam, if he was excited about the long weekend, and he’d explained that he’d probably just spend it in bed, playing video games, maybe ordering takeout. She’d tried to restrain the pitying look that had crossed her face, but suspected he’d seen it all the same.

      Now, the Christmas lights were up on the balcony rails of the duplexes around her. She had been smart, back at Image-ine, to save a good amount of her paychecks, because that’s how she’d been affording to stay in her luxury apartment for the past two months.

      Heidi had seen the lights being hung and known she would probably have to move after this holiday season had passed. As a former lover of anything seasonal and ornamental, she was disappointed to see this change in herself: from an enthusiast who’d decorated the tree a month too early, to the Scrooge who wished people would cover up their household decorations and join her in misery.

      She hadn’t been able to visit her parents over Thanksgiving, which had only amplified her loneliness. They’d had one or two nice phone calls, wherein both parties had said how thankful they were for the other. Her mom had talked about how she’d muddled up the stuffing this year, again, and how they were going to have to go out and by the pre-made version after all.

      Heidi had listened as they’d chatted on about the perfect basting of the turkey, and the experimental new cranberry sauce recipe. She’d thought cranberry sauce was the worst part of the meal, but her father had begged to differ.

      When she’d gotten off the calls, she’d cried a little, wistfully thinking of her family. Ever since that fateful, horrible day, she’d cried with increased frequency, until it had become almost a part-time hobby. She’d started carrying around emergency mini-packs of tissues. The salt levels were starting to dampen the glow of her skin.

      Besides her parents, there was one other person Heidi would’ve wanted to share Christmas with, but she was still forbidden from speaking with him. She supposed she could’ve disobeyed the no-contact rule if she really wanted to, but she didn’t have the cash to settle a lawsuit with Image-ine.

      The lawsuit was still in the so-called discovery phase, and logically, she knew that her best bet was to keep from antagonizing any of the accusers. There was some kind of dim hope in the back of her brain that if she just laid low, everyone would forget she existed.

      Even Bradley.

      She got her fix of him through TV, which showcased every one of his Sunday night football games. As predicted, he was having the season of his life. Sports commentators, fans, and America in general were smitten with him; he was the golden goose who’d finally laid a shimmering egg.

      Sometimes, she touched the TV screen as he ran back and forth, crouching below flying arms and sending the ball sailing through the air. She remembered what it had felt like when those arms had held her, and when they’d twirled from room to room, locked in a passionate embrace.

      How could something so wonderful disappear so quickly?

      The stress was getting to her, physically. Not only had the tears damaged her complexion, but she was feeling nauseous and tired constantly. The nausea she chalked up to her anxiety, and the tiredness to the continuation of said nausea, but nevertheless, the symptoms had reached a head.

      She could no longer ignore the ever-present ache that filled her stomach, and the weights that seemed to hang on her eyelids. Maybe if she just took one more nap, or added an extra melatonin drop to her usual dose…

      Heidi snapped her eyes up from their position in the depths of her tea cup. The kitchen seemed even smaller than before, as if the walls were closing in around her. Now that she thought about it—when was her last period? She pulled out her phone, nearly spilling her tea in the process, and went to check her period tracker app.

      Shit. In the throes of depression and chaos, she hadn’t been her usual diligent self, filling out the tracker every few weeks. In fact, she hadn’t ticked off the boxes in two months.

      Her head swam. Had she had cause to fill them out in two months? She tried desperately to remember the last time she’d bought a box of tampons. She couldn’t do it.

      Heidi threw her mug into the sink, not caring if it cracked. She walked quickly back to her cubicle, trying not to draw attention, and gathered her purse and jacket. Was anyone looking at her? It didn’t seem like it, but you could never tell in an office like this; people had eyes in the backs of their heads.

      For once, she was grateful for the ugly gray carpet that ran through the whole building—it hid the frantic clicks of her high heels.

      She was stopped mid-flight at the front door by Sam, who now evidently thought they were friends because she’d asked him a single, civil question about his life.

      “Where ya goin’, Heidi?” he queried, licking his upper lip, upon which rested a misshapen, poorly filled-out mustache.

      “Drug store.”

      “Yeah, why’s that? We got bunches of pain pills in the cupboard.”

      Heidi groaned internally, but managed to reply civilly enough.

      “No, Sam, thank you, but I need…” she ran through a series of items in her head that would necessitate a trip without fueling any further talk. “Constipation medication.”

      He pulled his lips back into a disgusted sneer. Not particularly a gentleman.

      “Uh, okay,” Sam said. “Don’t tell me any more, I don’t wanna know. Bye.”

      Without returning his goodbye, Heidi jogged out the front door and jumped into her car.

      The drive to the pharmacy was the longest of her life. She felt, viscerally, every bump in the pavement and curve of the road. It was as if the trip was happening in Technicolor, with a live orchestra for backing. She hit only a single red light, and spent the ten seconds pounding on the steering wheel, cursing at the light for not changing.

      Didn’t it know she had places to be, and major life discoveries to make?

      At last, she reached the corner store, which wasn’t technically on the corner, but about a mile up the road. The five whole minutes it had taken to get there had been agonizing, but no matter; she was there now. She rubbed clammy palms on the leather car seats.

      You’ve gotta know sooner or later, she told herself. No time like the present.

      She seemed to float into the store, gliding past sliding doors and through the aisles, magnetically drawn to the back of the space, toward a sign up above that said “family planning.” Her legs were so weak that she could hardly feel them, let alone stand steadily.

      Heidi came to an abrupt stop. There they were: the pregnancy tests.

      With quivering hands, whose sheen of sweat had already returned, she grabbed one off the shelf, and then hesitated. Was this a good brand? She had to be certain.

      Heidi pulled out her phone, and searched, “best brand of pregnancy test kits.” Predictably, the search engine spat out a bunch of ads for different brands, and then for baby clothes. There was no conclusive answer, so she took one that was in the middle-bracket price range, thinking that this was not a time to skimp on prices, and made sure that it had a fast response time.

      She made her way back to the front of the store, box in hand, and silently slid it onto the black belt of the register. With gratitude, she saw that the cashier was a woman.

      Good, she thought. She’ll get it.

      The cashier looked at the box, then to Heidi, then back to the box. Heidi watched her clock the fact that there were no other items on the belt, and felt a strange intimacy with this total stranger. The woman scanned the barcode, and asked if Heidi wanted to pay cash or credit.

      Wordlessly, Heidi slid out a ten-dollar bill. For some reason, call it leftover high school mentality, she didn’t want this to show up as a charge on her credit card statement. She laughed aloud, realizing that what she was afraid of was her parents seeing the receipt.

      You’re 27, she told herself in a sarcastic tone. Old enough to get a grip.

      The cashier returned the change, and just as Heidi was preparing to leave, said, “Good luck. Whichever way you want it to go.”

      Heidi was taken aback by the simple kindness, and could only manage a small smile.

      The woman continued, “The bathroom code is 1873 if you need it.”

      Heidi nodded. At times, she was grateful to be a woman, knowing that men would never experience such a straightforward act of sisterly generosity. But there was no time to reflect on this further—she had a stick to pee on.

      She skittered off towards the bathroom, pressed the code in on the digital lock, and entered the stall. Inside the small room, she read the directions on the box seven times, just to make sure she did it with 100% accuracy. What if I pee wrong? she thought.

      After reading the directions for the seventh time, she quit stalling and took a deep breath before taking the test. She gingerly set the stick on the counter, making sure not to look too closely; she was worried she’d jinx “it,” whatever “it” was.

      She washed her hands methodically, desperately trying to pass the time. The timer on her phone was set for two minutes, at which point a cheery, fairy bell-like noise would resound.

      Filled to the brim with nervous energy, Heidi did a couple of squats, then some wall-sits, then, just when she was beginning to get pink the face from exertion, the bell went off. It was time.

      She puffed air through her cheeks and tried to work her courage up. With shaking fingers, she lifted the stick off the counter, and shut her eyes.

      “Now,” she said to herself with authority.

      Heidi opened her eyes to gaze upon the stick that she held before her.

      In the corner was one small—but undeniably there—pink plus sign.

      She gasped, dropping the stick to the ground. No need to review the box; she knew exactly what that plus sign meant. Positive. As in, pregnant.

      In the span of two seconds, she knew three things.

      One: She, Heidi Morris, was several months pregnant.

      Two: Bradley Fox was, beyond a doubt, the father.

      Three: She had no way of reaching the future father of her child.

      She fell to the floor, tumbling into a heap alongside the discarded stick. Under normal circumstances, she would recoil at the idea of touching the floor of a public restroom. But then, these weren’t normal circumstances.

      Sobs racked through her body, starting in her throat and boomeranging all the way down to her toes, and Heidi placed a hand over her stomach.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered to the baby. “I’m so, so sorry.”
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          Bradley

        

        Three Months Later

      

    
    
      Bradley looked in the locker room mirror, and with one finger, smeared black lines beneath his eyes. This was his game-time ritual; it made him feel like a warrior, like the men who tattooed every inch of their bodies with symbols that told stories of victory.

      He was interrupted by a slap on the back from his teammate, Jason.

      “Hey man,” Jason said. “You ready?”

      “As ready as I’ll ever be.”

      “Aw, come on, tell me you’re not excited.”

      “Of course I’m excited,” Bradley replied. “But I’m also pretty fucking nervous.”

      Jason nodded. “Yeah. Guess it’s not every day we get to play in the Super Bowl.”

      Silence fell between them, as they took in the gravity of the statement. Sure, it was just a game, and they were just a couple of guys tossing a ball back and forth on a piece of grass. But it was also a game watched by an entire country and then some, and they were the guys on whose backs millions of dollars and dreams rode.

      His season had been, as predicted, iconic. Touchdown after touchdown, until it became a running joke amongst his teammates. Sports networks, after only a handful of games, started calling him the year’s M.V.P., and jokingly asking what his ring size was. The pressure was, in a word, extreme.

      And he found that he’d loved every second of it. Once he’d survived the media razing from the summer, he’d put his head down and focused on football. Easier to fill your head with calf raises and bicep curls than…well, than certain unmentionable people. He could no longer bear to even think her name; it became, mentally, hot to the touch.

      So, he thought about football. Endlessly.

      As if they were prayers, he recited on his lips lists of plays to run. Alley-oop, blitz, reverse, rush, slant, sluggo, on and on and on until the words swam in his eyes. He had become a master in distracting himself.

      Here he was, having the season of his damn life, about to go play in the Super Bowl, and in reality, he knew it was all just a distraction. That stung him, somewhere deep, to realize that one of the biggest moments of his life would happen under a cloud.

      “You okay, dude?”

      Bradley jolted out of his reflection, and saw that Jason was still standing there, though the look on his boyish face had grown more concerned.

      “This isn’t, like, a ’roids thing…right?” Jason asked, gesturing to the glazed expression on Bradley’s face.

      “No, Jesus, of course not. Just nervous, like I said.”

      “If you say so. Coach is calling us.”

      “All right, I’m coming.”

      Jason jogged off, leaving Bradley to take one more second of bittersweet consideration. He stared in the mirror at those black lines, and found strength in their neat edges. He was a warrior, and warriors keep their minds on the game.

      You are a warrior, he repeated in his mind, and then aloud, “You’re a fucking warrior.”

      The next few minutes were a blur. Coach Simon gave a pep talk that went through Bradley’s ears like water, dripping out the other side. The team did their traditional chant. They ran out onto the field, holding their helmets and waving to fans. Bradley had to stop himself from scanning the 50,000-person crowd for her face. He sipped some energy drink, and just like that, the game began.

      By the end of the first quarter, the Sharks were wiping the field with their opponents, in most part due to Bradley’s stellar leadership.

      He ran so fast that he worried his legs would catch fire. The ball became a part of him. He would later learn that, across America, sports commentators had gone silent at the pure majesty of his ability. One said it was “like watching Hercules play football.”

      Everything after the first quarter was more of the same—the Sharks nailed every pass, and made tackles that seemed to defy gravity. They weren’t just winning; they were dominating, that kind of domination where for once, the opposing coach didn’t even try to argue with the ref’s calls. Everyone could see that the Sharks were kicking ass.

