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SYNOPSIS
WHAT IF THEIR fake relationship wasn’t ever just pretend?
Sage Carson has a messy reputation. Sure, she’s a soccer star with World Cup trophies and Olympic medals, but she’s almost as well known for her rebellious behavior off the pitch. She’s left enough gorgeous women with broken hearts in her dust to fill a roster. That was, until she got injured. Now, her frustratingly-slow recovery means she’d better secure this new squeaky-clean endorsement deal in order to get back on top.
Sweet, sunshiny Willa Bellamy has a crisis on her hands. She’s used to it — as an events coordinator for the Denver Zoo, it’s her job to handle crises. But when she receives an invite to her ex’s wedding, she’s not so sure it’ll be as easy to handle as an escaped emu during a Girl Scout sleepover. Even worse, when the bachelorette party invite mentions that couples are welcome, she realizes she’s the sole single person invited.
Fifteen years ago, Willa and Sage roamed the same halls of Edgelake High School. When their paths cross again, they decide to team up to solve both their problems — a stable, albeit fake, relationship to snag the endorsement deal and a hot soccer star to make the couples getaway sting a little less… But when the lines between real and fake start to blur, will they be able to keep the growing heat between them just a game or will they start playing to win?





CHAPTER ONE
SAGE
ONLY ONE THING would have made the morning truly perfect: if she could remember the name of the woman in her bed. The sun threw warm rays over the edge of the sheets from where it leaked in from the open window. Birds were chattering in the trees, just a little too loudly if Sage Carson’s throbbing head and dry mouth had any say in the matter. The coffee in her mug was just the right amount of bitter and creamy. She adjusted the pillows behind her, leaning back onto the soft plush headboard to sip her coffee as she scrolled through the news. The woman beside her moaned in her sleep and Sage paused, staying perfectly still, hoping the woman would fall back asleep. Or maybe just disappear entirely. Perhaps she could go hide in another room in the house, hoping the woman might wake up and simply leave without another word.
Sage was scanning the Serie A results when Nicolette’s number flashed across her screen. She cringed at the idea of talking to her agent at 7am. Clearly Nicolette hadn’t remembered the internal memo about not contacting her before 9am. Even if she was typically up and at the gym or running drills by then, those were some of the only moments she had to herself these days.
The blankets rustled beside her and she glanced over to watch the sheet fall, revealing a tanned, bare shoulder. Gina’s shoulder. Gillian… She narrowed her eyes, looking up to the ceiling. What was her damn name? Gigi? Maybe it wasn’t even a G name. She opened a browser to search “Dior model San Diego” and if that failed, then she at least recognized her from one of the Victoria’s Secret shows. Was there a database of those angels? Any kind of angel almanac? That’d be much easier than asking her. She’d just have to try thinking up names for her and see what stuck.
Nicolette rang again. And again. Then sent three messages, all in a row.
NICOLETTE: Call me.
NICOLETTE: Right now, Sage.
NICOLETTE: I will personally hide under your bed and wait until you least suspect it to cut your Achilles tendons if you don’t.
Sage grinned, shooting back a quick text.
SAGE: Didn’t take you for a monster under the bed, Nick.
Nicolette’s number popped up on the screen again and Sage reached to set her phone face down on the wooden nightstand beside her. What happened in silent mode couldn’t hurt her. She’d call Nicolette later. When she was good and ready.
She set her coffee on the stand beside her phone and stretched out her knee, running her fingers idly over the raised scar from her most recent ACL surgery, feeling some strange phantom tingle from within. Nope. She would not be thinking about that right now. She rolled back into the bed, reaching under the covers to spread her body over the naked warmth of Patsy beside her. Phoebe. …Leanne? Why did they all ring a bell?
She pressed a kiss to the woman’s neck, which was drenched in her strong perfume. The scent reminded her of the Love Spell body spray from high school–cloying, overpowering, and immature. How had she not noticed that last night? “Good morning,” she whispered, nuzzling into her dark hair, which was thankfully more fancy shampoo than Love Spell, which only conjured feelings of junior prom and pep rallies. Decidedly not sexy.
“Hey baby,” the woman said, twisting in her arms to face her.
Baby? It had been one night, Dianna. Chill. Sage kept her features completely still. “How’d you sleep?”
“Not well thanks to you,” the woman said, grinning as she wrapped her arms around Sage’s neck.
Sage ran a hand over the woman’s skin, fingers over bony ribs, taut muscles. The name Lake came to mind—wait, no, Lake was last week. “Sounds terrible. Let me make it up to you.” She grinned and slid her hand lower, feeling satisfied by the immediate goosebumps that rose over the woman’s upper thigh.
The woman’s eyes fluttered closed, a high-pitch whine of a moan escaping her lips. Good god, what was that? Was she a dying animal? Sage tried not to cringe at the sound, blinking quickly as she tried to get her head back in the game.
A pounding on the front door pulled her from the moment, and she warred with herself about whether or not to get up. The woman in her arms stiffened, her eyes shooting open.
“Who is that?”
“No one.”
Sure, the incessant knock on the door was distracting, but sometimes a beat helped her focus when she was trying to get her bearings. This was a much more aggressive rhythm than she liked for her hookup playlists, though.
“Sage Carson, I’ve brought a knife and your tendons are mine,” Nicolette yelled. The voice echoed over the security camera doorbell.
Hayley—Christie, perhaps… The blonde in her bed sat up, startled.
“Don’t worry, she’s kidding,” Sage said, reaching for the woman again.
“I should go,” she said, holding the sheet to her as if she had an inch of skin Sage hadn’t seen the night before, that hadn’t been scratched or kissed or licked or bitten. She tried to pull it with her to reach for the underwear that had been thrown in haste.
Sage sighed, reaching for her robe to toss to …Kendall? She climbed out of the bed to find her own clothes. The coffee mug was still warm as she lifted it, sipping as she glanced around.
“It’s a Cutco!” Nicolette yelled from behind the door.
“Do you know where my bra is?”
Sage shook her head, pulling a pair of baggy boxers over her hips as she grabbed her phone and said to the doorbell, “Hold on, I’m just getting dressed, Jack the Ripper.”
The woman paced around the room, gathering her clothes in her arms. She pulled on a tight skirt and Sage eyed how long her legs looked as she zipped it.
“Do you need me to call you a Lyft or something?” Sage asked, then added, “Oh, your bra is in the living room, I think.”
The woman’s eyes lit up. “Oh yeah,” she said, clearly remembering the same image that Sage had just recalled. Sage pressing her up against the wall, ripping her shirt and bra off, then taking her hardened nipple between—
“Carson, open this fucking door!”
“Call me, okay?” The woman said, walking from the room.
Sage followed her, pulling a baggy shirt from college over her head as she placed her empty coffee mug on the kitchen counter as they walked past. “Yeah, for sure,” she said, watching the woman pull her bralette and shirt over her head. She would definitely not call the woman. Right after she successfully googled what her name was first.
