Hard as they tried to take their time, the kebab was finally gone, and they arrived at the bus stop. Alexis unwillingly stopped there, and admired his much too attractive profile until he turned to face her. Then very bravely, she moved her eyes off him, and coughed in embarrassment.
“I’ll be all right now. I can take the bus from here. Thanks for the kebab. It was superb indeed,” she smiled.
“My pleasure. I’d love to say anytime, but…” he shrugged his shoulders, and sighed with disappointment.
“Who knows? Maybe when you’re back?”
“Maybe. Yes. For sure!” he looked up and nodded eagerly.
At the corner, the red, threatening silhouette of the bus appeared. She looked at him expectantly, and Nate leaned in close to her. With a slow thoroughness, he kissed her on the right cheek. Alex closed her eyes and instinctively leaned in to him. Nate wasn’t going to draw back. He smoothed his lips along the line of her profile with pleasure, until he reached her mouth. He waited a little, then, taking Alexis’ lustful sigh as an affirmation, kissed her firmly on the lips. The desire burst inside him at once, just like a wild flame. Folding his fingers into hers, he pulled her to him eagerly, and held her tight. Alex willingly surrendered to the unexpected attack, and not only her lips, but her whole being melted into that kiss. She enjoyed it, and the lustful pleasure made her shiver. Somehow it all felt inexplicably right and natural between them. She opened her eyes, and with enlarged pupils and a surprised admiration, she stared at the boy. Nate also looked at her, filled with emotion, gasping heavily. There was some magic, some secret in the air. A beginning. There was no time for more, however, as the bus, oblivious to them, had already come to a halt at the bus stop. Nate unwillingly took a step back to let her pass. Their fingers parted, Alex’s gaze drifted away. She made a start for the bus, and was already standing on the step, when he woke up from his dreamlike state, and shouted, “And what if I write to you? Would that be okay?”
She turned back, dreamily smoothed her lower lip still bloated with the wild kiss. She nodded with a smile, but her answer went unnoticed as the door of the bus closed on her, and the bus began to leave the stop. Pressing her forehead against the window, she stared back in the direction of the bus stop for a long time. Nathaniel had still not moved. He remained staring at the departing bus until it turned round the corner, and they lost sight of each other at last. It was to be a long time, some four years, until they would meet again.
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Alexis opened the envelope with care, and playfully peeked inside.
“Come on, open it!” Ronnie urged, laughing. “I’ve told you it’s not a big deal. Just a little nothing for your birthday.”
“But my birthday has long since passed,” she teased.
“Your birthday was a week ago. It’s not my fault you didn’t come home earlier, being so busy that you don’t even have time to celebrate your own birthday!”
Inside the living room, Veronic was sitting in an armchair, propped up on all sides with cushions, but the wheelchair was also nearby. She was having a good day. She felt strong enough to even go for a short walk in the morning, for which she was accompanied by her dad.
Her illness was progressing much more slowly than normal. This may have been to do with the dedicated and thorough massages with which her sister had been insistently torturing her for many years. Although Alexis had recently become a university student and now only came home at weekends, their relationship was just as close-knit as before, despite meeting less often. Sometimes it even happened during the week that if Alex couldn’t come, Ronnie would order a taxi and would go to see her sister in her student lodgings. At other times, Alexis would drop into the family home to say a quick hello to her dad, greet her mum if she was in, and then she would already be on her way upstairs to Veronic’s room. She folded out the medical mat, put healing oils on her hands and began to knead Veronic’s meagre little body, putting straight into practice what she had freshly mastered at the human kinesiology lectures at the medical university. Ronnie didn’t specifically ask her to do this, but she didn’t protest either. She knew her sister was doing this as a sign of affection and gentle care, so she had appreciated it from the very start. And then, as Alex got more and more skilled, the treatments had become more and more professional, and in time they both realised with amazement that the massage did yield results. The illness wasn’t completely irreversible or curable, but with the right treatment, muscular dystrophy could significantly be decelerated. The palpable outcome was that Ronnie had a lot more better days, and much less worse ones. So Alex didn’t let herself be talked out of the treatments, and continued the sessions with perseverance and enthusiasm – since this was what they jokingly called the massage. The past week had indeed been unusual as due to Alexis’ busy schedule they hadn’t seen each other for a full week. Of course, she knew that her younger sister’s reproach was not to be taken seriously, and that she would never hold it against her that she wasn’t spending enough time with her – even if she had a reason for it. They knew each other too well, and their sisterly love was too strong to get upset about issues like that. Also, since Ronnie had turned 17, and became a student of St. Andrew’s, she had become much busier as well. Regarding her illness, they had made it possible for her to only attend school twice a week, and the rest of the time she was to spend at home, studying. But even that had brought a big change into her old life when, as a private student, she had hardly ever left her house and had no friends. She was a kind and intelligent young girl. Knowing her pleasant nature, Alex never doubted for a moment that as soon as Ronnie was with people, they would come to like her, and she would find friends. Elisabeth Woodville was against the plan that Veronic should attend a school outside their home. She might have given in to her mother’s pressure, but Alex remained very determined about the issue. Since she could see that Ronnie also liked the idea, she openly opposed her mother, and wasn’t going to stop until Ronnie was enrolled at St. Andrew’s. Thanks to the new company and the massages, she began to blossom, and although she hadn’t been sad before either, since she began to regularly spend time out, a new era had started in her life. She had her hair cut short like a tomboy, which gave a new charm to her childlike face. Only the close relationship between the sisters had remained unshaken.
She looked at her sister naughtily, and slowly pulled two tickets out of the yellow envelope. She twisted them around her fingers for a while, then looked at Ronnie with amazement.
“Football tickets? To the Bradford match? For me?”
“For you and Nick, of course. Or don’t you like football anymore? If I remember correctly, you also played for a while, didn’t you?”