      So when Bradley’s Super Bowl win came, it didn’t come on the wave of astonishment and awe that usually follows a win. There were no Hail Marys, no last-minute saves. They started on top and ended on top.

      The final score was 42-7, Sharks. The buzzer rang, signaling the end of the fourth quarter, and the team rushed to lift Bradley on their shoulders, chanting his name.

      “Fox, Fox, Fox!”

      On and on it went. The stadium joined in the chant, until all Bradley could hear was his own name, filling an entire arena.

      He had just played the greatest game of his life, and still he felt numb. The adulation was cool, and he was proud of his performance, but it all felt a little…well, hollow.

      He felt the cup being forced into his hands, and he knew distantly that he pumped it in the air. As had been predicted, he was named the MVP.

      In only a few hours, he’d achieved his wildest dreams. Never mind that he’d always imagined it feeling better.

      Microphones were shoved in his face, and a hat that read “Champion” was placed on his head. Everyone wanted to know how he’d done it, what his big secret was.

      “Faith,” he mumbled back, hoping the generic answer would satisfy the ravenous hordes. “Y’know, just faith and hard work.”

      They pressed him with more questions: what was going to happen next year? What was next for Bradley Fox?

      He shrugged his shoulders, and responded honestly.

      “I have no fucking idea.”

      The reporters laughed loudly. He hadn’t meant it as a joke, but whatever. They could laugh if they liked.

      After the fanfare had died down from screaming, all-consuming roar to excited yelps and cheers and drinking in the stands, Bradley walked with his teammates back into the locker room. One after another lightly punched him in the arm, or slapped him on the ass.

      “Aw look, Fox is so shook he’s gone mute!”

      “Nah, he’s just thinking ‘bout all the pussy he’s gonna get.”

      “Because he was doing so bad before?”

      The friendly ribbing didn’t even register with him. It was true, he was in a daze. But no supportive words were going to get him out of it. He was coming down from the high of the game, and that former need for distraction was returning. But even still, when his teammates invited him to the after-party, which would take place at the running back’s mansion, Bradley turned them down.

      “You can’t do that!” Mark cried.

      “You’re the MVP; you gotta come,” added Luke.

      “And besides,” said Jason with a grin, “there will be strippers. Like, good strippers. No expense spared. I hear they’re bringing poles. You telling me you wanna miss that?”

      Bradley smiled, trying to appease them.

      “Guys, you know I like a good party. But I’ve seen enough strippers. You’re not gonna drag me out with the promise of a sweet pair of legs.”

      “Even if those legs are attached to a perfect ass?”

      “Even then, I’m afraid.”

      They grumbled, and booed him, but without any real antipathy. They were too swept up in the excitement to actually give a fuck about whether or not he came to the party. He held up both hands in the universal sign of mea culpa.

      “Sorry, folks. Gonna be a quiet night in for me. Some of us,” he said jokingly, “played pretty hard today.”

      “Oh ease up on him, ya’ll,” someone cried from down the locker room. “The man lined us all up for some sweet rings today.”

      “You tell ‘em,” Bradley called back to whichever teammate had spoken. With that, he rolled off his leggings and undershirt, and headed to the showers.

      Once he’d cleaned up and gotten his stuff in order, he was shepherded out of the stadium by an actual flock of security guards to a waiting blacked-out SUV. Bradley settled in, glad for the tinted windows. The camera flashes had gone on all day, and he needed to rest his eyes from the brightness.

      The driver got him home with little fanfare, save for the moment when he opened the door to escort Bradley out, and said, “You fucking killed it today, Mr. Fox. The way you played… Man, that’s how football oughta be played.”

      “Thanks,” Bradley replied sincerely.

      I won the Super Bowl, he realized again, this time with more wonderment. Shit. Can’t believe I did that.

      With a wave to the driver, Bradley walked up his curving driveway, and into the house. He at last had enough quiet to call his mom, which is what he’d really wanted to do for the past few hours.

      She alternately screamed and sobbed into the phone, saying how proud she was of her boy. He’d offered, several times, to fly her out for the game, but she’d declined, on the grounds that she’d be so nervous, it’d make him nervous. Didn’t wanna mess up the big game by giving a set of the jitters to the QB. He had been disappointed, even though he’d known she was right.

      It was still good to hear her voice, as she recounted how the entire town had crowded into Garrity’s, the local bar, to watch him play. She said that when the buzzer sounded, they’d flooded into the streets, dancing with joy. Bradley wished he could’ve seen that. Maybe some of their joy would’ve rubbed off on him.

      His mother said goodbye after only a few minutes—the whole day had been so thrilling, she was exhausted. In that familiar, parental tone, she told him to get to bed, and said once more how proud she was before hanging up the phone.

      Bradley was sitting on his enormous white couch, in his enormous living room, in his enormous house, and he was very much alone. There was no more football to think about; the season was over. The flood of sponsorship offers would hit tomorrow, and then there’d be those to sort through, but right now…nothing. Just quiet. He turned on his TV. A sports channel came on, and his own face dominated the picture.

      “Fox, damn, this must be the best day of that young man’s life,” one guy in a well-tailored suit said.

      “Can you imagine how good it feels to win the Super Bowl? Cause I can’t,” replied the co-host.

      Bradley clicked off the TV. He didn’t need any more reminders about how awesome he should be feeling right now.

      With no other bright shiny things to dangle in front of his mind’s eye, his thoughts slipped to Heidi.

      Don’t say her name, he scolded himself instinctually, and then relented. He was too tired to fight the battle with her lingering ghost tonight, and she took over his brain.

      His thoughts raked over every inch of her body, which seemed to suck him in like a whirlpool. Those voluminous auburn curls. The aquamarine eyes, which always had a secret smile just for him. Then, his thoughts turned to her soft breasts, the dimples above her perky ass…

      Stop, he chastised himself.

      He’d already spent enough nights by himself, thinking of the way her body flowed smoothly from one portion to another. It was the only time he’d permitted her image to enter his brain.

      Now, though, the floodgates had been opened, and he was forced to reflect on how their relationship—or whatever it was—had ended. For the first time, he was able to face the truth: he’d done wrong by this woman. It was a shitty thought.

      “You fucked her over,” he said to himself angrily. “You liked her, and then you put an end to any future you might’ve had together. Nice job.”

      He saw, with clarity, how he always shut himself off from a stable relationship, how all of his one-night stands were just exercises in avoidance. If people got too close, he pulled away. The realization was even more painful because he had no idea how or why he’d become this isolated.

      Bradley understood that it wasn’t actually all his fault, this time around. Heidi had done some, well, shady shit. Like, for instance, not telling him she’d parted ways with Image-ine. What was he supposed to make of that?

      For what it was worth, he might’ve worked with her in spite of the fact that she was a freelancer. But the fact was that she’d hidden it, and after all their time together…that stung. The lack of transparency was what upset him, really. He’d been honest with her in ways that he’d never been with anyone else, yet she’d concealed a huge thing about herself.

      It had made him feel vulnerable.

      Could she have done what Todd and the lawyers accused her of? Could she have set up this whole scheme to profit twice, once from doing his media work, and then again from selling her stories to the gossip rags? He’d ruminated over this for weeks, and it was usually at this point in his train of thought that he’d decide to hit the gym again to distract himself.

      Because, when he really thought about it, he knew she couldn’t have done it. That just wasn’t the kind of person he’d fallen for.

      And if he’d had the chance to speak with her, if the legal team hadn’t passed down such firm no-contact instructions…what then? What might he have learned?

      He could’ve—at the very least—given her the opportunity to defend herself. After all they’d shared, he owed her that much. He’d tarnished all their perfect memories together by refusing her the basic right of telling her side of the story.

      Todd had assured him that Heidi would get the chance in court, but Bradley was skeptical. He’d hired, at Todd’s insistence, the best lawyers that money could buy. They’d paint her as such a villain that, by the time she got to speak her piece, the jury would already have turned against her.

      He didn’t try to kid himself that maybe she would’ve hired a good defense; he was pretty confident she was low on funds since he and his people had effectively ended her career.

      Neither of them had gotten closure, and he could feel it in his heart, like a hole had been torn open and healed poorly, without the aid of emotional stitches.

      Bradley couldn’t think about it anymore. His mind was careening into depression, and on the so-called Best Day of His Life, it was too much.

      Without anything else to do, he wandered to his bed, stripped down to his briefs, and sat on the edge of the mattress. He took a sip of water, and then queued up a podcast on his phone. He knew he wouldn’t be able to sleep without the sound of something to drown out his thoughts.

      Bradley listened to the entire podcast, which was on the way Genghis Khan had shaped history, and what lessons could be learned from his conquests. Ordinarily, he would have been asleep a quarter of the way in, but this time, he made it all the way through the hour. His phone went silent, having been set to stop playing podcasts after the current episode was over. He reached for it and reset the app so that it would play background noise throughout the entire night, non-stop.

      By the following morning, he’d listened to every podcast he had downloaded on his phone. The sleep had fallen somewhere between restless and non-existent.

      Wearily, he sat up in bed, confronted with a rather painful realization: he needed to get in touch with Heidi.

      It would be awkward. No, not just awkward—awfully, gut-wrenchingly miserable. It gave him stomach cramps just to think of potentially talking with her again. But it was the right thing to do.

      He knew that some part of him had to have answers, and she deserved closure as much as he did. For the first time in months, he felt like he was embarking on the right path. He felt like he was doing the emotionally responsible thing, which would make his mom just as proud as him winning the Super Bowl. Because it was what a true man would do—address issues, talk frankly, and be open to truth.

      Bradley grabbed his laptop. No time like the present to start a hero’s journey. He assumed that she’d blocked his number, so he began to look for her social media accounts. Every last one had been deleted. What the fuck?

      This would be a bad sign from anyone, but was even more alarming given that Heidi’s very livelihood revolved (at least in part) around being on social media. What did it mean, that her web presence had apparently vanished? He shook his head, discouraged and worried.

      He had saved her number in his phone, and decided that he had to give it a shot. Head spinning, he found her contact, and pressed ‘call.’ His heart was firmly in his throat, beating a mile a minute. Only seconds later, though, he heard a robotic voice say that the number he was trying to reach was no longer in service.

      Oh, God. Had she left the country? No, no couldn’t be that, you can’t leave the States when you have a pending court case. Maybe this was just a kind message from the phone company, which actually meant you’d been blocked by the person, but they wanted to let you down easy? A cursory web search on some chat boards told him this was not the case. Had she been harassed by his fans? Did they give her so much grief that she had to disconnect form the entire world, for her own safety and mental health?

      Growing increasingly concerned, Bradley made a last-ditch effort. He found the number of her apartment management company, and gave them a ring. A woman answered in a snarky voice and asked what he wanted.

      “Do you have any contact information for Heidi Morris?”

      “No,” she replied caustically.

      “She’s the woman that lives in apartment 2083?”

      There was a sigh on the end, and the sound of fingernails tapping on a keyboard.

      “No,” the receptionist said. “The tenant in 2083 is a Hernandez. No Morris.”

      “When did they move in?”

      “Few months ago,” she said lazily, clearly annoyed at the question blitz.

      He hung up without bothering to thank her, which wasn’t like him. He was swamped with fear for Heidi. She wouldn’t have moved out of her sweet digs unless shit had absolutely hit the fan.

      He reddened. Of course shit had hit the fan. He was a football star, the shining hope of American sports. He got out of media jams with relative ease; even when the going had gotten tough with Coach Simon a while back, he had been confident he’d come out okay. After all, people don’t care so much about your private morality when you’re winning them trophies.

      Heidi, on the other hand, was a “civilian,” so to speak. She didn’t have the insulation of a specific and wildly acclaimed skill set, or the backing of an enormous league with serious financial sway. Heidi was one woman, alone against a wall of hatred directed at her by everyone who thought they knew the full story.

      And he was the one who had abandoned her there.
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      “Okay, honey, need anything else?”

      Heidi turned to her father, smiled, and shook her head.

      “I’m good, Dad. You can stop worrying now.”

      “A father never stops worrying. It’s our full-time job.”