“I had fun,” the woman said, pressing a quick kiss to her lips.
“I know you did,” Sage said with what she only hoped seemed like a devilish smile and not a cringe. She reached for the door, revealing her agent standing on the porch, all terrifying five feet of her. She was not, luckily, wielding a knife, Cutco or otherwise.
The woman walked past Nicolette, whose eyes shot daggers upon seeing a woman walking out of Sage’s front door.
“She seems young,” Nicolette said. “Who was she?”
Sage shrugged. “A very nice woman I met last night.”
“You don’t remember her name,” Nicolette said, glancing over her shoulder as she walked into Sage’s house.
“Come on in,” Sage said, stepping back as Nicolette pushed past her. “You want some coffee?”
“Only if there’s whiskey in it.”
“That can be arranged.” Sage gestured to the bar cart set up in a corner of the living room. Her house wasn’t massive, but it was comfortable by San Diego’s standards. She hadn’t been in San Diego long—just since being traded from Chicago at the beginning of the season. She’d barely had time to get to know the rest of the team. But the house, that was an awesome part of leaving Chicago—her house in San Diego was a dream. Her wide, open floor plan flowed from the living area to the live edge dining table, with a large, bright kitchen beyond that. 
“It was a joke, Carson.” Nicolette leveled her with a stare.
Sage shrugged. “Sure. So, what brings you all the way out to my neck of the woods today?” She turned, walking back toward the kitchen to grab another cup of coffee.
“How’s the training going?” Nicolette asked, her voice lightening ever so slightly, like she knew it’d touch a nerve to ask.
Sage pressed her lips into a thin line, focusing on the kettle in front of her. She added fresh coffee to the pour over filter, placing it on top of her mug. “It’s great,” she lied, watching the grounds bloom under the hot water.
“Really? Because the trainer told me you’ve skipped the last three weeks of physical therapy,” Nicolette said, her voice turning to ice.
Sage let out of a deep breath, willing her body not to stiffen. “They’re not helping. They want me to do all of these stupid stretches instead of actual exercises that can get me back onto the field.”
“Ah, so now you have a degree in physical therapy?”
“I know my body.”
“I don’t give one fuck if you know every ache and pain in your body. You are not the expert here. And you’re not 22, despite how young the women in your bed remain. Your healing is going to take time,” Nicolette said, tossing her bag onto the table as she sat down. She looked exhausted, and Sage felt a pang of guilt as she watched the woman’s shoulders hunch under the weight of her stress.
“Yeah, yeah, whatever you say,” Sage said. Nicolette wasn’t her coach or her trainer. Nicolette knew how to make her look good and get her the best deals, but Sage had made an entire career out of perfecting the movements of her body, so shouldn’t she be the expert? She added a dash of oatmilk to her coffee and joined Nicolette at the table.
“I think it’s time to shift gears,” Nicolette said, taking a deep breath as she reached for her bag. She pulled out an iPad, lighting up the screen. There was a large image of Sage at the bar from last night, her eyes hazy from too many gin and tonics and her hands groping the woman she’d brought home. The caption read, “Soccer star Sage Carson parties with supermodel Rosalie Silva.”
“Rosalie,” Sage said, smacking the table. “That was it.”
Nicolette didn’t have to add words to the exasperated expression she gave her, eyebrows raised, those dangerous flames of rage dancing just beneath the surface.
“Gears,” Sage reminded her, sipping from the coffee. The bitter warm liquid filled her mouth and she closed her eyes, savoring it, pretending she was somewhere else—anywhere else—caffeinating in total and utter peace.
“Right. So, you’re kind of a trash human,” Nicolette said, jerking her right out of her blissful fantasy.
She grimaced, staring at Nicolette as the insult sank in. She blinked, surprised by the audacity. Surprised, and also somewhat impressed. Nicolette always came from a place with an exceeding amount of audacity, and she stared right back, her dark eyes holding Sage’s. Nicolette’s blunt bob was sleek and sharp, combining with her high cheekbones and intense brows to give off the very cultivated impression that she was not hearing any arguments. She’d hired Nicolette because she was the best, not because she was going to sit and hold Sage’s hand. “Wow, Nicky. Don’t hold back,” Sage murmured into another sip of coffee.
“You’re wearing underwear at a business meeting,” Nicolette said, gesturing to the boxers Sage had grabbed off the floor in a rush to get… oh no, what was her name again? Rosanne? Rosie? Whatever her name was, Sage had been in a hurry to get her out the door.
“For the record, you’ve threatened to stab me multiple times today, so I don’t think either of us would pass a corporate training at this point,” Sage said with an easy shrug.
Nicolette’s mouth quirked up at the side. “I stand by it.”
“Yeah, well, they could be more revealing,” Sage said, pointing to her baggy boxers. “Anyway, were you calling me a trash human for a valid reason or just for fun?”
“All of my reasoning is valid,” Nicolette said, her eyebrows raised. “Listen, I’m not going to sweet talk you. I know you hate that.”
“You could at least lessen the murder threats.” Sage rubbed at her temple.
“Dangerously similar territory, reducing the murder threats and sweet talking,” Nicolette said pointedly.
Sage opened her mouth, then closed it with a shrug of agreement. “Fair enough.”
“Player One wants to sign you for a new endorsement,” Nicolette said, cutting through the noise with her sharp tone.
“Player One? Really?” Sage blinked again, startled out of her bad mood. Player One was in line with Nike, Under Armor, and Adidas. They signed big names—all of the all-stars that she had admired her entire life, true athletes that lived and breathed the game. She didn’t know a single player on the US Women’s National Team who had signed with them yet, though.
“There’s a small hiccup,” Nicolette said, pointing down to the iPad where last-night-Sage was getting handsy with Rosalie.
“They don’t like the gays?” Sage asked, rolling her eyes.
Nicolette swiped her finger, showing another article about an Instagram story where she’d been spraying her friends with champagne at a bar. And another where she was holding hands with an actress that she’d dated briefly last summer. And another with the disastrous interview she’d given after her Grade III ACL tear a few months before, the one where she claimed that soccer wasn’t her life because how could anyone create their life around a tiny round ball? She’d been angry and hurt, not to mention her ego had taken a massive blow from Joanne, the national coach, telling her she would probably never recover to the point of playing with them again. Joanne claimed she was too old and too interested in self-destruction.
Sage cleared her throat. “Well, I mean…” She chewed on her bottom lip, noticing the way Nicolette’s shoulders were sagging again. “That’s all just gossip, right?”
“Here’s the thing, Sage. Player One told me that they’re considering you because you’re going to be an incredible comeback story, but you can’t do that if you don’t have a comeback.”
“That’s bullshit, I’ll be fine,” Sage said, and even just saying the words aloud made her realize that she didn’t truly believe them herself.