Ronnie looked at her in expectation, eyebrows up. At first Alexis didn’t even know how to respond. Yes, she still liked football, but she hadn’t attended a match for… who knew how long. Recently she had been much too busy for things like that. And Dominic belonged to the group of a few young men who were not in the slightest bit thrilled about football, so whenever they organised something together, it never came up as an option. Her own short, but all the more eventful high school football career now remained in the back of her mind as a blurred memory, and she made sure never to bring it up again.
Now, looking at the tickets she heaved a deep sigh, then pulled a smile.
“When was that, sis? It may never have been true.”
“I can very much remember it still. It was only four years ago,” she noted, sounding smart.
“What was four years ago?” enquired James Woodville, who had just stepped into the living room with a newspaper in his hand.
He kissed Ronnie on the forehead, then stepped up to Alex and held his cheek to her for a kiss.
“We were saying,” she started, “that Alex also played football at high school.”
“Good heavens!” James said, lifting his eyes to the sky. “Don’t even remind me! How could you not find a decent female sport?”
“And what would that be, do you think? Embroidery or crocheting?”
Alex glanced at her father haughtily, and he returned her gaze while furrowing his brow, but wasn’t really able to force seriousness into his voice.
“Female bloody football! You don’t want to start over, do you?”
“No dad, don’t work yourself up,” she laughed a bit more permissively.
“Why are you talking about it, then?”
“Ronnie has given me football tickets for my birthday,” she said waving the tickets in the air.
“Now, that’s something. To which match?”
“Bradford Stadium. The Champions’ League qualifier.”
James’ eyes began to glitter. Although he was primarily enthused by polo and cricket, he also enjoyed high-quality football. And Bradford was one of the top teams in the English Premier League, and what was more, they had even won the previous year’s league championship.
“Who are they playing?”
“Dortmund.”
“I’ll come with you if you want it,” he said, blinking at her.
“No, dad!” Ronnie interrupted with her unusual vehemence. “Alex is going with Dominic. Or the gift will be taken back.”
He lifted his hands in defence, and left the room laughing.
“All right, all right. Don’t bite my head off.”
When he had left, Ronnie continued somewhat more gently.
“You’d better get used to Bradford Stadium anyway, because unless I’m mistaken, you’ll be there quite frequently in the future.”
“Yes, but only on professional grounds. Only due to the physiotherapy course.”
“Same difference,” Ronnie agreed. “Besides, these are very special tickets, Alex.”
“Are they?” she turned to face her sister playfully. “And what kind are they?”
“Well… unique ones. Have a closer look!”
Alex took the tickets into her hands once again, and studied them more thoroughly. Now she could also see that they were not just for the row directly behind the teams’ benches, but they were valid even for the VIP lounge.
“What the heck, Ronnie! You must be out of your mind! Didn’t you say you were giving me just a little nothing? These must have cost you a fortune. You really shouldn’t have…”
“Come off it! You’re only 21 once. This is something special, Alex. We have to celebrate it! I hope you are happy,” she said with excitement, studying her sister’s face eagerly.
Alex ran to her, sat down next to her and hugged her.
“Of course I am. How can you ask that? But if you surprise me with such expensive presents, what can I give you for your birthday? Are you perhaps pining for a pony in secret?”
“Stop it!” she said shaking her head indignantly.
Alex kissed her cheek, then put her head on her younger sister’s thin shoulder. Ronnie lovingly stroked her long hair, which still had its brilliant auburn shade, but now instead of the natural waves of the high school madcap, it was all straightened carefully. She was past 21, and had become quite an attractive young woman. Her dressing style was still on the sporty, casual side: her favourite pieces were jeans and simple T-shirts. Of course, she paid more attention to her thick hair now than before, and lately she had begun to use makeup. With her full lips, her open and happy smile, slim build and picturesque, reddish crown of hair she often attracted people’s attention without having to do anything special to gain it.
She was about 19 when a middle-aged, well-dressed stranger addressed her in a fast food restaurant, and stuck a business card into her hand. He said he was an agent working in the beauty industry. He saw a lot of potential in Alex and predicted an auspicious modelling career for her; she just had to call him on the phone. She gazed at him for a while in surprise, then, amazed, laughed out loudly. As he pressed his point further, saying she could make good money as a model, especially if she wasn’t too choosy about commissions, she began to laugh even harder. The situation became more and more embarrassing, so Alex decided to cut the conversation short. In a friendly way she told the man that she wasn’t in need of money as her parents were rich, and her pocket money was more than she could spend. She had no intention of working as a model. She had other plans. And anyway, she would have driven any photographer crazy with her twitchy behaviour. The man stared at her agasp, then left her, shaking his head.
After this incident, she studied herself in the mirror for a long time, even experimented with her face by putting on a lot of makeup. Then remarked matter-of-factly that the man actually had a point. From then on, she began to focus a bit more on her appearance. She took better care of her hair, and dressed in a more feminine way. Smiling at herself, she decided to keep modelling as a plan B in case her career in medicine didn’t work out. This time, however, she said nothing to Ronnie about the issue. Not that she had to fear Ronnie being jealous of her, or anything like that. Still, she would have found it rather inappropriate to tackle the physical beauty she had been born with, when Veronic, due to her illness, looked a lot less mature than she really was. Yet, Ronnie openly and regularly admired her stunningly beautiful sister — as she called her — and loved to comb her hair. She created pretty hairdos for her when Alex had to make an appearance somewhere posh.