      He went to pull her into a hug, then awkwardly stopped, trying to maneuver his way around Heidi’s growing belly.

      “You can hug me, you know; I’m not gonna explode,” she said with a laugh.

      Gingerly, he reached back in, and this time, wrapped her in a full bear-hug. She nestled her head in the crook of his shoulder, using his shirt fabric to dry the tears that, unbeknownst to him, were welling in her eyes.

      Heidi had moved back in with her parents a few weeks back. To their enormous credit, when she’d called and told them the story—that she was flat broke, and the baby daddy was effectively MIA—they’d immediately started prepping her childhood room for her return.

      At first, she’d said that wouldn’t be necessary; maybe they could just give her a short-term loan? It was painful, being an adult and begging her parents for money. But no, they’d insisted she move home so that they could care for her. She reflected, for possibly the hundredth time, how damn lucky she was to have them as parents.

      Moving down to Miami hadn’t been hard; after all, there was nothing left for her in Orlando. Heidi had packed up her things, shoved them all into her car, and made the drive downstate only a day after speaking with her parents.

      Her previous apartment—the “nice” one, as she now thought of it—had come pre-furnished, so when she’d had to leave because money got tight, she’d had next to nothing to take with her. She’d moved into an unfurnished studio apartment in a less “nice” area, and had been scrambling, day and night, to find a job, but hadn’t had the time to acquire any furniture besides a mattress. It hadn’t been a good way to live, especially not with a baby on the way.

      So, yeah. She’d moved back to Miami. What else could she do? It was the healthiest choice for her unborn child.

      That was another thing she hadn’t expected: the responsibility of parenthood. Suddenly, the baby motivated each and every decision she made, from where to live all the way down to how much salt to put on her food. The immense change had happened overnight—no, in a second. The second she’d seen the positive sign on the stick, she’d known everything would be different.

      It had been strange moving back in with her parents. They still lived in her childhood home, which was absolutely gorgeous. The house was situated at the end of a cul-de-sac, the façade draped with enormous palm fronds. It was in a neoclassical Spanish style, with red brick and twisting iron-working. Her parents had decorated with taste, and she had been proud, as a kid, to show her friends just how nice her home was.

      Her bedroom was the best part, in her humble opinion. It had a deck, which was covered by a trellis holding up strings of climbing ivy, where she used to read by candlelight in the summertime. The bed was swathed in white chiffon, forming a canopy that blew in the slightest breeze. A row of dolls from around the world—she’d collected them on her travels—was perched atop the book shelf, which itself was a marvel, and packed to the gills.

      Thus, moving back in had been bittersweet. She loved her parents, and her home, but she couldn’t shake the feeling of isolation. How was it possible to live with the two people who loved you the most in the world, and still feel absolutely alone?

      Today, her dad had insisted on driving her to the clinic for her mid-pregnancy scan. She’d shaken her head, telling him he really didn’t have to, but Tom wasn’t hearing any argument. There was no point fighting her dad when he set his mind to something; he may have looked a little older and frailer now, but he still had the heart of a lion.

      They’d been in the beige waiting room for almost thirty minutes, and she was beginning to grow listless. Picking up yet another teen magazine, she thumbed through its pages, and stopped suddenly. In the centerfold was Bradley, taking up two whole pages with his wide shoulders and smirking grin.

      Heidi felt sick.

      “Hey, Dad,” she said shakily, “I’m gonna go to the bathroom.”

      He looked at her with worried eyes. “You look a little ill, kid, what happened?”

      “I think maybe just some morning sickness,” she lied.

      “Do you want me to help you there?”

      “Help me to the bathroom? Nah, I can still open doors by myself,” she said with a laugh, and kissed him on the forehead.

      Heidi crossed the waiting area, took the bathroom key off the wall, and went down the hall to the women’s restroom. Safely inside, she locked herself in a stall and began to shake, rocking back and forth, arms wrapped around herself for comfort.

      She had tried so hard not to think of Bradley today, and there he was, staring out of a glossy page, deep into her eyes. It wasn’t fair.

      Because, ultimately, he should be there. He should be holding her hand when she found out the gender of their baby, should brush her hair back with an affectionate look, overcome with love for the mother of his child. She scaled back her expectations to something reasonable: he should at least know that the baby existed.

      She’d tried to get in contact with him several times. Yeah, she knew she wasn’t supposed to do it, and that it put her court case in serious jeopardy, but whatever. He deserved to know. She also hadn’t told the lawyers her parents had hired when she’d at last told them the situation.

      They’d gleaned some of it from the press, she thought, and she’d divulged bits and pieces, but they hadn’t really put it together. When it all at last lined up—that his management had screwed up her career, that Bradley was the father—they’d refused to sit idly by.

      “We’re gonna fight this,” her mom had insisted. As a real estate lawyer, she had connections all over town, and most all of them owed her a favor.

      Dina Morris had assembled her daughter’s legal team in the span of only two days. Heidi had stopped trying to dissuade her parents from helping her. As a soon-to-be parent herself, she understood that she would take similarly drastic measures to keep her baby out of harm’s way.

      Running a hand over the back of her hair to smooth out the tangles, Heidi gathered her energy. She needed to be strong today—and every day for the rest of her life.

      Still emotionally wobbly, she unlocked the stall, and walked back to the waiting room. She found her father chatting amicably with another pregnant woman.

      “So, when are you due?” Tom asked.

      “Any day now,” the woman replied, smiling with a mixture of nerves and excitement.

      “Wonderful, just wonderful,” her dad said with a smile. He turned, hearing Heidi’s arrival, and asked, “Isn’t that wonderful, honey?”

      She loved how open-hearted a man he was, how he could find joy anywhere.

      “Yeah, Dad,” she returned, and to the stranger, said, “It’s wonderful.”

      Personally, Heidi was a little tired of receiving all this acclaim for a simple biological function. Once her stomach had begun to show, enough that people were no longer afraid to ask if she was pregnant (for fear that she wasn’t, and they’d made a terribly awkward mistake), they were startlingly free with their touch.

      Folks she’d never met would rub her stomach, as if she were a Buddha statue. Grandmothers on the street would stop to give her advice about keeping her hair shiny. In general, the pregnancy made her feel as though she were on display in a shop window, a thing for people to ogle at.

      Still, she appreciated that her dad was trying to bolster this woman’s spirits; she appeared to have arrived alone, and was shifting anxiously in her seat. Just then, a nurse popped her head out of the door.

      “Ms. Morris?”

      “That’s me,” Heidi said. She looked at her dad, and asked, “You coming?”

      “You think I drove you all the way here and I wouldn’t hold your hand through the appointment? As if.”

      She laughed at her dad’s attempt at slang, which was twenty years out of date. Classic.

      “Okay, then,” the nurse interjected, “The doctor will see you now.”

      Heidi took a deep breath and nodded.

      “I’ll lead the way,” Tom said, having clearly noted Heidi’s shaky inhales.

      The nurse opened the door wider, allowing her dad to pass through, and Heidi hung back for a moment. She lifted a finger in the direction of the nurse, indicating that she’d just be a second. Then, she turned to the other woman in the waiting room.

      “I just wanted to say,” she murmured to the stranger, “that it’s gonna be okay. I know I’m here with my dad, but…the baby’s father isn’t in my life, either. Not to be presumptuous, but—anyway. Good luck. You’ll do great.”

      The woman smiled back at her, and replied, “Thanks. From one pregnant girl to another…thank you.”

      Heidi nodded, and pivoted to follow the nurse through to the back of the office. She was glad she had said something.

      The nurse led her and her father to an exam room, where she was instructed to hop up on the paper-covered bed.

      “Lean back,” the nurse said. “Get comfortable.”

      She set a cup of water on a nearby table, and said the doctor would be in shortly.

      Tom tried to distract Heidi during the eternity it seemed to take for the doctor to arrive. He told bad jokes, read aloud from some of the pamphlets, making up ridiculous facts, and talked about the comings and goings of their various family friends. Heidi half-listened, just enough to nod in the right places, but didn’t participate much at all in the conversation.

      Thankfully, they were interrupted by a knock on the door before her dad could break out his “going down the stairs” mime routine. The doctor, a young man with rimless glasses and a thick mop of blond hair, greeted her with an extended hand.

      “Heidi Morris?”

      “Yes, hello, Doctor…”

      “Grant. Just call me Grant.”

      “And I’m her dad,” Tom offered. “Here for a little fatherly support.”

      “Nice to meet you, Heidi’s dad. Now,” Grant said, scanning a clipboard, “I see you’re almost five months along. How’d you like to know the baby’s sex?”

      Heidi grinned. “That’s kinda what I’m here for.”

      “Then let’s have a look!”

      He washed his hands in a nearby sink, then grabbed a tube of gel and squirted over her rounded belly. She flinched at the cold sensation.

      “Sorry, sorry,” he said, looking regretful. “I always forget to warn patients about the cold; it’s like the one thing I’m supposed to do.”

      She felt bad for this Grant, who was clearly new to the job.

      “Don’t worry about it,” she replied. “I’m tough.”

      He smiled back and turned on the ultrasound monitor, lifting the probe out of its holster.

      “Okay, here we go.”

      He rubbed the wand over her stomach and it slid back and forth in the jelly. Heidi felt as if her body had become an air hockey table, with the wand as a puck. The room was silent; even the normally chatty Tom had grown quiet with anticipation.

      “Well?” she asked, her voice breaking. “Is everything okay?”

      “Hm? Oh, yes, yes of course,” Grant replied. “Just perfect. You both are in great shape.”

      “And the gender…?” she questioned, trailing off.

      Tom tacked on a small drum roll to the end of her words.

      “You,” the doctor said, “are going to have a baby boy.”

      “Holy mackerel!” her dad cried with glee. “Honey, isn’t that great? Are you happy? Not that gender matters, but still! A healthy baby boy!”

      She forced a smile she didn’t feel. “Yeah, Dad. I’m super happy.”

      But she wasn’t, not really. Obviously, she was relieved to hear that the baby was doing well, that went without saying. Her heart ached, though, for Bradley. He should’ve been next to her, listening to the news while holding her hand.

      She could imagine him, strong guy that he was, letting a few tears escape. Knowing him, he would’ve had extensive opinions on what they should name a boy—maybe something formal, or perhaps an old family name. She thought tearfully of this moment that should have been theirs, that could never belong to the both of them.

      She kept up a strong front for her dad, and thanked Grant, all the while knowing that her facade of happiness was crumbling. Sooner or later, everyone would see the gaping hole in her heart.
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      Heidi groaned. She wasn’t prepared for the Herculean task that was rolling out of bed. She struggled and floundered, feeling altogether like a beached whale.

      And then her eyes snapped open. She’d almost forgotten what day it was.

      Suddenly, there was an urgency to her fumbling, and she struggled into a sitting position, leaning back briefly against the pillows with exhaustion.

      “Get up,” she said aloud. “You need to get up.”

      That was easier said than done at eight months pregnant. At her most recent check-up a few days ago, she’d asked the doctor if it was normal, this sheer size. He’d cocked an eyebrow and remarked that it was a little unusual, but only that it indicated that the baby was going to be quite large.

      “Is your…was, ah…the person who impregnated you…was he particularly tall?” Grant had asked.

      Yes, she’d thought sullenly, he was gigantic.

      Grant wasn’t particularly progressive for a young person, and appeared to have a hard time reconciling the fact that Heidi was having her baby without a partner being involved. She liked him all the same, and it was obvious that he was making an effort to keep her comfortable, but nevertheless, it did at times cross the line into grating on her nerves.

      Especially when he would say in passing how useful it would be to know more about the father, to be able to do a blood sample or a gene-sequencing. She had given up hope that he would drop the daddy subject, and there was no point in switching doctors this late in the game. That would be a bigger risk than her mild annoyance with his attitude.

      He couldn’t possibly fathom how badly she wanted to involve Bradley. Every time he brought it up, he inadvertently pricked her spirit and let happiness bleed out. But she couldn’t, wouldn’t play fantasy dream house. Her child needed a mother grounded in the here and now, not one who got caught up dreaming of a different life.

      Thus, it was to that end that she was going to court today, albeit reluctantly.