Nicolette reached across the table and took one of her hands, clasping it in an encouraging way as she smiled. “You have to have a comeback. Even if you never play for the national team again and you only play in the league, that’s still a comeback.”
“It’s national or nothing,” Sage said, shaking her head. She was absolutely resolute. “There is no comeback without getting back on the national roster.”
Nicolette rolled her eyes. “You haven’t even given the Suns a chance. I bet you don’t even talk to your teammates.”
Sage clenched her jaw. “No, they don’t talk to me.”
“Here’s what I recommend: Stop fucking strangers. Cut out the drinking and partying. Eat like you’re about to start training camp. And for god’s sake, find someone who cares about you. Why won’t you hang out with Lara or Cat again?”
Sage brushed off the question about her old national team friends. “So, you’re saying I just need to eat my veggies and find a nice, blonde, All-American girl to have on my arm as we get photographed walking our rescue dog and I’ll be back in Player One’s good graces?”
“Oh, that’s a good point about a steady girlfriend. That certainly would help. No one likes Shane-lesbians, Carson. It’s not 2003. We want stable, steady, and preferably photogenic.”
Sage cringed. “This is gross.”
“I’m not saying you have to hire an escort for the situation. I’m just saying when you’re swiping on Tinder, think about the optics.” Nicolette stood, grabbing her bag. “Or we could always contract someone to be seen on your arm.” She paused, as if she was seriously thinking about it.
“Certainly a very inspiring pep talk,” Sage said, rolling her eyes.
Sage walked her to the front door a few moments later, and Nicolette lingered at the entryway table. She glanced down at the pile of opened mail there, doing a double-take at the top letter.
“You are such a snoop,” Sage teased.
“Is this a high school reunion?” Nicolette asked. “Who has fifteen-year high school reunions?”
“They cancelled the ten year and I guess thought that fifteen would be more exciting than any of the numbers in between,” Sage shrugged. “I’ll be in Denver for the weekend to see my folks, so I was thinking about going just to, you know, see.” And to feel an ounce of success when compared to the people she’d been friends with in high school who had peaked young, if she was being honest.
Nicolette’s eyes lit up. “This is actually perfect. Remember that article about playing soccer in school? The one where you said—”
Sage put up a hand. “I remember.” Oh god, did she remember. She had a nasty habit of speaking without thinking, that was for sure. In that particular article, she’d said something about the sports of her high school being more focused on the men, with very little funding for the women, and where was the lie there? But it had been taken out of context and twisted until it sounded like she was complaining that her high school was a terrible place to play sports. Which… was true, sure, but she’d never openly admit that except maybe in the memoir she’d write when she was 85.
“This would be a good start,” Nicolette said, lifting the invite. “Maybe post a few pictures to Instagram with your old teammates, saying how much you love Edgelake.”
“It’s scary to me that you just know the name of my high school off the top of your head.” Sage gave her a skeptical look.
Nicolette waved the invite. “It’s right here, dummy.”
Sage raised an eyebrow.
“Okay, sure, I did know that one. But only because of the… article in question. Anyway. Go to this.”
“I might.”
“Go to it, or I really will murder you,” Nicolette warned.
“I should call the cops and tell them a strange lady is here harassing me.” Sage leaned on the wall near the front door.
Nicolette shook her head. “Oh honey, you wouldn’t. That’s really bad optics. Also, you wouldn’t dare because you secretly love my death threats.”
Sage shook her head, but couldn’t hide her grin. “Yeah, yeah, whatever. Get out of my house,” she said lightly.
Nicolette left with a wave of her hand, and Sage stood in the doorway, watching her get into her car. She clutched her coffee cup, catching her reflection in the glass front door. Her hair was an absolute mess, dark circles hung low over her eyes, and her face was puffy. Maybe Nick was right. She’d sooner die than admit that. Or admit that her national coach wouldn’t even return her calls and was right about her self-destruction.
She eyed the invite on the table. No way would it be that simple. Maybe she’d go just to prove Nick wrong and put this issue to bed. If there was one thing that fueled Sage, it was proving people wrong.





CHAPTER TWO
WILLA
THIS INVITE WOULD BE the death of her. “Oh no,” Willa groaned, staring at the open email on her computer screen. Not just any invite. It was an invite to Nora’s bachelorette party with an illustration of the happy couple in paradise. A gigantic RSVP button at the bottom of the invite taunted her. She was on a roll for cringeworthy events—her high school reunion was that weekend, and now the bachelorette party was at the end of the month. May was shaping up to crush her already fragile self-confidence in a big way. “Oh nooo.”
“We’ve gone over this fifty times, babe. Inbox Zero is like virtually unattainable in this day and age,” Kirk said from across the small office they shared.
“No, it’s worse,” Willa said.
“Is this about the time you let the emus escape during the Employee Honors Reception?”
Willa glanced over her shoulder, leveling him with a hard stare. “That was an isolated incident five months ago.”
“Still stings though, doesn’t it?” He winked with a grin. 
The fluorescent light overhead flickered as Willa tightened her jaw. “I am not responding to that emu-tional abuse. Anyway, I got the invite.”
“Well, aren’t you pop-u-lar,” he sang like the song from Wicked, just one of the many musicals he blasted at his desk often. “You know, you could always say no to going to your ex-girlfriend’s wedding. And thus the bach party.”
“How did you know it was the bachelorette party?” Willa twisted in her chair. She thought if anyone could understand, it would be him. After spending years in a tiny office together, Kirk knew her better than anyone. She glanced out the window; their small office had a view overlooking the peacock gardens—they often joked that it was the gayest office in the whole zoo—and one of the birds was letting out a racket of a mating call.
“I can see that tacky cartoon on your screen.” He pointed. “If you don’t want to go, then don’t go. There, you have my permission,” he said with a smirk. His short, gray hair was perfectly coiffed.
“Don’t you even want to hear why it’s going to be miserable?” Willa chewed on her nail. 
Kirk raised an eyebrow, turning at his desk to give her his full attention. “Let me guess. It’s flamingo-themed. Nora’s Final Flamingle.”
Willa laughed. “Okay, true, that would be worse. Between this and the reunion, I’m on a roll for events I feel obligated to attend but don’t completely want to.”
“A very specific venn diagram. A niche, for sure,” Kirk said with a teasing smile. “Is this a thing where you’re pretending to be 28? Because that isn’t cute on anyone.”
She rolled her eyes, but glanced back to her computer screen. “It’s the fifteen year.”
“Who has fifteen year high school reunions?”
She shrugged. “The ten year had a blizzard, and I guess it took them this long to finally just reschedule it.”
Kirk smirked. “Not sure why you aren’t on the planning committee. That thing would have been rescheduled within two weeks.”
“No one ever asked me, oddly enough,” she said, frowning as she considered it.
“Is Lachlan going?”
Willa shook her head. “He’s two years ahead of me, so he went…” She counted. “Seven years ago like a normal person. So, it’s just me, I guess.”