The fact that Ronnie stubbornly insisted on her going to the match with Dominic, made her smile. It was actually logical that she go with him. Who else would she take if not her boyfriend? But the way her sister, four years her junior was nourishing her private relationship with Nick with such worry, was a little unusual. She knew Ronnie was driven by good intentions, because she could see that the two of them had spent very little time together lately. And she also knew that often, when Alex could have been with Nick, she just chose to come over and give her a massage, or simply dropped in for a chat. She was sure the gift was Ronnie’s humble support to help her and Nick spend some undisturbed time together. Alex and Nick… If anybody had asked how long they had been going out exactly, she couldn’t have responded, no matter how hard she tried. Very rarely, though, it crossed her mind what if they had been born like this. Could it be, that she and this neighbour boy had been an item back in nursery, then in pre-school, and they had always been in this state, without ever making it official?
“The match is next Saturday. Don’t forget!” came Ronnie’s pleasant, chirpy voice, distracting her musings.
“And what if Nick can’t make it? If he’s busy?” she asked the question, teasing.
Veronic closed her eyes, and shook her head slowly, with an authority that suggested she knew something.
“That won’t happen,” she said firmly. “I asked him on the phone before I bought the tickets.”
“You are one dangerous woman, that’s all I can say.” Alex laughed so loudly that the whole house echoed with her voice, then she gave her sister an affectionate hug once more.
#
One week later, on Saturday afternoon, Alex and Nick were standing at the VIP entrance to Bradford Stadium, holding the gift tickets, waiting to be let in. Only 500-600 exclusive tickets were sold for the bigger matches, and most of them ended up with the sponsors anyway, so there wasn’t such a big crowd at this gate as the other ones. Soon they were inside the elegantly furnished VIP lounge, where the carefully arranged welcome drinks were waiting for the arriving guests. The huge room had a glass wall on the side of the grandstand, offering a direct view to whatever was happening on the pitch and in the rest of the stadium. Along the walls of the room, cream-coloured leather settees were positioned, with small tables in-between. Each of the round tables were covered with snow-white cloths, and they were numbered too, so the smiling hostesses positioned at the entrance were able to direct the guests to their tables immediately. Alex studied the gigantic black-and-white photos decorating the walls. They depicted superstars of old in their original outfits, and football shoes which looked quite funny to viewers of today. The buffet row was positioned in the middle of the room, laid with all kinds of delicacies for starters. The elegant counter with its colourful offer of drinks was delicately in line with the glass wall of the lounge. Thanks to the countless large-screen televisions, even people who didn’t feel like leaving the pleasant room during the game, were able to follow the events. It was also quite usual that inside the VIP compartment, footballers of the past and prominent players of the present would make an appearance. The club’s leadership and employees often spent time there too, so Alex wasn’t at all surprised when Nick, returning with two drinks from the bar nudged her side, and without caring to show good manners, pointed to the balding middle-aged man standing by the bar, just a few footsteps away from them.
“Look at that bloke. There, by the counter.”
Alex looked at the drinks in his hands and chose wine over orange juice. While taking the glass from Nick, she at once pressed down his inappropriately pointing right hand.
“Stop pointing so obviously! They’ll think we are groupies, or something like that.”
“Sorry,” he laughed. “So, that guy there, the baldy one. I know him from somewhere. I think I have seen him on TV a few times. He must be a politician or something.”
Alex turned her head too, then sipping on her wine, gave a reserved response.
“Who? Bobby Lane? The legendary defender of Bradford, who was a champion at least six times with the team, and won the Champions’ League in the 90s?”
Dominic looked at her, his mouth open in surprise, then he began to laugh. He reached out and messed up her hair in a way her dad would tease her, or at the very least, a brother.
“I always forget what a football expert you are.”
“Hey! My hair!” Alex said with seriousness, but she also burst into laughter.
She knew exactly that Nick wasn’t interested in football, and sports weren’t his thing in general, so he couldn’t place the face that by all means any five-year-old would have recognised. Of course, if the man had been a Nobel-prize winning researcher, or a doctor, or perhaps a writer, Nick wouldn’t have mistaken him for a politician. It was clear to her that Nick only came to Bradford Stadium for her sake, so that they could celebrate her birthday together, but he himself would never have come up with this idea for a gift. Dominic soon lost interest in the ex-football star, and they changed the subject of their conversation to university issues. They had piled a few cold snacks onto their plates from the buffet, but since neither of them was particularly hungry, they agreed to go upstairs for dinner during halftime. From outside, a roar was heard, indicating that the teams were marching out onto the pitch, and the spectators began to comment on the names of the domestic team members with loud cheers. They quickly downed their glasses, and left to find their places on the grandstand before the match kicked off. Alex took the lead, and holding the tickets in front of her, looked for the numbers. They made their way ahead, stepping lower and lower onto the grandstand. She looked back at Nick in uncertainty. He also found the situation strange, but only pulled his shoulders up in response. Finally, they reached the second row, where there were indeed a few seats still untaken.
“10 and 11,” Alex murmured half loudly, pointing to their seats.
By the time they were finally seated, the commentator had long since finished listing the away side’s players’ names. They were about two steps from the bench, one row above it. Alex looked around.
“Wow! That Ronnie’s really something, isn’t she? Here I feel like I’m the coach. As if I was also on the pitch. This is a superb place! We can see everything right up close.”
She turned to the side and smiled at Nick enthusiastically. He smiled back, and with a little less thrill, told her he agreed.
It was a heated, intense kind of game, and they were hardly midway through the first half when the referee began to give out yellow cards, one after the other. In the 30th minute, Dortmund’s defence came under pressure and the ball was kicked far out of the pitch, so Bradford was allowed a throw-in from the side of the benches. A domestic player – in the dark blue jersey labelled number 9 – conveniently jogged away from the edge of the pitch, and came a bit closer to the benches, making the ball boy’s job a bit easier as he ran off to get the ball. The team members who stood close, took the opportunity to grab one of the water bottles lying by the edge of the pitch, and take a gulp. Number 9 with the dark hair and tall posture wiped his sweaty forehead into his jersey, and straightened himself. Putting his hands on his hips, he waited for the ball’s return. As he turned towards the grandstand, the concentration was visible in his eyes. For just a little while, though. Because shortly after, his facial expression suddenly changed; he at first looked amazed, then shocked. His whole physique froze still. It seemed like he had fallen out of his role, and his spirit briefly let his body down. Exactly the same thing happened to Alexis. She was too paralysed to move, even forgot to close her mouth as she stared at Bradford’s number 9, whose petrified gaze fell on hers.