      A few months back, when her mother had first acquired her a team of lawyers, Heidi had vehemently maintained that she had worked for Bradley as an independent contractor, not an employee of Image-ine. Regardless, when they’d told her that it was in her best interest to settle out of court, Heidi had listened to their points.

      “You don’t want your child to be born under the cloud of a lawsuit,” one had offered.

      “Your mother,” another added, “mentioned there were some money troubles, and that you wanted to pay her back for our services, so—”

      “We think that, for your mental health and financial solubility, it’s in your best interest to settle,” the first explained.

      Heidi had been skeptical. No, more than skeptical. She’d been mad, and anxious, and confused, and totally lost. She’d understood that the legal team wanted what was best for both of their interests, but she was still out to sea on this one. Was it better to deal with a drawn out lawsuit, and potentially win back her pride (and some cash), or should she slink off quietly, and rid her life of this problem?

      She’d refused to fall victim to hubris, to the belief that, somehow, one woman telling the truth could change the almost inevitable outcome of Bradley’s triumph, were it to come to a full-fledged lawsuit. The system wasn’t designed for her to win; she didn’t have the money or the fame.

      Ultimately, she’d agreed to the settlement. It had taken her dignity down a few notches, to essentially admit a wrongdoing that she hadn’t, well, done. But her lawyers had advised it, and she’d had to concede that they knew best.

      At last, she arose from bed, stretched her arms, and took a minute to rub coconut oil over her swollen belly. Next, she waddled to her closet, which had become a daily battleground. It was a pity, actually; she used to take such comfort in running her hands across the soft silks and linens, watching the colors dance around one another.

      Sure, she’d gone out and bought maternity wear—it wasn’t as if she were walking around naked—but it was hard to convince herself to look cute when she felt like crap. Either her feet hurt, or her boobs ached, or her back was sore…whatever it was, it meant putting on a nice outfit had begun to feel as futile as fitting back into her old clothes.

      She’d bought a special outfit for today, though. Her mom had advised that Heidi underscore her beatific pregnancy to gain compassion from the jury. And Heidi had to admit, as much as the pregnancy had made her feel physically uncomfortable, it also seemed to transform her into an angelic-looking being.

      Her auburn hair, which had always been shiny, had started to bounce and gleam. Her skin radiated warmth with its newfound peachy undertones. Her face had become a little fuller, and it suited her well. In short, she looked the image of youthful health—even if she didn’t always feel it.

      With that in mind, she donned the cap-sleeved maxi dress in white linen that flowed over her stomach and pooled in waves around her feet. She had gone a bit literal with the Biblical imagery, but she was past caring. She braided the front sections of her hair and tied them back around her head to create a crown effect. Twirling in the mirror, she looked like an angel about to ascend.

      Heidi stopped and put her hand on her stomach.

      “Wish me luck,” she said to the child inside her.

      She floated down the stairs, and found her parents waiting anxiously in the kitchen. Tom was making pancakes with strawberries while Dina did a final read-through of some legal documents.

      “Wowza, my daughter’s a vision,” her dad crowed. Wiping his hands off on his apron, he moved towards her, arms outstretched.

      “Come on, Dad,” she said with a laugh, “I’m wearing all white. We both know you’re too clumsy to hug me without staining anything.”

      He opened his mouth as if to disagree, when Dina interjected.

      “How about I hug her, and say it’s from the both of us?”

      Tom relented, and Dina wrapped her daughter in her arms.

      “It’s gonna be fine, sweetie,” she whispered into Heidi’s ear while rubbing her back. “Just fine.”

      Heidi nodded, putting on a strong front. She pulled out of the hug.

      “Pancake time?” she asked hopefully.

      They sat down around the kitchen table and dug in. Heidi ate three servings, maple syrup and all; pregnancy was hungry work. At last, she wiped her mouth with a napkin, and turned to look at the microwave clock.

      “I think it’s time to go,” she said quietly.

      Wordlessly and in perfect unison, her parents stood. Tom grabbed the dishes and placed them in the sink, while Dina snatched the car keys from the living room.

      Only minutes later, they were piled into the family SUV, which had been around since Heidi was in high school. She felt a bit like a child now, the way she automatically sat in the back while the ‘grown-ups’ were in front.

      Even as I’m on my way to court to settle with my ex-lover, the father of my child, she thought with wonder, I still feel like a kid.

      The universe was funny like that.

      Soon—too soon—they had pulled up to the courthouse. She looked out her window and saw her lawyers waiting on the steps. One gave a nervous little wave.

      “Do you see any paparazzi?” she asked her parents, craning her neck.

      “No, dear, why would there be paparazzi?” her mother replied.

      She shook her head. Her parents’ nonexistent grasp on celebrity culture was impossible to surmount. Reluctantly, she opened the door and exited the vehicle, making her way up the steps to greet her legal team.

      “Hey guys,” she said vaguely, too stressed to come up with a more sophisticated greeting.

      They all anxiously chattered around her like a flock of birds, assuring her many times that there was nothing to be worried about. She reassured them half a dozen times that she was feeling okay, that she didn’t regret this decision. Nobody said you had to be honest with your lawyers.

      Together with her parents and the legal team, Heidi strode into the court house. This wasn’t a New York courthouse; for all that Orlando had developed, its institutional buildings remained unimpressive. The paint was peeling, and the ceiling had cracks. It felt like more like a dingy city college than a place of law.

      Was this where she was to have her final encounter with Bradley? On stained carpet, under bad lighting? How could such a (fleetingly) glorious relationship end with so little beauty or importance?

      Heidi scanned the rooms, looking for number 107. It was at the end of the hallway, next to some rusty water fountains. She grimaced and pushed open the doors, her less-than-glamorous entourage in tow.

      In the middle of the room was Gary, looking like he was out for blood.

      “Fuck you,” she muttered under her breath. Part of her hoped he would hear it.

      Her former boss was flanked on both sides by a group of mean-looking attorneys—neat, vicious images in perfectly tailored suits and impeccable crew cuts. She knew the type: ex-frat boys. All of them wore flashy cufflinks and slightly too-short ties. Her party, in contrast, looked mild-mannered, middle-aged and friendly. Not exactly the right team with which to oppose a pack of wolves.

      But that didn’t mean they were any good at their job. After all, Gary’s team were the sort who had sailed through college and law school on cocaine and veiled bribes to teachers. More often than not, they were all flash, no substance.

      Or so she hoped.

      She felt a pair of hands on her shoulders, and turned to see her mother, smiling optimistically.

      “It’s almost over,” Dina whispered. “You’ve been so strong, honey.” She hugged her daughter and added, “And ignore those dicks in the weirdly tight pants.”

      Heidi laughed openly, and the wolf pack turned to stare her down with narrowed eyes. She didn’t care; her mom was right. It was almost over. And that was a sad thought, but her life couldn’t keep going on as it was.

      The judge, a woman in who looked to be her early sixties, banged the gavel.

      “Are both parties ready to begin?”

      “Yes, your honor,” replied Heidi.

      “Yup,” Gary said.

      Even in court, he had the arrogant air of entitlement about him. He talked like a guy who already had a win in the bag.

      The judge eyed them. “Very well.”

      She paused, reviewing a sheaf of notes on her podium.

      “I’ll outline the intended proceedings of the court. Each party will have the opportunity to present their case. Parties are herewith to be identified as Ms. Morris, the defendant, and Mr. Hummel, the plaintiff. After the presentation, I will meet with Ms. Morris and Mr. Hummel individually. We will attempt to reach a settlement by the end of the business day, defined as five p.m. Eastern Standard Time. The settlement must be acceptable by both parties. Are there any questions?”

      Heidi and Gary shook their heads.

      “Very good, then we may—”

      In the middle of her sentence, she stopped abruptly. Everyone in the courtroom tilted their heads and furrowed their brows. Was that—? Yes. The distinct sound of running footsteps, a muffled shout.

      The judge turned sharply to a nearby security guard.

      “Ralph,” she said calmly, “can you please go investigate?”

      The man nodded and began bumbling towards the exit. Just then, the door swung open, and in its frame stood a breathless Bradley Fox.

      For only a moment, he locked eyes with Heidi. She gripped her stomach, and thinking she might faint, sat down on the bench behind her. A tall desk loomed in front of her, throwing shade on her belly and obscuring it from sight.

      Could it be? she thought wildly. Is he really here, in the flesh?

      But she knew this wasn’t a dream—it was reality. And so far, it looked like it might be a good one.

      “Bradley,” she said in an even voice, “what are you doing here?”

      “Yes,” interrupted the judge, obviously displeased at the lack of decorum in her court. “What are you doing here, Mr. Fox?”

      Bradley was about to open his mouth when she continued.

      “Never mind. Don’t tell me. Just exit my courtroom quietly, and I won’t have you arrested for disruption of the peace.”

      He’d arrived with a flurry of security on his tail, probably trying to stop him from running through a federal building like a mad man. One brave soul attempted to hand-cuff him, then, taking another look at Bradley’s towering frame, thought better of it. Bradley remained firmly planted.

      “Bailiff,” the judge began, voice dripping with annoyance. “Mr. Fox doesn’t appear to be moving anywhere. Please show him out.”

      The bailiff, as intimidated as the rest of the guards, moved cautiously towards Bradley. Bradley held up one large hand, indicating that he had better stop. The bailiff halted and swiveled his head to shoot a pleading look at the judge, as if to say, ‘Please don’t make me fight the best athlete in the country.’

      “I have new evidence, your honor,” Bradley said with a polite restraint. He tried to look her full in the face, but couldn’t seem to keep his eyes off Heidi. “It’s relevant to the impending settlement.”

      The judge sighed. “Mr. Fox, I’m kindly asking you to—”

      “No,” Bradley interrupted. “Not until I say my piece.”

      She threw up her hands. “Fine. Say what you will, but make it quick.”

      Bradley took a breath, and walked to the front of the room so that he could address her and both parties. Heidi felt her heart going a mile a minute, and was glad she’d taken a seat.

      “I’d like to take the court back to a few months ago,” he said. “I was wondering how Heidi—Ms. Morris—was doing. I felt badly about how I had left things between us, and I wanted to make it right.”

      He averted his eyes in shame. Heidi’s heart leapt higher into her throat.

      “So, against the advice of my lawyers, I began trying to contact her. No such luck. I tried social media, the telephone company, her old apartment, everything. I exhausted one resource after another. I began to wonder if she had simply dropped off the face of the Earth, and barely resisted the urge to hire a private eye. Don’t wanna look too crazy,” he added with a wink.

      “But then, then I started to wonder. This all felt…wrong. I was reevaluating the circumstances, and decided that it might be prudent to investigate the catalyst for these proceedings. In other words, I went back to the tape.”

      He didn’t need to explain what he meant by the tape. Everyone in the room was well-acquainted with the precipitating incident. Heidi guessed that about half of them had been forced to watch it to prep for the case, and the other half…well, the other half had probably watched it for fun.

      “Upon watching it for the first time, I noticed something odd. The girl in the video didn’t seem aware that there was a camera. Never once did she look in the direction of the filming device either to turn it on or to make sure that it was still taping. This gave me what I can only call a hunch, so I followed up on it.

      “I went to my bedroom, where the tape was filmed, and using pictures of the camera angles from the film, I figured out which wall it would’ve been mounted on. It was my bookshelf, which is bursting with stacks of graphic novels, mostly. The perfect place to hide a small recording device.

      “I began to take each book out, one by one, until I was two-thirds of the way down the shelf. I pulled out one large hardcover, and thought it looked unfamiliar. I opened it, and found that it was hollowed out, and that there was a camera in the middle. A hole had been drilled in the spine through which the camera could record.”

      He reached into his back pocket, pulled out a tiny camera, and held it up for the room to see. Everyone held their breath, waiting for the other shoe to drop. Bradley placed the device on the judge’s stand.

      “I’d like to enter this into evidence. I found this camera, in my room, hidden inside of a book. The camera, as I soon discovered, had wireless capabilities. It also remembered Wi-Fi networks it had previously been on, and there was only one network besides my own that it had utilized. The network was entitled ‘PartyHouzz134.’”