“Ah, I take it you aren’t still friends with anyone from high school, then.”
She shook her head. “Not one bit. I didn’t come out until after, and Facebook was only for college kids back then, so I just didn’t add anyone from Edgelake for years.”
“What a rebel,” Kirk said, grinning. “I went to my high school reunion. I hooked up with the homecoming king in the bathroom.”
“In high school?”
“At the reunion.” He winked.
Willa laughed. “Keeping it very classy.”
Kirk fidgeted with his stress ball, a tiny giraffe in business attire. “I can see why the reunion sucks, but why on earth are you upset about a bachelorette party? I thought you and Nora were on good terms?”
Willa groaned. “It’s a couples event. Who makes their bachelorette party a couples getaway? Doesn’t that defeat the entire bachelorette notion?”
Kirk narrowed his eyes just slightly, his mouth tightening behind his gray goatee. “Yeah, a tropical getaway with your loved ones just sounds terrible.”
“No, I mean it. And it’s in Belize.”
“Yeah, that… you’re not selling this as bad.” Kirk laughed, the sound light and easy.
“It’s expensive to get to, and even more so to stay. And did I mention it’s a couples bachelorette party,” Willa repeated. “I’m going to pay a fortune to be stuck in a foreign country with three couples.”
“Lesbians,” Kirk said, shaking his head. “You’re all the worst.”
“Hey,” Willa said, though her reprimand definitely included a grin.
“I mean it. You can’t go anywhere without your partners.” Kirk shook his head. “And anyway, if it’s a couples bachelorette party… you could always take your Magic Wand?”
Willa threw a pad of Post-it Notes at him, laughing. “You want to go with me as my date?”
He caught the Post-its, tossing them in his palm. “Normally I’d jump at the chance to go to Belize, but I think I’m going to pass on a vacay with that many lesbians. That just sounds like an episode of Real Housewives waiting to happen.”
Willa slumped in her chair. “There’s got to be a silver lining,” she said, chewing her nail again.
“While they’re all getting drunk at the club, you can be picking up hot local babes,” Kirk offered.
“A valid point,” Willa said, nodding. “Except I’ve never ‘picked up a hot babe’ in my entire life.” She used air-quotes for emphasis. 
“This is getting sadder by the minute, my dear,” Kirk said, sighing. He glanced at his watch. “Want to go grab coffee and watch the 11am elephant show?”
Willa quirked a brow. “The elephant show?”
Kirk shrugged. “I’m just saying, rumor has it the new elephant keeper is a babe.”
“For me or for you?” Willa asked.
Kirk let out a surprised, balking laugh. “For me.”
“There’s a trunk joke in here somewhere.” Willa laughed.
“Wish me luck there’s a trunk somewhere else later,” Kirk said, grabbing his sunglasses. “So, that's a no?"
“I want to, but I have a lot to do,” Willa said, glancing at her computer. She wanted to get away from her desk and wingman for Kirk, but also, their boss, Heather, had given her an overwhelming amount of contracts to comb through… Ugh, she hated this dilemma. She looked from the computer back to the immaculately dressed man leaning back in his chair in front of her.
“Just say no,” Kirk said, his eyebrows raised in what was meant to be a stern expression.
“But—”
“Boundaries, Wills. They’re healthy,” Kirk added.
“But—”
“Tell me no.”
Her mouth formed around the word, but for some reason, it wouldn’t come out. “You go ahead, but will you bring me back a zebra latte?” Willa asked, putting her hands together in what she hoped was a convincing plea.
The office chair squeaked under Kirk as he spun, standing. “No.”
Willa put on her best pleading look.
“See how easy that was?” He left a few moments later, giving Willa a bit of space to contemplate why this bachelorette party seemed like the worst possible idea.
The happy bride-to-be, Nora, had been her friend for seven years. They had dated for a year-and-a-half, and the split had been mutual. They had been wild and young and immature, and Willa had paid a lot of money to therapists in the intervening years, so she was officially, certifiably over the breakup. Nora had stayed one of her closest friends until Willa had moved back to Denver, where she was originally from, almost two years ago. Judging by the email addresses on the invite, the rest of the bachelorette party would be friends from Seattle: Ana, Charlie, Tessa, and Sadie, and of course, Nora’s bride-to-be, Leah. She’d never met Leah in person since the happy couple had only been together for about eight months before getting engaged.
She closed the email, wanting to think about anything other than the caricature of the couple on a beach, beaming with way too many teeth. She glanced over her desk, squeezing her stress ball and staring at a photograph of her dog, Puddles, her beloved little senior mutt. At least she’d get to spend all weekend lounging at home and hanging out with him. Instantly dissolving the sweet idea, the high school reunion flashed back in her mind.
Part of her did want to go. Just to see. Just to prove to herself that she’d made it out of high school alive and for the better. Only a certain type of person peaked in high school, and it sure as hell wasn’t Willa. She’d been so self-conscious back then—being the younger sister of a popular jock had ensured that she had plenty of friends, but… what had Lachlan always told her? She was a bit of a doormat. She was dependable and trusting and optimistic, and somehow that had translated to her having zero close friends but hundreds of acquaintances who felt comfortable enough to ask her for the homework answers, or a ride home, or a DD, or to stay late to help clean up after events…
She rubbed her temples. She wasn’t a doormat anymore, per se, but she certainly wasn’t the exact opposite, either. Kirk’s judgmental expression flashed in her mind. She shook her head, ready to think about anything but exes and high school and perfectly miserable beach vacations.
The peacock outside the window screamed again, shaking her from her trip down memory lane. No, she would not be the single wallower. Going stag to the reunion was one thing—at least that was a three-hour affair. But the bachelorette party… that was four days in Belize. The thought of being the lone single woman in paradise surrounded by three happy couples made her grimace.
Vendor contracts for the adults-only evening at the zoo filled her screen. She hadn’t been lying to Kirk, her supervisor wanted them verified and signed by noon, and it was 11:15. Taking a deep breath, she stretched her fingers and cracked her neck. This was the least fun part of the job, but at least she had a full afternoon of school groups to corral, which would keep her mind occupied.
Except she couldn’t stop thinking of the RSVP button at the bottom of the invite to the bachelorette party. She hated leaving tasks undone. What if she forgot to accept it? That would be irresponsible. Right? Right.
She opened up the invite again, her heart rate picking up as she hit the accept button on the RSVP, adding “2” in the box under the label ‘Number of Guests’ before she could reconsider. The bachelorette party wasn’t for a month. She had plenty of time to figure that part out.
    
WILLA IMMEDIATELY WISHED she’d brought a date, if only to look slightly less awkward as she stepped over the threshold of the Elks Club building where the reunion was being held. She was greeted by a table with name tags. Two women that she vaguely recognized as popular girls stared back, their smiles unnaturally wide and white. Ah, the mean girls from fifteen years ago. Delightful.