“Hey! Hey!”
From the bench and the pitch, impatient cries were heard, making number 9 finally look up and shake his head as if trying to chase away a bad vision. He cast another short glance at the second row of seats to the left from the bench, then waved to the boy to throw the ball. He turned towards the pitch, and more powerlessly than usual, threw the ball in. With glassy eyes, Alex articulated the word written on the back of the jersey: “Cruz”. She quickly covered her mouth with her hand, and made a soundless cry. She turned to the side to see how Nick was reacting to this, but he didn’t seem to notice anything, nor did any of the 25 thousand supporters in the stadium. Dominic was busy reading a small medical publication which he had fished out of his pocket about fifteen minutes into the game. He only glanced up from it for seconds, whenever there was a roar from the crowd as a reaction to something interesting in the game.
Alexis turned back to the pitch, and began to look for number 9. The more she focused on him, the more obvious it became whom she was seeing. She had no doubt, and now she didn’t even understand how it was possible that she hadn’t recognised Nathaniel earlier. True, the players looked very much alike in their jerseys, all covered with sweat. His appearance had also changed a lot since high school. His hair had been trimmed Iroquois style, spiky on both sides, and in the middle, due to the application of some strong gel, it stood erect. What was more, it was bleached. His face, however – as much as she could tell from the distance – hadn’t changed much. It may have looked more determined, with his features appearing stronger, but this, of course, could have been attributed to his present physical exertions. She also noticed that Nathaniel occasionally glanced in her direction, which was definitely affecting his concentration in a bad way. No doubt, he had also recognised her.
After a few more minutes of struggling, she jumped up from her seat.
“I need to pop outside. I’ll be back in a sec”, she said to Nick.
“Okay,” he turned to her, giving her a quick smile.
She was on her way up the steps, as quickly as she could. As she left the stadium, she stopped and leaned against the wall. Thoughts were raging inside her head. How had Nathaniel got into the Bradford team? Wasn’t he contracted to Stafford? She had read in a newspaper years before that the twenty-year-old had joined a team in Nottingham. Of course, that would have been at least two years ago, and Alex had recently given up following football-related news. Being such a big promise during his high school years, it seemed very possible that a top club like Bradford would have signed him since then. So his dream of becoming a professional had come true! She was surprised and immensely upset by this new encounter after four years, although practically nothing had happened between them back then. There was no chance, as Nathaniel had had to leave St. Andrew’s right after they had met. And it was a fact – she reminded herself coldly – that she had heard nothing from him since. There hadn’t been a letter, a phone call, or anything. Of course, what did she expect? By now, Nathaniel Cruz had become an idolised football star. Why would he remember her from all the girls he had met in his life?
She breathed out determinedly, and went into one of the women’s toilets. She sprinkled cold water on her face, fixed her makeup a little. Then, after forcing herself to calm down, she went back to Dominic and took her place once again next to him.
“Where have you been so long? You missed a brilliant goal. Bradford’s leading one nil,” Nick said enthusiastically.
Alex was ready to snap back, asking him how he had known about the goal, having been buried in a book the whole time through, instead of following the game. But she thought the better of it. She just smiled, heaved a big sigh and replied, “Say no more. I bet it was scored by Nathaniel Cruz.”
“Y…yes, I think so,” he responded uncertainly. Then, putting his hand on her shoulder, he pulled her to him. “You are a real expert, Alex. I’m impressed.”
At halftime they went back to the VIP lounge, which was now full of guests, and had dinner. Alex was absent-mindedly piling food onto her plate, absorbed in her thoughts, while Nick carefully prepared himself a nice dinner plate from the abundantly laid buffet table. As they took their place, they began to talk. Or, rather, Nick was guiding the conversation, because Alex was in an unusually pensive mood, and she only responded with brief acknowledgements. She listlessly tossed the small salmon and tuna bites around her plate, and it took her an eternity to chew an olive off the tooth pick.
“What’s wrong? Are you not hungry?” Nick asked after a while, with his eyebrows pulled up questioningly.
“No, not really,” she replied.
“What a shame! The buffet is excellent.”
“I know, but somehow… I simply have no appetite,” she shrugged.
“I don’t think Ronnie would be happy if she knew,” Nick remarked jokingly, at which Alex cast a serious glance at him.
“It’s just as well she doesn’t,” she responded slowly, and gave him a harsh look.
“You think I’m so bad?” he asked.
A little later, when the waitress had given them one of their refills, he turned to Alex again, with a friendly voice.
“Have you seen that strange glass cage there, on the other side of the room?”
“What?” Alex faced him incredulously.
“There’s a passage leading there past the steps, behind the bar. It must be something like a grandstand, because its wall is made of glass from floor to ceiling. It feels really weird standing there. Feels like standing in the air. Do you have vertigo?”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” she said impatiently, and took a big gulp from her glass.
“What’s wrong with you, Alex? Is everything okay?”
Alexis suddenly felt ashamed, and at once changed to a more reconciling tone.
“I’m sorry. I have no clue either… But I’ll pull myself together, I promise. You know, what? When the game is over, on our way out, we will have a look in the glass cage, okay?”
“Of course, as you wish,” he agreed.