      Heidi heard a sucking in of breath from somewhere in the room, and looked in the direction of Gary’s legal team. Bradley continued, unperturbed.

      “That’s the personal Wi-Fi hotspot in my agent Todd’s office.”

      The entire court room gasped, Heidi included.

      “Meaning,” Bradley continued, “that the camera must belong to Todd.”

      He paused again, letting the drama radiate throughout the room. People on Gary’s legal team began whispering frantically to one another.

      “Well,” the judge said. “What are you implying?”

      “Nothing. Yet. First, I thought that it was impossible. Todd? One of my oldest associates, who’s known me since I was in college? Couldn’t be. But I knew in my heart that I had to follow up on the lead. I called a friend of a friend at Image-ine. I explained to them what I’d discovered, and they were willing to help.”

      Heidi surmised that he must be referring to Meredith. Though that also meant, by extension, that he considered Heidi a friend. Really? This man who—only months ago—had said he never wanted to see her again?

      “My insider recalled an old piece of office news, something she hadn’t thought was particularly relevant. Apparently, Gary had helped Todd quietly manage a scandal of his own a few years back, free of charge, with the understanding that it was a tit-for-tat deal, to be redeemed at a later date. In other words, Todd owed Gary a favor. And that’s when I put it together.

      “Todd set me up. That’s why the camera was there; that’s why the woman in the video didn’t try to blackmail me for it. Because Todd orchestrated the whole thing. He was supposed to make good on his and Gary’s deal. Todd would instigate a huge scandal for the wealthiest football player in the state, and Image-ine, under Gary’s lead, would swoop in to ‘help’ me. In the process, he stood to make millions, and bolster the reputation of his firm.”

      Everything hung in the balance. Bradley slowly approached the judge’s bench, and pointed at the camera.

      “I’d like to show you the final piece of evidence, if I may.”

      The judge nodded, as entranced as the rest of them.

      “Please open the camera menu and scroll to settings. Click ‘share media’, and then the first ‘outbox’ item you see there.”

      The judge followed his instructions, moving slowly and carefully, unfamiliar with the technology.

      “Could you please read what it says?”

      The judge nodded, and replied, “It just says, ‘You’re welcome. We got him.'”

      “And who is that addressed to?”

      “Some random number—448-903-7383.”

      While she was speaking, Bradley had taken his phone out of his suit coat, and dialed the numbers that she read aloud. Just as she finished, a cellphone rang from somewhere in the room. It rang several more times, until Bradley strode directly up to Gary, and while maintaining full eye contact with the man, reached into Gary’s pocket and took out the ringing phone.

      A modern-day smoking gun.

      The room was silent. Bradley stepped back from Gary and turned to Heidi. Her mouth fell open as they held each other’s gazes. He had saved her. After all this time, just when she’d thought she was alone in this world, as good as doomed—he had returned, and given her new hope.

      The judge spoke at last.

      “In light,” she said, “of this new evidence…”

      Her words hung in the air, as everyone waited for the verbal rollercoaster to go over the edge.

      “In light of this,” she continued, “I announce that the case is being thrown out.” The room erupted in cries. “Case dismissed.”

      “This is fucking bullshit!” screamed Gary, growing red in the face.

      His army of frat lawyers nodded furiously, but did nothing. Turns out they, as Heidi had suspected, were useless.

      From her seat, Heidi lazily called to the other end of the room, “Thanks for everything, Gary. And give your ex-wife my regards.” She shot him a huge grin.

      He began to shout incoherently, while Todd approached Bradley, apparently in the hopes of some reconciliation.

      Bradley narrowed his eyes, and Todd backed away, knowing this was a fight he couldn’t win. Todd moved to one side of the courtroom and punched the wall.

      “All right,” the judge roared, seeing Todd’s rage. “We’re done here. Guards, please escort the plaintiffs and their team out. If they give you any trouble, feel free to use handcuffs.”

      “Fuck you,” Gary yelled.

      “I’ll see you back here in 30 days, Mr. Hummel,” she shot back. “For contempt of court.”

      The retinue of Gary, Todd, and their lawyers were roughly led out by the slew of guards, who seemed more than happy to manhandle them. Not to mention, all of them had recognized Bradley, and their eyes had gone saucer-like with hero-worship. Bad idea to cross America’s real-life superhero. The judge followed the unhappy fray out of the room.

      Still dazed, Heidi thanked her lawyers for their support and said they were free to go. She turned back to her parents, who were waiting in the public pews.

      “I love you guys,” she said softly.

      “We’re so happy for you, honey,” her dad replied. Her mom nodded and smiled.

      Heidi indicated Bradley with her chin, and her mom, always the one to pick up on social cues, got the hint.

      “Er, Tom,” she said. “I think we best clear out of the room.”

      “But our little girl just won—”

      “Tom,” she repeated, gesturing unsubtly in Bradley’s direction. Tom’s lips formed a surprised ‘O.’

      “Yup, yeah, let’s get out of here,” he said clumsily.

      With more smiles, her parents hugged her goodbye and left the room, both of them giving Bradley a once-over as they passed by. Even though he’d essentially just saved her life, her parents were still protective.

      Bradley hadn’t budged in the last few minutes; he’d remained with his eyes locked on her the whole time.

      At last, they were alone. Bradley was the first to break the silence.

      “Heidi,” he breathed.

      She struggled up from her seat and watched as his eyes widened in shock.

      “You’re, you’re…” He stumbled over the words.

      “Pregnant.”

      Heidi walked towards him, her white dress floating behind her, looking for all the world like a Greek goddess. Bradley looked her up and down, eyes wide, and lips struggling to form a question.

      “Is it…” He paused and gulped.

      “Yes,” she said with a nod. “It’s yours. Sorry, I mean he is yours.”

      She saw a tear leave Bradley’s eye and trace down his cheek. Tentatively, she walked closer to him, until they were only a few feet apart, her stomach accentuating the little space between them.

      “Are those happy tears?” she asked nervously.

      He laughed.

      “Are you kidding? Of course they are,” he said. “Heidi I…I couldn’t be any happier.”

      Emotions flooded through her, as she thought with relief that this was exactly what she had wanted—this recognition, this mutual joy.

      “I thought about contacting you,” she said hurriedly. “Only I didn’t want to make the lawsuit any tougher; my lawyers were already telling me not to—well, and I thought you didn’t want to see me, and—”

      “No, Heidi,” he interjected gruffly. “This is my fault, and my fault alone. I should never have believed them.”

      He hesitated and closed the remaining distance between them, until his abs were lightly touching the sheer fabric across her round belly.

      He continued, “All I want—maybe all I’ve really wanted, ever—is you. Just you. And your forgiveness. And, wow, our baby.”

      “Oh, God,” she sobbed, “I’ve missed you.”

      “I’ve missed you, too,” he whispered, and pulled her into an embrace that was more than just an embrace—it was a reconciliation, a show of true love.

      Heidi wanted to stay in his arms forever, thinking, This is where I belong.

      But she had to pull back suddenly, because a resounding pang had just shot through her stomach. She doubled over, wincing.

      Anxious, Bradley asked, “What is it? What’s wrong?”

      Heidi let out two quick pants, and then looked at the ground. There was a pool of water between her legs.

      “Bradley,” she gasped. “I think I’m in labor.”
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      Heidi faltered, swayed, and fell into Bradley’s arms. He caught her smoothly, and sat her back down on the bench.

      “I’m calling an ambulance,” he said frantically, reaching for his phone.

      “Don’t be silly,” she replied with some effort. “There’s a plan for this, and it does not involve an ambulance ride. My parents are in the lobby; take me to them.”

      He nodded and followed the instructions. Apparently, Mr. Big and Brave got a little meeker in the presence of a woman delivering a child.

      Heidi insisted that he let her walk, but he wrapped his arm under her armpit and around her with such vigor and insistence that he was nearly carrying her.

      With uneven steps, they at last arrived in the lobby, where Tom and Dina stood waiting. Dina took one look at Heidi and understood.

      “Tom,” she said calmly, “pull the car around front.”

      “But it’s parked three lots over—”

      “Our daughter is in labor.”

      Tom’s eyes went wide with recognition. “Oh.”

      Poor Dad, Heidi thought. Always a little late to the game.

      “Dad, it’s okay. Bradley’s driver is right down the steps; I’m gonna have him take me. I don’t think we have enough time to get your car.”

      Dina looked at Bradley long and hard with scathing eyes. It was clear that she wasn’t quite ready to forgive him for the months of pain he’d inflicted on her daughter. If Bradley wanted to stick around, he’d have to work his way back into her good graces.

      “I’ve already texted my driver,” Bradley offered. “I can get her to the nearest hospital in under five minutes.”

      Slowly, using precious time, Dina nodded, and in doing so took the first step on the road to forgiveness.

      “All right,” Dina said cautiously. “But you’d better keep her safe.”

      “I swear to God, I will.”

      Heidi stepped in, anxious to speed up the process.

      “Mom, Bradley—if I’m gonna have this baby in a hospital, we need to move. Now,” she hissed as a contraction ripped through her abdomen.

      There was a chorus of ‘yes, okay!’ and then Tom and Dina jogged out to their car, and Bradley and Heidi to his.

      Sure enough, the driver was waiting as close to the curb as he could get. Soft meditation music was already flowing through the car speakers; Bradley had thought of everything.

      Bradley climbed in the back, then helped pull Heidi in alongside him. He put her hand in his, and instructed her to squeeze every time it hurt. For a guy that, less than two hours ago, didn’t know he had a kid on the way, he was doing this whole delivery thing remarkably well.

      Fatherhood suits him, Heidi mused happily.

      She squeezed his hand, but not for the pain. In fact, he seemed to be the only anesthetic that she needed.

      Bradley’s presence was slowly but surely healing the emotional scrapes and bruises of so many months. The longer he sat by her side, and whispered words of encouragement, the more she knew he would stay there. Maybe forever. His murmuring became rhythmic, calming.

      Only once did she have a painful pang, and she let out a whimper.

      “Hey, hey, hey,” he said, turning her chin, with one finger, to face him. “Look in my eyes. Just focus on them. Take a breath.”

      And she did. Long, hungry looks, deep inside those rings of mossy green, past the lakes of emerald, into the spirals of jade, down to the small pupil that darted back and forth across her face, ensuring that she needed nothing else. She could’ve answered his eyes’ question: she needed nothing else.

      She knew happiness, and it was in his arms.

      They pulled up to the emergency entrance of the hospital faster than Heidi had thought possible; she suspected the driver was making up new rules of engagement for maneuvering on the road, and was grateful they hadn’t been stopped by the police. She and Bradley didn’t need any more crazy paparazzi stories in their relationship. Wait, is that what they’d just become, wordlessly?

      Heidi didn’t have time to think about it—she had a baby to bring into the world.

      Hospital staff in the lobby saw Heidi stumble out of the car, holding her stomach, and immediately rushed out a wheelchair into which they bundled her.

      Bradley raced out behind her, grabbed one of the nurses by the shoulder, and said something into his ear. The man looked skeptical, then stared into Bradley’s face with sudden, dawning recognition, and nodded.

      “All right,” he said to Bradley. “Push her chair and follow us.”

      They chugged through the hospital, turning through one corridor after another.

      “Bradley,” Heidi groaned. “Are we gonna make it in time? This hallway seems infinite.”

      “Yes, I’m sorry, we’ll make it.”

      “Where are we going?”

      He swallowed a little, and flushed.

      “I, uh, got you a private suite. I hope that’s okay.”

      She raised her eyebrows, astonished.

      “It’s okay,” she said nonchalantly, and then broke into a grin, unable to contain her delight.

      Bradley saw the smile sweep across her face, and returned it with one of his own.

      After an elevator ride and one more long hallway, the little posse arrived at a door that was the only one in sight for a few hundred feet.

      “I just asked them for the biggest one they had. It’s possible I overdid it,” Bradley mumbled in her ear.

      She didn’t care; frankly, she was equally as excited to have his lips that close to her ear once more.

      The nurse unlocked the door and escorted them inside. Bradley had, in fact, overdone it. The suite was massive, easily the size of two luxury master bedrooms packed into one. Actually…

      “It’s almost as big as our Edenix suite,” Heidi murmured, unthinkingly.