“Willa! Hi!” The one on the right said—Jacklyn, her name tag read, but Willa had only known her as Jackie back in the days when they went to school together. Willa had a vivid memory of Jackie throwing up in her car when she’d offered to drive her home from a party when she was way too drunk on pina colada wine coolers. Even now the smell of coconut made her shudder. The car had never recovered.
“Hi,” she said, smiling and waving awkwardly. She glanced to Jackie’s right, where Lacey sat. Willa had heard from her more recently, when Lacey had messaged her about joining an MLM company in the past few years. Willa had uncomfortably ignored the DM, but definitely went through Lacey’s #Girlboss account with Kirk at work immediately after.
“Oh my gosh, girlie, how are you?” Jackie said, making Willa question for a moment if she’d just made up all of the horrible things that had happened to her in high school. Sure, she’d been popular-adjacent thanks to the popularity of her older brother, but she’d never actually been accepted into that group. The look on Jackie’s face made it seem like they’d been besties.
“Yeah, um, like, so good,” Willa mumbled, reaching for the sticker that said her name. “How are you guys?” She prayed that her smile seemed genuine enough. She truly did hope they were doing okay, despite everything.
Lacey’s eyes flicked past Willa as someone else walked in the door after her. Willa glanced over her shoulder to realize that it was Brent Milliken, one of the most popular jocks from her year. Both Jackie and Lacey shot out of their seats and ran to him, squealing as they hugged him. Some people graduate but forgot to leave high school.
Willa slipped out of the foyer, passing a large banner that said, “Welcome class of ’06!” and stepped into the main event hall. The massive room was decked out in the colors of Edgelake High—bright, shimmering gold and blue streamers cascaded from the ceiling and a giant balloon arch lined an entire wall. They were clearly working with a prom budget—except maybe they were unclear on the theme. Half of the room looked like the decor vaguely fit “Under the Sea” and the other half of the room leaned more towards “Enchanted Forest.” She tried not to judge—recycling cheesy prom decor was sustainable, right? And recycling was cool. Therefore, this theme was cool and responsible.
She’d had friends in high school, but never anyone close enough to call a best friend. She’d always been invited to parties because she was Lachlan Bellamy’s younger sister, but then again, she was usually the one who was holding someone’s hair back over a toilet or refilling someone’s drink. She’d never had a boyfriend back then, but not for lack of trying. Maybe it was just that she’d always tried a little too hard. That’s what her brother Lachlan constantly told her, at least.
She’d apparently arrived just a tiny bit too early, and the room was fairly empty, save for a handful of people lingering in circles near the bar and around a few tables. The politics of high school had softened, it seemed, since she saw one of the artsy stoner guys talking to one of the dumb swimmer jocks over in the mysterical woodland area, as well as some other odd couples and groups mingling in what could only be described as a mermaid’s cove of treasure.
She sidled up to the cash bar and ordered a vodka tonic, feeling a little sad that her preferred drink would have been a merlot, but she couldn’t risk the red wine teeth, not when she was going to be talking to people who needed to understand that she was much, much cooler now than she was back then.
“Hey Willa,” a familiar voice said from beside her, and she felt overwhelming relief about anyone talking to her. Brad Jorgenson stood next to her—a nerdy robotics enthusiast who used to copy her French homework during first period.
They hugged a little awkwardly and he introduced her to his wife, a woman named Izzie with sharp cheekbones and what appeared to be a very expensive dress. As they caught up—he owned his own medical implant company specializing in erectile dysfunction and said so in a way that let her know he wasn’t ashamed because he’d made an alarming amount of money—she glanced around the room.
“Isn’t it so fun to see everyone again?” Willa said during a lull in the conversation, when she couldn’t think of anything else nice to say.
“This is weird,” Brad said. “Seeing all of these people again.” They lapsed into a stretching silence as they looked out over the crowd trickling in. “Who do you think peaked in high school?”
Izzie laughed and pointed toward a group of men with dad bods. “That group, for sure.”
“I’m sure they’re doing great,” Willa said. “Lacey is her own girlboss.”
“Who else?” Izzie asked.
“Literally any jock. Except maybe like, Sage Carson,” Brad said.
Sage Carson. Now that was a sore spot. She’d once been Sage’s lab partner and it had gone the opposite of swimmingly. Drowningly, if that was a thing. Still, Sage was now an incredible soccer star for the US Women’s National Team and seemed funny, if not a little wild, in interviews. She’d been the first member of the national team to come out, and Willa respected her for that. Even if she had made some disparaging remarks about her hometown and high school in a weird interview a few months back. She hadn’t been wrong; even Lachlan had agreed with her sentiments.
“Do you think she’ll deign to grace us with her appearance?” Brad asked, sipping his drink.
Willa shrugged. “My money is on no Sage Carson, but I do think Grant Shearer will show up.”
Grant Shearer had been the extremely annoying Show Choir kid who had made a name for himself as King George’s understudy’s understudy on Broadway. Or was it the touring show? She’d muted his Facebook updates years ago, afraid that he might notice if she outright unfollowed him, and she could not withstand that kind of guilt.
“Willa,” a woman said, coming at her with open arms. It was Lachlan’s ex, or one of them, and so she plastered on a smile, just like she always had.
Over the next hour, she caught up with others, including the Bible study group, the scene kids, and the band geeks. She’d been almost-friends with nearly everyone, priding herself on her ability to talk to literally anyone and be pleasant about it. As she sipped from her second drink of the night, she couldn’t help but notice that no one from high school had truly known the real her since she’d come out in college. She hadn’t even known the real her. She’d worn a mask for years–or rather, she’d worn many, many masks. It was a sad realization, but also comforting in a way. She could leave this event and not miss a single person.
She was staring down the snack table, trying to determine why the carrots were making her so depressed. They seemed severely dehydrated—would dunking them in the punch bowl help? A person walked up to the table next to her, and she glanced up, expecting another friendly, “Oh, we had 4th period AP Geography together. Thanks for taking on that entire group project.” Instead, she was surprised to see that it was none other than Sage Carson.
Of course she’d followed Sage’s career–it felt illegal to be a lesbian and not keep tabs on national team soccer stars, after all.
Sage had much shorter hair now, but it was still the mop of messy dark strands that she’d remembered. The gap between her two front teeth was as disarming as ever—Willa had always thought it was cute, but now it seemed like one of those model imperfections that made a woman go from beautiful to stunning. She was taller, and she had a new air of casual confidence, even standing beside her now. Sage was wearing a navy blue, closely cut suit. Oh no, she looked fantastic. Willa turned her stare back to the withered carrots.
“I’m shocked they even remembered vegetables,” Sage said, her voice much deeper and scratchier than Willa had remembered.
“I’m sure they’re totally fine even though they look…” Willa gestured towards the pitiful veggie tray. “Store-bought.” Why did she feel the need to defend cut vegetables?