During the second half, Alexis concentrated more fully on the match. She even tried to joke with Nick, who put away his book guiltily, and made an attempt to follow the game. It wasn’t easy for anybody, though. To make things worse, number 9 seemed to be doing more poorly during the second half. Instead of kicking the ball, his foot went straight into someone’s calf from the opposing team, for which he was given a yellow card. The referee gave him a serious warning that a red card would follow that. The manager replaced him in the 75th minute, possibly to protect him from such serious sanctions. Completely out of his nature, Cruz didn’t even sit on the bench, but left the pitch and made his way towards the changing rooms. The final score was 2:1 to the home team, and this happy outcome caused the hard-core supporters to manifest their appreciation at the top of their lungs, from the grandstand all the way to the bus stop.
They stood up from their seats and were on their way out, when Dominic turned back.
“I’m thirsty. Shall we go back into the lounge for a drink? And of course, there’s also the dessert stand. Or would you rather go home now?”
Nick winked at her naughtily, referring to her well-known obsession with sweets.
“Sure, let’s go back if you want to drink,” she responded languidly.
He nodded, then started up the stairs. As they entered the room and saw the hustle around the buffet, Alex suggested they first have a look at the glass cage Nick had talked about. He agreed, then said that Alex should go on ahead while he got something for both of them to drink. She walked past the bar, and her gaze fell on a notice at one of the doors that said “private”. She stepped into the glass-walled room, which happened to be a closure to the VIP lounge. There was nobody in there. The whole thing was like a platform, a little protrusion from the wall of the building, offering a great view over the whole stadium. Alex walked up to the opposite wall, and, pressing her forehead against the glass, looked outside. It felt like she was a captive inside a huge see-through balloon floating over the stadium. This somehow filled her with a pleasant feeling, even though her heart was beating fast. Much faster than she had been used to during the past four years. She lifted her hands, and pressed her palms against the glass next to her face. She paused and waited for Dominic to arrive with the drinks.
#
After Nathaniel Cruz had left the pitch, he went straight to the dressing rooms. One of the physiotherapists stood up from the bench to assist him, but Nathaniel waved him away, so he sat back down. Nate charged down the corridor to the dressing rooms without looking left or right. He kicked the door open in a temper, and threw himself on the bench. He was full of rage, but whether it was the result of the substitution, or something completely different, he couldn’t tell for sure. He placed his forehead into his palms and rubbed his pulsing temple for a while, trying to convince himself that the reason for his feeling upset was the yellow card. He took off his shoes, then got out of his wet jersey too. Hearing the noise of feet coming from the hall, he tried to move faster. He wanted to disappear into the shower as soon as possible. He could guess who was following him there, but he had no intention of speaking to anyone. Not even to Luis, even though he wasn’t only his cousin and agent, but his best friend. They shared a great understanding, even though – or for the very reason that – Luis was ten years his senior. Their friendship started way back in Nathaniel’s childhood, when they spent a lot of time together. He was the son of Manuel Cruz’s sister, and as a child he had spent every school holiday with Nate’s family. It was their shared passion for football that really kept them together. Luis never had to say too much, they understood each other from half words. To Nathaniel, Luis was like a brother or a father figure. However, in his present gloomy state, Nathaniel didn’t even wish for his company. He’d rather have stayed alone with his anger. He was already standing under the shower, when his cousin stuck his head of short, curly black hair through the door, and looked around. He could hear the water running, thought for a while, then exhaled loudly, and left the changing room again. Nate let the hot, then ice-cold water beat down on him for a good fifteen minutes. Memories of four years before suddenly flooded his mind; memories that had bothered him very rarely in recent times. There was a time he had been quite heartbroken because of a past disappointment, but he had been only eighteen back then, and the passing of time seemed to have healed the wound in a benevolent way. Now, though, everything had come back to life in his memory, and his damaged self-esteem ached as he relived the unpleasant memories.
He finished his shower and got dressed. He put on jeans, trainers and a hooded top, and rolled a checked scarf around his neck. He searched in his sports bag for an oversized headset, and placed it over his ears. He vaguely remembered that he still had a sponsorship meeting scheduled for that night, where he would have to pose next to a hybrid wonder-vehicle for a few clicks. For this reason, it didn’t really matter what he wore, as they would have him get changed, so that his looks would go with the concept of the car manufacturer. The match had come to an end, and his team members began to file into the dressing room. From here and there, he was patted on the shoulder by his teammates in appreciation, and as he was about to go, Luis stepped into the changing room. He shook hands with a few people, then stepped up to him, and took some time to study his face.
“Everything okay?”
“Yes,” Nate said dryly.
“Great game – except for your last move,” Luis noted with a naughty grin on his face.
“I was an idiot. It was my fault,” said Nate, pulling up his shoulders.
“Ponti was bursting with anger just before,” he nodded towards the hallway, referring to the manager’s mood.
“I can imagine that!” Nate snorted. “I’ll go and talk to him before we leave,” and with that, he made his way towards the door.
“Good idea… but Nate!”
“What?” he turned back.
“Don’t forget about the photo shoot tonight.”
“I know. I didn’t forget.”
“Okay. I definitely must speak to Peterson about next week’s test. I think he’s our man. I’ll be seeing him upstairs in the lounge in ten minutes. You go there too, okay?”
“All right,” he responded, and stepped into the hall.
Jonas Ponti, the aged manager of Bradford, approached him with a face red with anger. About five minutes later, their tempers had cooled a bit. Nathaniel knew that he had tackled the striker too hard, and that the card was deserved, so he didn’t even try to reduce his responsibility. Anyway, he wanted to get away as soon as possible. As a way to say goodbye, Ponti patted him on the face, and in a more conciliatory tone, congratulated him, as it was without doubt Cruz’s goal that had helped the team take the lead.