      Bradley, catching the words, glanced over at her, anxiety clouding his eyes.

      “That’s a good thing,” she added, and saw that his shoulders relaxed. It was clear that he cherished the memories, too.

      More nurses arrived and ushered Heidi onto the bed, and she rested back on the pile of pillows, staring out the large windows that overlooked a park. She knew she’d been doing those pregnancy exercises very diligently, but she still hadn’t anticipated things going quite so smoothly.

      The door opened, and a doctor entered. She waltzed in, confident, clipboard in hand.

      “Mrs. Fox?” she asked, surveying the papers.

      “Oh, uh, no. He’s just…”

      Heidi stopped mid-explanation. How could she possibly explain the last few months to this stranger?

      Suddenly, she was transported back to the Bahamas, where everyone had assumed she and Bradley were married, and kept giving them couple’s massages.

      She giggled at the memory, and met Bradley’s eye, scrutinizing his face to see if he’d gotten the joke. Possibly, but what she could mostly see there was joy. There was worry there, too, but mostly joy.

      “Call me Heidi,” she finished finally.

      “Okay, Heidi.” The doctor nodded. “Are you ready to do this?”

      “Yes, Doc. I feel good.”

      The doctor raised her eyebrows, skeptical. “Really?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Then you,” the doctor said with surprise, “are one of the toughest women who’s ever been in this room.”

      She, Heidi and Bradley laughed together at that, Heidi and Bradley perhaps a bit more so. The doctor couldn’t possibly know the extent of Heidi’s strength. These past few months had shown it.

      Getting pregnant by a man she was forbidden from contacting, losing her job, going broke, and moving back in with her parents, all while facing multiple lawsuits? Yeah, Heidi was tough all right. Giving birth? Please. Only yesterday, she’d wondered if the child she was about to deliver would ever know his father. And now, here they were, together—a team, comfortably waiting for said child to arrive.

      There was some teeth-gritting, more than a few sharp yelps of pain, but mostly, Heidi’s labor was as smooth and easy as giving birth can be. The nurses marveled at her chutzpah, but she shrugged it off with a blush. It was just luck, and long overdue luck at that. After only a few hours of labor, she gave one last groan of effort, and felt an exodus from her body.

      The doctor and nurses lifted up a small bundle from between Heidi’s legs that she couldn’t see, and carried it gently across the room.

      “We’re just cleaning him up,” the doctor called over her shoulder. “You’ll have this little champ back in a moment.”

      Heidi breathlessly turned to Bradley, and realization dawned: he’d been by her side through the entire time. The discovery filled her with warmth and love. His hand was still firmly in hers, squeezing carefully. She suspected he didn’t want to squeeze as tightly as he could.

      Bradley grabbed a towel from a nearby table and began to tenderly dab at the sweat that glistened on her forehead.

      “How do you feel?” he asked uncertainly.

      Heidi paused and took full stock of her body, from the tips of her toes to the top of her head.

      “Actually,” she replied, laying her hand over his, “I feel wonderful.”

      He grinned. “You were a superstar. I heard the doctor whisper that you oughta be studied as a modern medical marvel.”

      Heidi giggled and shooed away the compliment. Just then, from across the room, she heard a squeal, a shriek, a cry. Leaning on Bradley’s hand, she propped herself up on the pillows, anxious at hearing her baby wail.

      “Doctor,” she asked loudly, “is he okay?”

      The doctor and nurses swiveled around from their spot in the corner, and began to make their way back to Heidi and Bradley.

      “You have a perfectly healthy baby boy,” the doctor said warmly.

      She came to a stop in front of Heidi’s bed, and very gently shifted his weight from one arm to the other as she prepared to hand him off.

      “Careful. He’s pretty, uh, enormous for his age. 22 inches, 10 pounds, actually.”

      Out of the corner of her eye, Heidi saw Bradley beam with pride. Healthy and huge? Yep, this kid would be an athlete.

      The doctor at last passed the baby over to Heidi, whose entire world slowed down and came to revolve around the child in her arms. He settled onto her chest, which was still a little slippery with sweat. She ran a single finger over his head, which was covered in soft black hair, and then shifted so that she could see his face.

      Her heart stopped dead. He was perfect, a tiny replica of his father. Bright green eyes, pink little lips.

      “You’re my favorite person,” she said to him, and meant it.

      Nothing mattered anymore, nothing besides this boy and his happiness. She’d kill for him or die for him. It was revelatory, to feel her heart expand to envelop another person so wholly; it was unexpectedly divine.

      Their son gurgled back at her, lips spreading into the tiniest grin she’d ever seen. Was that really a smile, so soon?

      “He’s got his father’s smirk,” Heidi said to Bradley, laughing.

      Bradley had stood, astonished, looking at the little creation, afraid almost to touch the perfect, tiny being.

      “May…may I hold him?” he asked tentatively.

      “Of course. He’s as much yours as he is mine.”

      Heidi scooted over in her wide bed, careful not to jostle the baby. She patted the newly vacated area next to her, gesturing for Bradley to sit. He sat on the side of the bed and swung his legs over. They sat stilly, side by side, staring at their child.

      “You’re gonna want to hold him by the butt, and support his neck. Cradle him close to your chest,” Heidi instructed.

      “I actually helped look after a lot of kids in my town when I was younger,” Bradley replied with a little puff of his chest. “I’m pretty good with babies.”

      Heidi smiled internally at this reveal, thinking that he seemed equally proud of his time as a caretaker as his Super Bowl win.

      The man’s definitely complex, she thought as she passed over their child, shifting him from mother to father.

      Bradley took him, and held him tight to his chest, instinctively protective. How did such big arms hold something so small with such gentleness? It was like seeing a lion hold its cub by the scruff of its neck and tenderly carry it through plains and valleys. Heidi was witnessing something primal, something deeply loving, and she appreciated it boundlessly.

      “Bradley,” she said softly, “we need to give him a name.”

      “Oh. Right. Of course.” Bradley’s brows furrowed, and a stressed look briefly crossed his face. “Are you asking—”

      “I want you to help name him. I want him to go by something that we decided on, together.”

      Bradley looked up from his light cooing over the baby, and into Heidi’s eyes. He didn’t ask her what that meant, but she hoped he understood the implication all the same.

      “Well,” he said thoughtfully, “maybe something from your family?”

      “My family has kind of, um, traditional names. Like Tom.”

      “Speaking of which, where are your parents?” Bradley asked with sudden urgency, realizing he had forgotten all about them.

      “Oh, they’re in the hallway,” she said. “I think I’ll ask one of the nurses to put him in a crib and take him to see them.”

      “You don’t wanna, um, introduce him to them?”

      She sighed. “Later, I will. But first, we need to decide on a name. Then, I think we’d better, y’know, talk.”

      Bradley nodded. There was a lot they needed to talk about.

      “I think,” she said, switching subjects, “the name Isaac would fit. It’s strong, sturdy, classic. A name that works no matter who he becomes.”

      “It’s perfect,” Bradley agreed. “Would you mind if I gave him a middle name?”

      “I’d love that,” she said honestly.

      “In Hawaii, Kanē is the name of the god of creation. It’s a big, powerful name, but I think he’s going to be a big and powerful man.”

      Heidi felt water on her cheek, and realized she had let slip a tear at the beauty of Bradley’s suggestion, and what a strong legacy her child would carry.

      “Yes,” she whispered to him, “Isaac Kanē.”

      Bradley moved the baby between the two of them, so that each parent could see his big green eyes, staring up at them in amazement. Silence filled the room as the little family reveled in their joy.

      At last, Bradley broke the quiet, whispering in awe, “Isaac Kanē.”

      They could’ve stayed in this blissful position for months, but after some time, Heidi remembered how anxious her parents must be. She couldn’t leave them sitting out there waiting. She clicked the nurse’s button by the side of her bed, and moments later one of the nurses stepped into the room.

      Another perk of a private suite, she thought happily.

      To the nurse, she said, “Could you please put him a crib, and wheel him out to my parents, his grandparents? They’ll be wanting to meet him.”

      The nurse nodded. “Oh yes,” she said. “They’ve been pacing the halls for hours, and your mother’s been asking for updates every five minutes.”

      “Yeah, that sounds like them, all right.”

      The nurse took Isaac from Bradley’s arms, and his face fell as he watched his son get placed in a crib and carted off.

      “Will he be okay, do you think?” Bradley questioned nervously.

      “Well, he’s got to leave our sides sometime. Unfortunately, we can’t just watch him for the rest of his life.”

      “Oh, just you wait—I’m gonna have cameras installed in every damn inch of our house. I’ll get a monitoring app so we can check on him at all times, and…”

      Bradley pulled up short, realizing the implication: that they would all live together.

      “I love the sound of that,” Heidi said with a chuckle, “But first, catch me up on the past few months of your life. What have you been doing since…”

      She broke off, unable to say the words, to recall the full extent of their mutual pain. Bradley sat up in bed and rubbed a hand over his forehead; the memories clearly hurt him, too.

      “Well,” he began shakily, “you heard a lot of this in court. Stop me if I’m repeating myself.”

      “I don’t care if you do.”

      “Okay…so you know the part where my lawyers tried to shut down communication. They handed down strict orders—don’t contact you, or else. At first, I was happy to follow orders. Honestly, I didn’t want to talk to you at all anyway.” His face pulled into a grimace.

      “That’s okay,” she comforted. “I understand.”

      “I just—and this is my fault—but I thought what they were saying was true. That you’d set me up to turn a profit, had faked what we had…I can’t believe I ever doubted you.”

      “Hey, the guys you’d listened to your entire adult life were saying I was bad people. I get why you listened to them. I mean, I was basically a stranger.”

      “Thank you for saying that,” he replied. “I appreciate the sentiment. But you weren’t a stranger. Not to be presumptuous…I just felt like I knew you better than I knew myself. We only had those relatively few weeks in the Bahamas, sure, but…”

      Heidi interrupted him, anxious to save him the embarrassment of thinking he was alone in this.

      “I understand,” she said eagerly. “I felt the same way. Like you fit me.”

      He brushed some strands of hair back from her face and let his hand linger on her cheek.

      “Yes, that’s it,” he said hoarsely. “You fit me.”

      She pressed her cheek into his rough palm, loving the feeling of the two textures clashing.

      “You were telling me about the lawyers,” she reminded him.

      “Right. So, eventually, a few months in, I started wondering, just what it would be like to reach you. To hear your side of things, uninterrupted. I went on a wild fucking goose chase; every number or scrap of contact info was a dead end. I thought maybe I was going insane, or that I had dreamed you up.”

      “It’d be pretty hard for you to sue an imaginary person,” she laughed, then regretted the joke as she saw his face crumble. “No, no, I’m kidding, Bradley. I’m not taking the lawsuits personally. I get that you were manipulated.”

      He nodded, and then bowed his head, ashamed.

      “I should’ve done better,” he mumbled. “I don’t deserve to be in our child’s life. I don’t—”

      “Don’t say that,” she interrupted softly. “You belong in his life…if you want to be in it.”

      “Oh, Heidi, I do. I’ve never wanted something so badly,” he said lowly, his voice deep with emotion. “But only if you can forgive me for the way I acted these past months.”

      “There’s nothing to forgive.”

      “Please,” he asked simply.

      Heidi took a breath, and said those magic words: “I forgive you.”

      Bradley smiled, a weight lifting off his shoulders. The lines in his forehead ironed out, and those eyes no longer looked like stormy seas, but instead placid waters.

      “Heidi, I’m so grateful. To be in his life, to get a chance at fatherhood. But…” He faltered. “I have something else to ask you. And if the answer’s no, please understand that I’ll get it, and it doesn’t change my desire to be a father. Okay? I just couldn’t live with myself if I didn’t at least try.”

      Heidi, perplexed, replied, “What is it? You’re scaring me a little.”

      “Oh, no, that’s not what I meant to—I’m sorry.” He stopped and focused. “What I want to know…is…could I be in your life not just as Isaac’s father, but as your boyfriend? Could we give what we had a real shot?”

      Heidi’s eyes went wide, and her mouth dropped open.