“Store-bought like, last week, maybe.” Sage raised her eyebrows and took a sip of the clear drink in her hand. “Willa, right?”
Oh god, Sage remembered her? “Yeah, um,” Willa faltered, heat rushing to her cheeks.
“Your name tag,” Sage said, lifting one finger off of her drink to point to Willa’s shirt.
“Right. Totally,” Willa said, making a show of looking at Sage’s own name tag. “Oh, Sage Carson. I remember you played…” Play it cool. “Sports?”
Sage grinned, her mouth quirking up at the edge in lopsided amusement. “I did. And you were… Lachlan’s little sister.”
Ah, there it was. She nodded, trying to keep her pleasant smile plastered to her face. “Sure was. Am. I mean, am. He’s alive. Currently alive.” Stop talking. “Not at all dead, don’t worry. He’s in sales now.” She couldn’t shut up. “For, uh… Google.” Sage was nodding, but Willa had the sinking feeling that she was losing interest. She should start searching for a path to hide under the giant inflatable seashell.
“Good for him, I guess,” Sage said.
“Yeah.”
“What about you?” Sage asked. She glanced around the room, and Willa wondered if she was trying to find an out to their conversation. Or if she was even listening. Women like Sage Carson had never spoken to her, not in high school, not at bars, and definitely not at high school reunions in an old man’s club.
“Not Google,” Willa said self-consciously.
“Me neither.” Sage shrugged.
“Yeah, I know.” Willa snorted, then caught herself. Her eyes widened as Sage turned to slowly look at her. Cool, now she was about to come off as a stalker. But could Sage honestly believe that people from her high school hadn’t watched her win gold in the Olympics? Honestly?
A smirk appeared on Sage’s face. “Oh? Because fifteen seconds ago you asked if I did…” She pretended she was having trouble recalling. “Sports, right?”
“Oh, yeah, it was soccer, if I remember correctly,” Willa said with an exaggerated thinking face, her brows pulled low as she tapped her chin.
Sage shook her head, still grinning. “That’s the one.”
Why in the world was Sage still talking to her? She turned slightly, giving Sage an out if she wanted to leave instead of chat. An awkward silence stretched between them as Willa pressed her lips together, shifting her weight between her heels.
“Do you want to get out of here?” Sage asked, not looking at her.
Willa glanced around to see if the dark-haired woman was, in fact, still talking to her. “Me?” Was Sage Carson inviting her somewhere? She glanced around the room quickly, her heart quickening.
“No, the sad broccoli. Yes, you.”
Willa laughed, watching Sage’s dark blue eyes look her up and down. “Uh, and go where?” She asked, blinking. “Do you need a ride home or something?” Sage gave her a long, considering look. She swallowed, feeling more embarrassed by the second. “Or if you’re hungry, we could grab something to eat, I guess? Are you hungry? There’s that pizza place that’s like, five blocks away?” She blurted out.
Sage raised a brow. “Yeah…”
“We should go there.” Willa eyed Sage, wondering why she’d asked in the first place. Maybe Sage just felt uncomfortable in the room, and she was looking for a good excuse to leave. Whatever it was, Willa was willing to go along with it, not only to escape the reunion but also to see just what Sage had in mind. She was still feeling a bit too starstruck not to agree to anything Sage requested.
Sage laughed, sounding surprised. “I could go for that.”
“Okay, let me just, um, grab my jacket…” Willa said.





CHAPTER THREE
SAGE
SAGE CHEWED ON HER LIP. Maybe asking Willa to leave the reunion with her had been a bit presumptuous, sure, but she definitely hadn’t expected to be at a pizza place down the street, watching the woman alphabetizing the assorted brands of parmesan packets on the table. This woman was prioritizing the Dewey Decimal System of Aged Cheese over actual eye contact, so she was clearly straight or not interested or perhaps both. Swing and a miss, Carson.
Willa had the All-American girl look down pat. Nicolette would love her for a fake girlfriend ploy. She had light blonde hair that curled down her back, tanned skin, curves for days, and icy green eyes that were somehow both pale and colorful. Had she been that hot in high school? Would Sage have overlooked that? She had a feeling that it had to do with Lachlan being her older brother—who noticed the sister in the shadows when the brother was the king? 
“Did you ever come here in high school?” Willa asked, tilting her head. Her blonde hair slid in a curtain over her shoulder and Sage wondered if it was as soft as it seemed.
“Sometimes after games or practice, yeah,” Sage said, taking a sip from her plastic water glass. It was bright red and textured and approximately forty years old. If she wasn’t careful, it’d crumble in her hands onto the sticky plastic tablecloth. “What about you?”
“Yeah. I had a few volleyball and swim friends who came here,” Willa said.
“Did you play any sports?” Sage asked.
Willa laughed. “I was on the bowling team,” she said.
“We had a bowling team?”
“I started it so that I could get a letter jacket,” Willa said, grinning in a bashful kind of way.
“Couldn’t you letter in choir or band or academics, though?” Sage asked.
“I guess, but I wouldn’t have,” Willa said, interrupted by the arrival of two of the largest slices of pepperoni, green pepper, and black olive known to humankind.
Sage had ordered a salad–Nicolette’s words rang loud and clear in her mind about self-destruction. With Player One on the line, she needed to prioritize recovery more than ever. Plus, her national coach, Joanne, would not be pleased if she was wasting her valuable recovery time eating pizza and drinking beer, like the kind in the cold glass across the table from her, condensing onto the checkered tablecloth. If she was expected to get back into fighting shape in time for June camp, she had a lot of work to do. Step one, stay on track.
Willa pointed to the limp salad, its slightly wilting greens nearly white. “Have you offended some kind of vegetable god?”
Sage looked down at the sad salad, amused. “Clearly. This whole town has the same produce supplier and it's the back of my mom's fridge.”
Willa’s nose crinkled in good humor, and Sage wondered briefly why she was so open and playful with someone like Sage. It definitely made her glad she’d hit on Willa and not that terrible Jackie girl who had been giving her The Look for the fifteen minutes she’d spent at the reunion.
Willa was different than she remembered. She knew Lachlan Bellamy fairly well from parties, but she couldn’t exactly put her finger on what had changed in Willa. So far, she was funnier than she’d expected. And way hotter. The dark wrap dress she wore accented her cleavage in a way that made Sage want to unwrap it as soon as possible. And if she had to suffer through a creaking wooden booth and more sad vegetables, so be it.
The server set down seven different types of flavored ranch bottles on the table, a veritable Midwestern feast.
“I had forgotten about the ranch on pizza thing,” Sage said, eyeing the spread.
Willa was already flagging down the server. “Can we get honey, too?” She glanced across the table, reading the skeptical expression on Sage’s face. “What? It’s delicious.”
”So, bowling,” Sage said, taking a bite of the grilled chicken. It was dry in a way that told her everything she needed to know about ordering salads at pizza places. “You go pro with that?”