Nathaniel started walking down the hall, and on his way to the lift he passed one of his team mates, who was giving an interview to Sport 2. Another reporter turned to him with hope in his eyes, pushing the microphone under his nose. The cameraman zoomed in on him. Nate forced himself to calm down, removed the headset from his ears and smiled into the evening sports news. The interview lasted for no more than a few minutes, and after they had said goodbye, he rushed away. He didn’t need to wait long, the lift had already arrived. He stepped inside, and his gaze swept all the buttons. Parking area, fitness, massage, exit, shopping centre, VIP lounge. He pressed the top one, then, closing his eyes, he inhaled deeply. He had a strange feeling. Suddenly, the sight of Alexis again had shaken him a lot more than was reasonable. As a matter of fact, he was even happy he had a scheduled programme for the evening, and didn’t have much time to brood over things. He knew fine well how important these meetings with the sponsors were from the aspect of his career. Like any successful sportsman – be it a footballer, a golfer or even a tennis player – getting paid by his club, or making money from competitions, only formed a minor part of his earnings. What mostly made a prosperous sportsman’s income was support from sponsors. The more successful and popular someone was in the circles of sports fans, the more requests and offers he got from top brand businesses. Nate’s star was rising higher and higher. This was signified by the fact that Luis hadn’t had to search for sponsors recently, but the illustrious firms approached him one by one to ask him to wear their trainers, to drive their cars, or wear their wristwatches. And when it came to marketing and PR, Luis was definitely a genius. He knew his trade very well, and even the photo shoot that was going to happen that night had been the fruit of his work. They had lately signed a three-year sponsorship deal with the famous sports car firm, and wanted to take the first test photos for the advertising campaign that day. Nathaniel often found these activities entertaining, but somehow that day he didn’t feel relaxed enough for the cosy posing session.
The lift door opened and he stepped into the VIP lounge. Looking around, he sighed deeply, then headed for the bar. A mother with her little son immediately rushed up to him to get their picture taken with him. Nate asked the boy’s name, and in a friendly way, he got down on his knees next to him for the photo. As the flash went, some people turned in their direction. At once, a few more fans had appeared with the idea of getting their photos taken with the star of Bradford. Nate gave high-fives to the kids with a smile and gave a few autographs too. So it took some time for him to get to the bar, where he ordered a bottle of mineral water from a girl who wore a big grin on her face, and with easily just one gulp, he drank it all. At that moment, he couldn’t see Luis anywhere. Dr Peterson, whom he was to meet, was a skilled dietitian. They needed his professional help to develop a new diet. Even as a child, Nathaniel was of a slim build. He was fast as lightening, and his ball technique was a treat to the eyes. His weight, though, had always been closer to the lower limit, so Bradford’s professional management had decided that he definitely needed to put on a few pounds to have a better chance in the long run against the much heavier and muscular defenders. It was about a few important details and the next week’s check that Luis had to meet the doctor, so Nathaniel prepared himself for a longer wait. He was aware of the fact that alcohol had an unfavourable effect on his reaction time, hand-eye coordination and balance, and it also reduced the stamina of the heart and the circulatory system, so during the football season he hardly ever touched it. Most professional footballers also kept themselves to this rule. At least, they did in the VIP lounge. From the other corner, a few team members beckoned to him, the ones who were injured or who had no deployment that day, so they were able to leave the dressing room earlier, and were now having a chat. Nate knew that the rest of them were only joining the others for dinner a bit later. He waved back, but chose not to go to them this time. He turned around and made his way for the glass room.
He entered, but was at once taken aback. His heart missed a beat at the sight of the auburn-haired, slim female figure with her back to him, with her forehead and a hand against the glass wall, as if trying to break out of a cage. He immediately recognised Alexis, but couldn’t make head nor tail of the situation. What could she be doing there? Had she come to see him? He wondered about these things in confusion. Since she still hadn’t turned back and seemed to be completely absorbed in her thoughts, Nathaniel had some time to study her. She was wearing rather tight jeans with a pair of knee-high brown boots. Her matching brown, lacy, knitted cardigan reached lower at the back than at the front, almost down to the curve of her knees. The colour of her hair kept changing at the touch of the sunrays exactly as charmingly as before. Except it was no longer so curly, maybe just a bit wavy.
“Beautiful,” the thought rushed through his mind unexpectedly, even though he had only seen her at that point from behind. A quiver ran through his stomach, and a strange weakness came over him. What he wanted the least, though, was to look faint. He breathed in deeply, and cleared his throat with confidence. At this, Alex came back from her musings, and slowly turned around. It hadn’t crossed her mind that someone other than Nick might have been standing behind her, so she began to speak even before she had fully turned around to face him.
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This was as far as she got by the time she had completely turned around, and found herself confronting a young man who was not Nick. Her face was such an intense display of utter shock and surprise, that it had immediately become obvious to Nate that Alexis had not come to see him; she wasn’t looking for him. It was a perfect surprise for both of them. For a few moments they stared dumbly at one another, then he spoke first, with a naughty grin on his lips.
“Indeed. I love to come here myself when the coast is clear.”
Alex slowly came to her senses too, and smoothed her hair back with trembling fingers. The sight was now much more breathtaking than it had been during the game. She stood dumbfounded and shook her head as if she still couldn’t believe her eyes. Very carefully, she also pulled a smile.
“Nathaniel Cruz. It’s you indeed. Wow! And in the Bradford team. Congratulations,” she nodded with genuine appreciation.
“So you still remember me?”
“How could I not remember you?” Alex went on, her voice becoming wobbly until she became more aware of herself and tried her best to seem as neutral as her throbbing heart allowed. “Although it was quite long ago we last met.”
“Four years ago,” he added coldly.
“Yes, it’s been four years. How time flies!” came her pensive reply, and she was unable to divert her eyes from Nathaniel’s face.”
“What are you doing here?” Nate asked, wrinkling his forehead.
“It’s simple,” she coughed, trying to find her voice again. “I got the ticket from my sister as a birthday gift. She knows I still like football.” She really hated that she had to blush as the last sentence left her lips.
She laughed out in agony, but felt very miserable in front of Nate’s eyes continuously examining her. Finally, she asked him the same question.