      “And,” he added hurriedly, “if all the lawsuits, and all my fuckups, have made that impossible, I was serious. I understand.”

      Bradley searched her face, trying to deduce what emotions lay beneath.

      He continued nervously, “But if, by some remarkable chance, you feel the same way, I want to give us a shot.”

      “Yes,” Heidi said intensely. “Yes, Bradley. Yes to trying a life together.”

      As if they were two magnets pulled together, Heidi and Bradley found themselves locked in an embrace, the hospital sheets twirled around their legs. Lips found lips, hands found hair, necks curled and dove, swan-like.

      She kissed him to make up for the time they’d been robbed of, kissed him to drink in that scent, and kissed him to embark upon their future. She kissed him more soulfully than he had ever been kissed before.

      “Heidi Morris,” he said, lips running over her ear and down her neck, “I love you.”

      She gasped at the sensation of his mouth, which she’d missed more than she’d even suspected.

      “Bradley Fox,” she replied, tugging him closer, “I love you, too.”

      “What do you say to spending the rest of our lives together?”

      “Let’s,” she said simply, and brought his mouth back up to meet hers.

      They fell back onto the pillows of the bed, two souls in heaven.
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      Bradley stood back and looked at his work with satisfaction.

      Not bad, he thought smugly. Not bad at all.

      He’d used up all the tinsel, so had moved on to pine leaves, and then when those were down, got the fake blankets of snow that were made out of soft cotton. On the fireplace was a small diorama of a train passing through a snow-covered town. It even had miniature people and sheep.

      He had set it up only on Saturday, but by Monday, Isaac had insisted it was his favorite thing in the whole wide world, and that it needed to be left up all year, not just for Christmas. What he’d actually said was a little closer to “Goo ga baba,” but Bradley knew by the delight in his eyes and the way he tried to eat all the toy buildings that he loved it.

      Heidi had moved in after Isaac Kanē was born, and the seven months since had been pure magic. Their son had been a heavy sleeper thus far—though, who knew what the terrible twos would bring—and generally, every morning of their life looked like the best day of someone else’s.

      Bradley woke up first, always, and watched her peacefully slumbering. “Rise and shine, Sleeping Beauty,” he’d whisper as he kissed Heidi’s forehead, in what had become his morning catchphrase.

      They would throw on workout clothes—or try to; sometimes it would take them a little longer to get started, because Bradley would see her naked in the dawn light and need to postpone the run for some other types of exercise.

      After that, they would gingerly lift Isaac Kanē from his crib, his little fists waving around at the disturbance. If he was hungry, Heidi would feed him, but usually, he fell back asleep by the time he was settled firmly in the stroller.

      Together, with a speaker strapped to the stroller, often playing classic rock, they’d jog out of the side door and onto one of the nearby streets. The palm fronds did little to protect from the glaring sunlight, so they got early starts, before the sun had come fully into the sky.

      They’d run, pushing Isaac, for a three-mile lap, and arrive home barely out of breath. Bradley might technically have been the athlete, but Heidi was also in killer shape; she’d strapped her sneakers back on only a few weeks after giving birth.

      When they got back home, Isaac would be wide awake and ready to play. They coddled him, kissed him, cooed over every new ability (look, a laugh!) and so on. Any small sign of advancement in his developmental progress would leave them beaming for hours.

      Bradley had, at the advice of his new agent, joined social media, and all he posted were pictures of Isaac in various outfits and activities. Fans grumbled—where were the football training pics? The shirtless cover photos?—but Bradley was immune to their whines.

      And when the family went away for weekend retreats, as they so often did, the new agent, Bob, would take over the feed. Technically, that would be Heidi’s job as Bradley’s PR manager, but neither wanted their getaways interrupted by the internet. Besides, Bob had a good handle on things.

      He was an older guy, a bit new to social media, but great at finding sponsors for Bradley and coordinating with Heidi to ensure they fit the “new image.” A true image, as it so happened—one of domestic bliss as a proud papa.

      All the new sponsors had also helped finance their house in Miami, where they’d moved after Bradley got transferred to the Miami Eels. There were days when he missed the boys from the Sharks, and the years they’d played together, but Miami was so much more fun that he didn’t see a point in complaining.

      There was a beach at the edge of their property, quite close to where they docked their speedboat. The boat, named ‘Surely Temple,’ had been a gift to Heidi after Isaac was born. She’d claimed that the labor had been a straightforward one, and thus didn’t warrant a gift, but Bradley had allowed no argument on the subject.

      Besides, he liked seeing her face when they were on the water; she lit up from within, and stuck her head off the boat to feel the breeze, like a puppy leaning out the car window. They’d gotten Isaac a little inflatable jacket, and would drive out to the middle of the ocean, where they’d sit as a family with a picnic, watching the sunset.

      And, besides Miami being an all-around better time, the Eels were no slacks. In fact, Bradley’s intuition told him they may well be posed to go all the way to the Super Bowl. He kept these thoughts private, though; he didn’t want to jinx anything.

      Heidi, with all the media drama behind her, had seamlessly slid back into her PR career. It helped that they were out of Orlando, which had become toxic. In Miami, she was able to network with ease, no trail of dirty laundry hitched to her heel.

      It also didn’t hurt that she’d gotten all 53 of Bradley’s new teammates onto her roster. Even though she could only work part-time because of the baby, business was booming, so much so that she was trying to persuade Meredith to move down to Miami and help her run things.

      The team loved her, and jokingly told Bradley that he was good and all, but they were more grateful for his awesome wife. Bradley was equally amazed watching her multitask, going out for drinks with potential new clients and still getting home in time to put Isaac to bed.

      So, here they were, present day—Christmas morning. All last-minute house prep had been finished, stockings hung from the fireplace, etc. They had a real, rustic working fireplace in this house; in the move, they’d decided to find a home that was a little more family-friendly and a little less modern bachelor pad.

      Eventually, they’d settled for a massive colonial with distinct Spanish influences. There were rose bushes, a swimming pool with colorful painted tiles, and a winding stairwell through the center of the house. It had been built in the 1920s, and there were hidden passageways, a remnant of prohibition. Down the line, there would be plenty of places perfect for hide-and-seek with Isaac when he was old enough to walk.

      It turned out that ‘Winter Wonderland’ was a totally unrealistic theme for a Spanish-influenced house in Florida. Heidi and Bradley didn’t care, though; their son would get a snow-covered Christmas, even if that snow was just cotton.

      They were on their deep blue velvet couch in front of the fireplace, Bradley balancing both his coffee and a squirmy Isaac.

      “Present time?” Heidi asked eagerly.

      Bradley looked at her, giddily bouncing on her toes in a silk robe, her hair tied up in an effortless bun. She looked as if she belonged on a balcony in France, with a croissant in hand and a view of the Eiffel Tour behind her.

      Perhaps I should take her there, he thought absently.

      Instead, he replied, “Present time!”

      ‘Present time’ promised to be good this year; they’d received gifts from around the world. Fans, friends, interested business partners—all had sent Heidi and Bradley some Christmas token.

      Heidi pranced over to the enormous tree (it topped out at least nine feet high) and Bradley chuckled, following behind, baby in his arms.

      “I’m glad you’re so excited,” he said to her.

      She looked at him and admitted, “I love presents.”

      He snickered, and then unable to resist, let loose a booming laugh.

      “What?” she asked bashfully.

      “No, nothing, it’s just—you don’t usually seem to care about, like, worldly goods.”

      “I don’t. I, um…” she trailed off, blushing. “I really like surprises. I know it’s a little childish.”

      He grinned and pulled her in for a light peck on the cheek.

      “I think it’s adorable,” he said.

      “Good, because I’m about to tear into these presents.”

      And so she did. With the three of them, one happy little family, sitting around the tree, they began to dig through piles of gifts, and unwrapped an impossibly large assortment of treasures.

      Isaac looked on, cooing happily, but was too young to comprehend the celebration. Nevertheless, Bradley knew both he and Heidi felt the milestone of their first Christmas together, even if the baby didn’t.

      From out of the gift bags and wrapped boxes came champagne, gift cards, silver serving dishes, hand-knit sweaters, candles, lotions, jewels—on and on and on. Heidi grinned at each and every one, her face lighting up.

      Bradley noted that, out of all the lavish items, the ones she seemed to like most were the handmade things or gag gifts. She fell to pieces laughing over a pair of slippers in the shape of s’mores, and was ecstatic to find in one box an inflatable pool toy in the shape of Bradley’s face.

      Is that a thing for sale now? Bradley wondered with some incredulity. I hope not.

      At last, Heidi collapsed to the floor, exhausted from her fits of merriment. Bradley lifted Isaac from his own arms onto Heidi’s chest, and watched as mother and son cuddled in a pile of presents. Was it possible to be this happy?

      “Dear,” he said lightly, “would you like your present from me?”

      “Can I have it while lying on the floor? I am…very comfortable.”

      He snorted. “It fits in my back pocket. Sort of.”

      At that, he reached into his pants and pulled a few folded pieces of paper out. He lifted Isaac off of Heidi’s chest, and filled the new blank space with the papers.

      “Merry Christmas, my love,” he said softly.

      She read the pages, still a little worn out from the excitement of all the presents. Suddenly, she sat straight up, like a mummy emerging from a tomb in old horror flicks.

      “Bradley,” she asked shakily, “what is this?”

      “That, is the deed to your new building.”

      She searched his eyes, trying to discern if he was kidding. He was not.

      “Why did you by me an entire freaking building?”

      He smiled. “If you read closer, you’ll see it’s actually an office building. For when you get your PR firm up and running, full time.”

      “But it’s huge!”

      “Yeah,” he replied, “because I know you’re gonna be a big deal. I figured the company will grow into it.”

      “Oh my God,” she stammered. “I love you. Thank you, darling. This is the most thoughtful gift I’ve ever received. I hope I’m worth it.”

      She crawled over to him and smacked a big kiss on his lips. A naughty grin crossed her face.

      “Let me put Isaac down,” she said, “and then I can give you your gift. I’ll be back in five.”

      She hoisted the baby out of Bradley’s arms and skipped out of the room. Bradley looked on, confused.

      Where is this going? he wondered.

      While Heidi was gone, he sifted through the pile of gifts, amazed at the sheer quantity. After all that playboy bullshit, people the world over still liked him. That was a really, really good feeling—to know that he hadn’t screwed everything up.

      Bradley was opening a box of French truffles when he heard footsteps. Looking up, his mouth dropped wide open.

      Heidi was wearing wildly sexy lingerie—all black, satin, and lace. The sheer bra cupped her breasts, which had swelled in size since having Isaac, and almost revealed the pink nipples he liked so much. There was an inch of fabric covering her crotch, and what a tantalizing inch it was. She had even put on five-inch leather heels.

      She turned around and revealed her pert ass, which had a thin thong strip running between its cheeks.

      “Oh, damn,” he whispered.

      He wanted to grab that ass, run his hands over those thighs, and press his face to the prize between them. Bradley stood up and moved towards the woman he loved, wanting to kiss every inch of her perfect body.

      “Uh-uh,” she said, holding out a finger and waggling it in his face. “Not yet.” She pivoted quickly on her heels, and over her shoulder, called back, “Follow me.”

      He did as he was told because, uh, duh, look at this woman—he’d follow her instructions to the end of the Earth. She guided him through the house, that ass bouncing up and down the whole time.

      Once, he reached out, just to grab a little piece of it, and she swatted him away. Looked like he was going to have to follow her achingly slow lead, no matter how hard he’d become with the teasing.

      Heidi strode up the stairs and Bradley gulped, worrying he wouldn’t make it all the way to the bedroom. At the top of the stairs, she stopped and wiggled her hips.

      “Now can I touch?” he managed. “Please?”

      “Not yet,” she said with a smirk. She turned around to face him and sat down on the top of the stairs, arching her back. “I’m gonna make you beg.”

      She slipped two fingers into her mouth, then traced them down her collarbone, over her satin-sheathed nipples, did a loop around her belly button, and finally plunged them into her underwear, beginning to touch herself.

      Heidi set to work, thighs straining, making herself moan. Bradley panted; he wanted to do that, all that and more, until every piece of her body heaved with desire. She took her fingers out of her panties, and while licking them clean, stood up, and continued walking.