“Yep. I’m a professional bowler,” Willa said, nodding. “Just knocking things down for a living.”
“Really?”
“Yeah, I couldn’t get enough of the special shoes.”
Sage narrowed her eyes. “You’re messing with me, right?”
Willa laughed, giving her an incredulous look. “No, of course not. Not everyone can be a pro athlete.”
Sage felt slightly stupid and put in her place. “Yeah, I guess only a few can be so reckless,” she nodded.
Willa folded her slice in half, taking a massive bite of the pizza.
“What do you do then?” Sage asked.
An awkward moment passed as Willa finished chewing her bite. “I work at the zoo.”
“Oh, like as a zookeeper?”
“No, as a special events coordinator. You know those Girl Scout sleepovers and lectures about conservation? I make those happen,” she said.
Sage raised her eyebrows, impressed. “I did one of those sleepovers with a soccer camp when I was a kid for team bonding,” she said. “It was awesome.”
“The sports kids are the worst.” Willa grinned, taking another bite. “They never just believe me that the animals all hang out and have parties when we’re all asleep. They’re definitely the kind of jerks who leave traps for Santa Claus or the Tooth Fairy.”
“You can’t tell a bunch of hyperactive, sugared up kids those things and expect them not to investigate,” Sage argued.
“I’m just saying, I’ve never found a Girl Scout hanging from the roof of the Reptile House,” Willa said.
“You really found a kid hanging from the Reptile House?”
“Legend has it, he’s still there,” Willa said solemnly.
Sage laughed, an unflattering balking noise that surprised her. Willa was not at all what she’d expected. She was beginning to remember her a little better now, after spending some time together. Willa had always been the nice girl in high school, the type of person everyone kind of dreaded being around because it made them feel worse about themselves. Like if they were better people like her they’d be offering to show the new kid around or finish the group project alone. A memory popped into her head. “Wait, we had Genetics together,” she said.
Willa’s eyes went wide. She cleared her throat. “No, I don’t remember.”
“Liar,” Sage said. Her lab partner and Willa’s lab partner had both succumbed to the great mono plague during their Junior year, so they’d been paired up toward the end of a project about breeding fruit flies for specific traits.
Willa wiped her hands on the napkin. “Listen, I know it was a long time ago, but what happened that weekend was an honest mistake,” she said.
“Really? Because if I remember correctly, that mistake made us fail the assignment and my coach benched me because I had a D in Genetics,” Sage teased. She’d been livid at the time, but now it seemed much more hilarious. And pretty cute, if she was being honest.
“They escaped,” Willa said, her eyes wide. “I swear. Besides, what kind of teacher trusts sixteen-year-olds to take home containers of fruit flies and keep them alive every weekend?”
Sage shook her head, mock-seriousness on her face. “You let them go, you just won’t admit it.”
Willa pressed her lips into a thin line. “I did no such thing.”
“You let them go because you felt sorry for them,” Sage pressed.
Willa blinked, then broke into an embarrassed laugh. “Hypothetically, if I were to have let them go, it was only so they could all fly free and not be mercilessly bred to not have wings anymore.” The flush creeping up her neck was endearing.
“You told Mr. O’Connor they unscrewed the lid themselves.” Sage laughed. She’d never seen a teacher’s head light on fire before watching Willa try to explain that the fruit flies had staged a mutiny.
“Yeah, it wasn’t my best excuse,” Willa said, drizzling honey onto the crust of her pizza. “Sorry about that.”
Sage had to admit that she’d been overreacting then, had switched lab partners the first chance she got, but now, seeing Willa’s panicked face and hearing her confession was honestly kind of adorable.
“Did you really get benched?” Willa asked, her voice pitched slightly lower.
Sage nodded. “It wasn’t a big deal. I can’t even remember it, and I remember like, every grudge,” she said, then realized what she’d just admitted.
Willa’s eyebrows raised, but she didn’t say anything as she finished off her second slice in an impressive display of how much food one human could physically fit inside of their stomach. “So, don’t get a big head or anything, but I’ve actually seen you play,” she said quietly, sipping her beer.
Something inside of Sage warmed slightly at the thought. “Oh, yeah?”
“Yeah, I mean…” Willa rolled her eyes. “The national team for a friendly. Not anything major.”
Sage blinked. “Which one?”
“Australia two years ago.”
Sage narrowed her eyes. “Oh, I got a yellow card during that game.”
Willa tilted her head. “How do you remember that?”
“Tell me about a time you’ve failed at work.”
Willa blew out a breath. “Fair point.”
“So, big soccer fan, then?” Sage pressed, resting her elbows on the table. Something about Willa saying she’d seen her play intrigued her.
“Like, as a queer woman, it is impossible for me not to hear about your every move, you know?” Willa said, gesturing as though she was brushing the thought away.
Sage paused. A lot of information in that one sentence. “A healthy obsession with the women’s national team is basically given out with the lesbian card,” she said with a grin.
“Oh, the lesbian card? What color is that one?” Willa batted her eyes.
“Pink and orange, duh.”
Willa chuckled and shrugged. “Thank god. I already have the outfit for that. And besides, it makes the audiences much more fun if it’s mostly queer folks and not just male soccer fans who are only there to do the chants. Anyway, I didn’t want it to be weird for me to know about your career and not tell you. In the interest of transparency.”
Sage nodded. “It’s less weird than you’d imagine.” She was used to the women she dated knowing who she was, that was just part of being a professional athlete with a platform, but it felt slightly self-conscious for an old acquaintance to say it aloud. Willa didn’t mention her injury, but now it was out in the open. Sage didn’t even have the cover of pretending to be completely fine, given that she hadn’t even been on the national team roster for the start of the year. She would be lucky to get into the June camp, at this rate. 
A flutter of giggles in a booth behind them caught Sage’s eye and she noticed a group of teen girls on their phones talking with their heads close together. Thank god she hadn’t had a smart phone back in high school. It had been horrible enough without worrying about beauty filters and snap maps, whatever those were.
Willa finished her beer and glanced around, apparently for a server to get their check. Sage was more than willing to get the check if it meant taking Willa home now, ending the conversation about her career, and unwrapping that dress.
“This is going to sound weird, but how long are you in town?” Willa asked.
Sage blinked. Wait, what? Had she not been obvious that she’d been angling to get Willa back to her place? “Just the week,” she said.
Willa nodded. “Quick trip. Anyway, uh, here’s my number if you ever want to say, eat some sad lettuce in my general vicinity again.”
Sage’s phone dinged, a new contact Airdropped her way. “Cool, yeah, for sure,” she said, glancing down at her phone.
Willa stood, dropping a $20 on the table. “Are you sure you don’t need a ride home or anything?” She asked, putting on a bright pink jacket.