“And what are you doing here? I thought…I mean, I read years ago that you were playing with Stafford. I had no clue you had been signed by Bradford.”
Nathaniel didn’t doubt the truth in her words, and the fact that Alex hadn’t come to find him but that their encounter had taken place completely by accident, didn’t ease his otherwise upset state of mind.
“Yes, I was with Stafford until the end of winter. I have only been with Bradford for six months. You could say I am the new broom in the team.”
“Okay, so your dreams did come true. You’ve become a professional footballer. Of course, not that it surprises me. Your talent already stood out back in high school,” Alex said, smiling.
It was very hard to strike a neutral tone. In spite of herself, warmth and tenderness crept into her voice every time she talked to him, even though he seemed a lot more annoyed than kind. Still, Alex didn’t want to appear hurt or offended. He had promised her nothing, and owed her nothing. To be more specific, he had promised to write to her from Portugal. But did he promise that? That might have been an exaggeration. He shouted it once after her when she was already on the bus. They were almost kids back then, both of them. It couldn’t have been serious. That fact that she still felt a bit hurt by the issue was her own problem. She couldn’t blame an eighteen-year-old boy for not fulfilling a seventeen-year-old girl’s hopes. She tried to seem aloof and neutral, even though it was hard for her.
“Part of it did come true, I admit. But it doesn’t mean I’ll grow old at Bradford. I still have plans for the future.”
Alex was confused by the aggressive tone she sensed in his voice. His whole body language radiated restlessness. He began to walk up and down with anger, just like a puma locked in a cage, never diverting his eyes from her. This somehow didn’t remind her of the funny, sweet high school boy of four years ago, who was still alive in her memory. She began to wonder if it was success that had changed Nathaniel’s character so much. Four years before, he didn’t make the impression of a womaniser. Of course, a lot had changed since. By now, he must have got used to women swarming around him. After all, he wouldn’t be the first man affected by fame in a negative way. She decided to give the conversation another chance. She continued asking him questions in a friendly style.
“So you didn’t stay in Portugal very long.”
Nate paused and turned to face her. His gaze had become cold as ice, and tilting his head to the side, he studied her face, and the embarrassed smile on it. He didn’t get why she was smiling at him like that. Why was she trying to be kind to him, and why only now? Only because by now he had become a successful footballer? Because his name was well-known, and his image would often appear in magazines? The thought made him shiver. He didn’t want to believe that Alexis was so superficial. True, there was so little he knew about her. How long had they known each other before they parted? Two weeks? The recognition that he was actually facing a stranger had broken him. A beautiful and stunningly attractive person, but still, a stranger. He began to talk very slowly, sounding a little sad.
“I didn’t stay in Portugal very long. Shortly after we arrived, a division two side offered me a contract, then soon after I ended up in the first division. At the same time, U18 also beckoned, so things were becoming intense. I couldn’t do all of it together. The school, the team and the league. When Stafford contacted me, I came back at once. I took the rest of my exams, and focused squarely on playing.”
“Looks like it’s worked out.”
“Yeah, you could say that,” he noted phlegmatically, which again, Alex didn’t get. “And what about your plans? You wanted to be a doctor, if I remember correctly.”
She looked at him in wonder. Then, as she felt that Nate’s burning stare had been fixed on her too long, she turned her head.
“That’s right. I’m surprised you still remember that.”
Nate furrowed his brow as if trying to say something, but then thought the better of it. Alex also sensed that she had touched a sore spot, so she went on talking.
“I’m still working on it. I study at the medical university. I’m in my second year.”
“And what will you become after you graduate?”
“Oh, that will take a good long time yet, but… I hope to be a paediatrician.”
She didn’t want to add that she had also enrolled in the sports and medical physiotherapy course, and the leading medical physio of Bradford regularly lectured at the university. She had just remembered Dr Graham mentioning weeks before that thanks to his wonderful contacts, the whole group would be attending Bradford for physio practice from the end of the month. For a split second, she left her mouth open as she thought about what it might mean for her. With eyes wide in realisation, she looked at Nathaniel.
“Anything the matter?” he asked, still observing her.
Alex turned away to look out from the glass cage.
“Nothing,” she replied with a dying voice. “And… do you like it at Bradford? How long do you want to play here?”
Nate heaved a big sigh and pulled up his shoulders.
“The duration of my stay doesn’t just depend on me. Football careers are touchy things. A stupid accident or an injury is enough to ruin it all in an instant.”
Alex turned back and gave him a nod of understanding.
“I’d like to play for Barcelona once. If that works out, I could really say that my dreams have come true. I mean, regarding my professional career,” he smiled.
At this point, Alex meant to ask him if he had a girlfriend. But as she opened her mouth, she just couldn’t get herself to do it. Instead, she asked something else.
“And what’s after the football career? What if something really does happen that will stop you from continuing in professional sport?”
Nate smiled at her openly, and stepped closer. He placed a hand on his hip, and with a tilted head, looked at her playfully.
“That is the very thing my mother keeps saying to me. That I should learn a decent trade, so that when football is finished, I can keep myself busy.”
Embarrassed, Alex bit into her lip. Nate was unbelievably handsome as he stood there in front of her, with a hand provokingly on his hip, with that Mohican hairdo. She sensed that she was coming under his spell, so she made a desperate effort to recall his obviously unruly nature, and how their contact was broken the last time.
“Your mother is undoubtedly right,” she said quietly.
“My mum is always right,” Nate continued half seriously, half-jokingly. “But honestly, I do know that there’s life even after football. So I’ve started studying international sports management at Metropolitan, but I’m not making much progress. In a year, I have managed to accomplish one term. I simply have too much on my plate these days. Or maybe I just don’t want it bad enough.”