      He followed her, obedient like a dog, until they arrived in their master suite. Bradley looked around the room, dazed, and noticed rose petals and candles. At some point—who knew when—she’d transformed their room into a romantic oasis. In the middle of the hardwood floor stood a single chair.

      “Sit,” she commanded, indicating the chair. He did so, unquestioning.

      She moved to the wall, fiddled with a few buttons, until suddenly a sexy R&B song came through the sound system.

      “I wanted to show you,” she said, slinking around his chair, “just how much I love you.”

      From behind the seat, she leaned close to his ear, and whispered, “Remember—no touching.”

      She came around to face Bradley, and he could feel himself flushing to the top of his forehead. His cock strained inside his pants.

      With painstaking slowness, Heidi reached behind her and unclasped her bra, releasing her perfect, bouncing breasts. She took her nipples in her fingers and squeezed them, even lifting one to her tongue and letting her mouth dance around it.

      Before he knew it, she was on her hands and knees, crawling towards him. She raised herself up until her breasts were at the height of his knees and spread his legs open, pressing herself between them. She brushed her tits over the insides of his thighs, and he wriggled, wanting desperately to touch her.

      Heidi shook her head; still no touching allowed. Deliberately, she tilted forward, until her mouth was positioned right over his hardened cock. She let her lips dangle open, so close that he could feel her hot breath through his pants.

      “Please,” he said simply.

      “Not yet,” she replied once more, and stood up.

      She turned around once more and hooked her fingers into the sides of her panties, then gradually tugged them down, past her ass and onto the floor.

      Now, wearing just high heels, she slunk back towards him, face flushed. She settled herself onto his lap, legs around the chair.

      Once more, she whispered into his ear, “No touching.”

      She began to slowly grind on him, letting his cock harden more and more, occasionally gyrating upward so that her nipple would graze his mouth.

      “Heidi,” he said huskily. “Please.”

      She looked him in the eyes, and at last relented. “Fuck me.”

      He needed no further encouragement. His hands locked around her thighs and pulled her closer to him as she swiftly pulled off his pants.

      Seconds later, he was inside of her, thrusting deeply, her inner walls clenching around him, wanting all of him.

      Bradley gasped, overwhelmed with sensation and the intensity of his love for the woman in his arms. Brimming with desire, he slapped her ass, and raked his fingernails across her back—he knew how much she liked that.

      Sensing that Heidi was approaching her peak, Bradley increased the speed of his thrusts, stroking her clit with his free hand. A minute later, Heidi cried out, and he kissed her fervently as they climaxed together, plunging over the edge into breathless, delirious ecstasy.

      He held her close, enjoying the aftershocks of Heidi’s orgasm as she pulsed around him.

      After a long moment, he broke the silence.

      “That was—”

      “Fucking hot,” she interrupted with a grin. “Let’s do it again.”

      He hefted her into the air and threw her on the bed, prepared to revel in a day of Christmas miracles.
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      The big debate had been whether or not to get Isaac a babysitter. Heidi had desperately wanted him to see his dad play, but Bradley had insisted that it would just be too loud on the sidelines.

      “Can’t we just get him baby ear mufflers? He’ll look so cute,” Heidi had pleaded with a cute grin.

      At last, Bradley had relented; she was just too convincing when she put on that smile.

      So, that morning, the family got ready together. Bradley mentally prepped and did some light stretching, while Heidi handled the fussing baby. Ordinarily, Bradley was the one who would’ve intervened when Isaac started gurgling with frustration, but today wasn’t an ordinary day. Today was Bradley’s second Super Bowl.

      His last season had been good. No, better than good. It had been great. The media had praised him every which way they knew how, and teams had wooed him with dozens of gifts and invitations to exclusive events. And he was proud of that, sure, but he felt even then like he could too better. Or, more accurately, like all that he’d accomplished hadn’t really happened to him, as if he’d just been the conduit for athletic prowess.

      Now, though, with Heidi and Isaac at his side, he finally got it, that feeling of absolute invincibility. What was a team of 250-pound linebackers compared to a screaming baby? Having found value for himself in a place besides football, he was able to actually appreciate the game. By taking the pressure off the sport—of having to win to validate his own self-worth—he had improved by light-years. Nobody had thought it possible, himself included.

      But there he was, breaking every record in the book, and doing it with style.

      Heidi had watched him soar to new heights with a ferocious pride. Of course she was happy that her boyfriend was the most famous football player in the world, no point denying it. But what really made her ego burst was seeing with what diligence he trained, how he never took any shortcuts. Heidi was thrilled their son would have such a good example of what it meant to work honestly.

      The family piled into their SUV and set off toward the stadium. Luckily, the Bowl was a home game, which meant it wouldn’t interrupt baby Isaac’s routine too much—no plane flights or anything like that. When they arrived, Heidi and Bradley shared a quick kiss goodbye, and he rubbed their child’s head for good luck before walking off to the locker rooms.

      The next time she saw him, he was emerging onto the field, to a crowd who chanted his name.

      She leaned in towards Isaac and whispered, “They’re cheering for Daddy.”

      The baby gurgled; had he understood? Heidi hoped so. By the time he was old enough to understand the gravity of the game, Bradley would probably have retired.

      She straightened Isaac’s baby Eels jersey, a miniature copy of the same one she wore; the paparazzi had started flashing lights in their direction.

      Those flashes, which once would’ve scared her, were now welcomed. After all, the more pictures of her family taken, the better. She would scrapbook them one day.

      The game started, and Heidi’s heart began pounding simultaneously. She’d never watched any sport so close to the field of play, let alone one where her boyfriend was the leading man. Nerve-wracking would be an understatement.

      But on the field, Bradley wasn’t experiencing those same nerves. No, he was in the damn zone. It was like Heidi and Isaac were his talisman, protecting him from distraction. He executed every play to the letter, and at halftime, inspired the team with a fierce pep talk which made his coach proud.

      Bradley, already a legend by this point, was reminding the general public that not only had he been this good, he would stay this good. He scored two touchdowns, and was the major assist on another. They made every kick they were granted. Their colors, blue and gold, waved madly in the stands, like a wave at sunset.

      By the fourth quarter, Bradley had led the team to a guaranteed win. Sportscasters had been predicting a wipeout since the matching was announced a few weeks back, but this—this was a massacre.

      There were only seconds left on the clock, and the opponents had been thrashed, to the point where one or two were throwing a fit on the field, demanding they just admit defeat already, rather than suffer any more humiliation. Bradley knew the Eels didn’t need another point, but he wanted to get it for them, anyway.

      The team gathered round, and he whispered the plan. There were a few raised eyebrows, but ultimately, all acquiesced quickly—their confidence in him was total. Why shouldn’t it be? He’d already given them the game of a lifetime. Now they just needed to close it out with one more final kick in their opponents’ asses.

      And that’s how Bradley helped his team score six more points, a cherry on top of their Super Bowl cake, in the closing moments of the game. The clock began, ten seconds left on its digital face, and his teammate snapped him a massive pass, which he caught. Bradley began running and running, starting at the 40th and not slowing down until he hit the other team’s end zone.

      He’d done it: Bradley Fox had led his team to a Super Bowl win, and not only that, but he’d scored the winning touchdown. The crowd went wild with screams of delight that seemed to shake the very ground he stood on.

      Heidi joined them in screaming with joy, and hugged their son close to her chest. They had done it; the Eels had won. Her boyfriend—and the team that she represented—had won. The next year was going to be awesome, surely filled with sponsorships, trips to exotic countries, you name it. The world opened up wide when you’d just won the Super Bowl.

      What couldn’t she and Bradley do together, as a team? Nothing, that’s what.

      Bradley was swarmed by a flock of journalists, anxious to query him about the win.

      “How’d ya do it again, Fox? What’s the big secret?” one shouted over the din.

      Bradley, the trophy in his hand, used the large, golden cup to part the sea of reporters, and called out, “Heidi! Come here!”

      Somehow, even over the cacophony, she heard him, and she trotted out with the baby onto center field. The reporters, in a rare show of decency, were careful not to jostle Isaac. At last, she reached Bradley, and leaned in close.

      “I love you,” she said in a voice too low for the media to catch. She’d needed to congratulate him privately for just a moment, to make something that could be theirs alone.

      “I love you, too,” he replied, then pulled back and turned to face the reporters.

      “These,” he said, indicating Heidi and Isaac, “are my lucky charms. They’re the ones who clinched our victory, not me.”

      He nuzzled the top of Isaac’s head, and the cameras flashed again and again.

      Suddenly, Bradley was looking deep into Heidi’s eyes, and sliding to one knee. A wall of silence seemed to coalesce around them, so that she was able to hear him and him alone.

      “Heidi,” he began, “I can’t live without you. I don’t want us to be apart ever again. I think I knew that from the moment I met you, though it took me a while to realize that.”

      She laughed, knowing that was too true.

      He continued, “You and Isaac are the most important people in my life. Winning a Super Bowl is cool and all, but the family we’ve created puts this whole game to shame. Together, the three of us, we’re pure magic.”

      At that, he reached into the pocket of the jacket his coach had flung round his shoulders (the whole team knew about his big plan), and pulled out a tiny black velvet box.

      Heidi gasped. Logically, she’d understood what the “one knee” had meant, but seeing that tiny box in those huge hands suddenly made it all real. Unable to help herself, she began to cry tears of pure happiness and joyous surprise.

      “Are you okay?” he asked with concern.

      “Shut up and keep going!” she replied giddily.

      He chuckled boisterously, and popped open the lid of the box, revealing a ring big enough to be a Crown Jewel. Heidi’s eyes went wide.

      “Oh my God—”

      “Do you like it?”

      “Are you crazy? I fucking love it,” she cried, then covered her mouth, embarrassed to have sworn in front of so many cameras, but not really caring, either. To the reporters, she said, “Sorry, sorry! I meant, I totally love it.”

      Bradley, who had howled with laughter at her PR misstep, held her in his gaze, squeezed Isaac’s dangling foot, and at last asked, “Heidi, will you marry me?”

      “Yes, Bradley. Nothing in this lifetime could make me happier.”

      He rose from his knee and wrapped her and Isaac in a huge embrace. Overhead, the stadium’s mega-screen captured the proposal, to the delight of millions of fans, who hooted and hollered for the newly engaged couple.

      The embrace seemed to go on forever and ever, until at last they pulled away, and waved thanks to the screaming hordes. Hand in hand, they walked to the exit, up a few flights of stairs, and into a waiting helicopter.

      Safely in the copter, Bradley took Isaac from Heidi’s arms and lifted the baby high in the air.

      “Do you know,” he said, addressing their child, “that your mother agreed to marry me just now? Do you get what a big deal that is, little man? It’s pretty cool.”

      Heidi guffawed at his ever-present silliness.

      He turned to her and added, “Sorry it took me so long. I was waiting for the theatrics of the Super Bowl. Thought you might like that.”

      “I did, you big drama queen. I loved it,” she said and leaned in, kissing him full on the mouth. “And I love you.”

      The flight took them the scenic way, flying over the choppy oceans, swooping around skyscrapers, and soaring over sandy beaches, until finally, they landed on the edge of their property, on a huge grassy expanse that waved frenetically under the power of the chopper.

      They disembarked, thanking the pilot, and made their way inside. Home at last.

      The first order of business was putting Isaac to bed. He’d had a crazy day, and missed nap time, meaning the little one was tired out. Heidi and Bradley together took him to the nursery, and tucked him into bed. Bradley sang him a Hawaiian lullaby, something his mother had taught him when he was young, and that he hoped Isaac would pass down to his own children.

      Heidi flicked the nursery light switch off, and they exited, carefully shutting the door, making sure not to disturb their already sound-asleep baby. Once they were out of earshot, she turned to Bradley with a huge smile.

      “Well,” she asked coyly, “what shall we do now?”

      “Celebrate,” Bradley replied, and tugging her close, planted a kiss on her mouth. The kiss deepened, until he was holding the small of her back and dipping her low to the ground. “And love each other for the rest of our lives.”

      

      
        The End
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