By now, his gaze had also softened, and Alex remembered what she had found so attractive in him four years before. Now she knew that the old Nate still existed somewhere under those layers, and if she had the time and the chance, she could bring it to the surface again.
“Nothing’s lost yet. The point is, you should be at it regularly. Just a little at a time, so you don’t get out of the routine. They say that after several years away from school it’s hard to get back into it. But if you keep doing it…”
“You also have a good few years ahead of you before you graduate.”
“Oh, say no more!” she waved with resignation. “I’m not a person of theories. I don’t like to sit beside a desk for hours on end, but I have to. Plus, in the life of a doctor, studying never ends. You have to keep training yourself if you don’t want to be left too far behind by the most recent innovations.”
“And why a paediatrician?”
“I don’t know either. Ask something easier!” she laughed. “I hesitated for a long time whether I should be a taxidermist or a doctor… Finally, I went for medicine.”
“What?”
Nate stared at her with shock for a moment, then laughed out loud, unknowingly stepping closer to her.
“A taxidermist? What the hell is that?”
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“You’re kidding me, right?”
Alex pulled up her eyebrows, as if not understanding what was funny, and tried to look at him in all seriousness. She couldn’t do it for very long, though, and soon burst into laughter.
“No, I’m only kidding!”
“You scared the shit out of me, you know.” he laughed, tilting his head.
“No. The thing is, I don’t really know, myself. Maybe it’s because of my sister,” she shrugged.
“Your sister? Why, what about her?”
Alex suddenly lifted her head. She realised she had touched upon an intimate subject. It was hard to know how, but Nate had the ability to make her talk more naturally. She remembered how it had been four years ago. Pretence and tension were gone from the boy’s face as well; she could only read genuine interest in his expression. Still, she didn’t want to get into the topic now, so she only gave a brief response, hoping it didn’t sound offensive.
“Nothing.”
Nate understood that she didn’t want to pursue the subject, so he resumed his previous, lighter tone. He scratched the back of his neck, and began to speak thoughtfully, in the style of a wise man. 
“Okay, I get it. She also wanted to stuff animals, but having two representatives of the same trade in the same family would only lead to unnecessary rivalry. So one of you had to give up on her dream.”
He looked at Alex, who was bursting with laughter.
“For the sake of medicine,” he added, spreading his arms.
“And those unfortunate animals,” she completed, but by this time they were both laughing loudly.
For a good while they couldn’t stop. Alex laughed leaning against the glass, knocking her head back. Nate was once again able to recall the image of the high school girl from St. Andrews. But now he found her even more attractive. The sight of her almost made him dizzy. The smile slowly left his face, and finally he completely sobered up.
He spoke silently, as though addressing himself.
“Why did you never respond?”
Alexis smoothed her forehead and tried to put her hair back into shape. Nate had said something she didn’t fully get. She turned to him with her face still red from the fit of laughter.
“What?”
He repeated the question, now speaking up a bit, and his good mood was gone without a trace.
“Why did you never respond to my letters?”
“Your letters? What letters are you talking about?” she asked, and by this time she wasn’t smiling either.
Nathaniel’s voice once again sounded cold and accusing.
“I wrote to you from Portugal. I wrote three times, but you didn’t respond to any of my letters.”
“You wrote to me?” she asked with a shock.
“Who else?” he snorted with offense. “Remember, I said that I’d write to you. And I did. Three times.”
He fixed his gaze on her, and she grew more and more embarrassed. She shook her head and said, “I never received any letters from you.”
He laughed out bitterly, and lifted his eyes to the sky. He continued with mockery.
“Please, Alex! There’s no need for that. You can tell me openly that you just weren’t interested in me, and that will be it. I hate this kind of fake talk.”
“Wait a second,” the girl lifted her hand. “Beating about the bush is not my style at all. You can be sure I would’ve told you without difficulty if that had been the issue.”
“That’s bullshit!” he waved coldly.
“I’m serious, Nate,” she stepped up to him. “I didn’t get any letters from you, not one, let alone three.”
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“Hey, hey, hey! Wait just a second,” she interrupted, digging her fingers into her hair. “Alexis Watson? Who’s that?”
“You’re kidding me, right?” he roared, and his hands made a fist.
“Not at all,” she said, shaking her head. “But my name is Alexis Woodville. South-West London is correct, but I don’t know anyone called Alexis Watson.”
“But… how’s that possible?”
Nathaniel dug his fingers in his hair, and stared at the girl in a shock. He seemed clueless about the situation. Fully confused, he rubbed his forehead, in an effort to rack his brains.
“But in the hospital, when you came to see me…”
“In the hospital?” Alex gazed at him, puzzled.
“Yes, in the hospital, after the accident. You came to see me, and the nurse or the doctor, can’t remember which, called you Miss Watson. I’m positive about that.”
Alex’s moves slowed down, and she lifted her palm to her mouth. With her eyes wide in realization, she fixed her gaze on him, and her lips silently articulated something. She sat down into the nearest armchair, and buried her face into her hands. Unable to say a word, she was shaking her head incredulously for a while.
“What?” he asked restlessly. “Can you tell me what this whole thing is about?”
Alexis smoothed her hot forehead with two shivering hands, and looked at Nate with guilt.
“It was my mistake,” she groaned quietly. “That day in the hospital, when I went to see you… At the reception they said they were still running tests on you, and only family members were allowed to visit you in the ward.”
Nate glared at her, and pulled up his shoulders.
“And?”
“And I lied that…” she sighed and went on, hanging her head. “I lied that I was your cousin.”
“My what?” Nate asked impatiently.
“Your cousin. I was ready to do anything to see how you were, but I panicked at the reception, and didn’t dare tell them my own name. My logic was, if they found out I wasn’t your relative, it was still better if they couldn’t track me down immediately. ‘Watson’ was a bluff. I don’t know why I said it,” she admitted in frustration, spreading her arms.
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