Sage’s ego sagged. No, she would not look disappointed. Not outwardly. She cleared her throat. “No, I’ll be fine,” she said, but the offer was so… Willa. Had she changed at all from high school? Sage didn’t want to dig into why that made her feel a certain kind of nostalgia for a person she’d never even bothered to get to know in the first place. 





CHAPTER FOUR
WILLA
A STRANGE NUMBER she didn’t recognize appeared at the top of a new text message. “Thanks for the pizza. Here’s my number, too,” it read. Ah, Sage Carson.
Willa stared down at the phone in her hand, blinking. She sat in bed watching The Golden Girls with Puddles curled up at her feet. When she’d given Sage her number, she didn’t actually expect her to use it. A woman like Sage Carson was busy—well, less busy since her knee injury, but still, wasn’t recovery like a full time thing? She had been surprised to see Sage at the reunion at all, and even then, she didn’t stay long. Willa hadn’t complained about the invite to leave, she’d been just as uncomfortable at the reunion. And then Sage had shown up looking like… well… chiseled cheekbones, that imperfect smile, that mussed dark hair… And who was she to argue with that?
WILLA: The pizza was great, but I’m sorry about the salad situation. Next time you can pick the place.
She re-read it after it was sent. Was that too presumptuous? She was just trying to be friendly, that was all. Sage was only in town for a week, and after all, she’d sent the first text. If she didn’t want to be friends, she wouldn’t have reached out, right? Willa took a deep breath. New friend anxiety was a real nuisance: always wondering if you’ve crossed some sort of line between casual-kind-friendly and flirty. An awkward space. Especially with knowing one another.
Sage seemed so different now, though. She seemed mature and funny—a 180 from Genetics class, when she’d barely spoken to Willa. She was always goofing around with her friends, yelling across the room to the girls with messy buns and sweatpants. The girls that were the complete opposite of Willa.
High school girls were jerks. Willa sighed, leaning back against the headboard of her bed. The soft velvet upholstery cushioned her as she closed her eyes. Who knew she still had so many hang ups from high school? Seeing all of those people brought it back so easily. Funny how 15 years could make some of them into completely different people, and yet, some hadn’t changed a bit.
A nervous worry pinched in her stomach. She had still considered Jackie and Lacey popular girls, but who the fuck cared about that now? Had she not changed, either?
A laugh track on TV drew her out of her thoughts, and she glanced up to see the Golden Girls having a group hug. Beyond being one of her favorite shows, the Golden Girls were also one of her favorite personality descriptors. She was a Rose, but was Sage more of a Dorothy or a Sophia? She couldn’t tell. Her eyes widened—oh no, Sage was most definitely a Blanche. She’d seen the photos.
Realization flooded her mind. Wait, if Sage was a Blanche… She pictured Sage’s face as she’d said, “Do you want to get out of here?”
She sat up straight, the thought occurring to her finally that maybe Sage was inviting her back to her hotel or house to not… eat pizza. No, maybe she wasn’t… But she had said, “Do you want to get out of here?” with a bit of a smirk… Why in the world would Sage Carson hit on her? She wasn’t bad looking, but she wasn’t exactly the models and actresses that Sage was normally photographed with. Maybe Sage was just desperate. But good lord, even if it was an act of desperation, she’d had a shot at making out with Sage fucking Carson and she had just… not. Regret and an anxious wish to rewind four hours and not invite Sage to a pizza parlor frequented by teenagers were upon her. Oh, Willa, you sweet idiot, you really screwed that one up. Her palms slid over her face. Puddles whined, recognizing her distress, and she removed her hands to look down at the whitened muzzle now nosing into her personal space. “Your mom’s a real piece of work sometimes.” Puddles gave her nose a lick, slowly wagging his tail. Part pit bull, part bulldog, part piglet—Willa had no idea what the little gray and white gremlin was, besides that he was a sweet soul who always knew what she needed.
Her phone buzzed in her lap again. She started, pulling Puddles into her side as she reached for it to see Kirk’s name illuminate the screen.
KIRK: So, was it half as bad as you thought it would be? Any restroom trysts?
Willa groaned, falling back onto her pillow. Puddles groaned and curled up on the pillow beside hers.
Her phone buzzed again and she picked it up, glancing over to Puddles as she typed a response.
WILLA: I accidentally missed the cues to go home with a total babe. You’re going to need to buy me a drink for the rest of the story though. 
She hit send and flung her phone down by her feet, then gave it about three seconds before reaching for it to plug it in on her side table. 
A new notification buzzed in as she was clicking the silence button into place. Sage’s name. She opened the text.
SAGE: Sounds exciting. How about a coffee tomorrow morning?
Confusion sunk in for a beat, then her eyes trailed up to the previous text. She realized, with the kind of abject horror that made ice run through her veins and the overwhelming urge to crawl out of her own skin, that she’d sent the missed cue text to Sage, not to Kirk. 
She leaned sideways, curling into Puddles as she cringed. “Oh no, I messed that one up, didn’t I?”
Puddles snorted, slowly blinking up at her with his wide eyes, then groaned as he laid his head back down. He had absolutely no patience left for her bullshit, apparently.
She reached for her phone and stared down at the text, then carefully quadruple-checked that she was calling Kirk as she hit the green FaceTime button.
Kirk, upon hearing her ultimate screw up regarding both the blindness to being hit on and then the incorrect text conundrum, laughed until he was crying. He was wiping at his eyes, his fair cheeks bright red as he sniffled, trying to get air back in his lungs.
“I’m glad you find this hilarious,” Willa said, trying to keep a straight face.
“This is peak-Willa, and I say that with love in my heart,” he said, sniffling and sighing, then bursting into more giggles.
“How do I fix this?” She asked, her eyes wide.
“You go to coffee with her.”
“But what if that ship has sailed, especially now that she knows it was a mistake for me to turn her down. How do you come back from that?” Willa frowned miserably at the screen in her hand.
“If she wanted to hook up tonight, what will change that by tomorrow?”
“Well, now she knows what a doofus I am.” Willa twisted her hair in her ponytail, anxious feelings still coursing through her body. “This is why I don’t date. This is why I’m the single girl going to the couples getaway. This is why I just drive people home. I’m meant to be single forever.”
“You invited her to a pizza parlor, babe. She already knew you were a doofus before that text, so it’s not like, the end of the world.”
He had a point. Willa rubbed her eyes.
“Imagine if you hadn’t messed it up though—”
Willa stared at his manicured beard on the screen. “I’m not sure I’m ready for where this is going.”
“Come with me on this journey,” he said, his eyes wide and mischievous. “And you were suddenly in a relationship with such a hot babe and she was your plus one for the bachelorette party. Imagine the look on Nora’s face.”
Willa laughed. “That would be the best. Like the ultimate comeback to inviting your single friend on the couples trip.”
“Maybe if you patch it up at coffee tomorrow, it can still be a reality,” Kirk said with a wink.
“But can you imagine dating a pro athlete? Do you know what she ordered at pizza tonight? A salad.”
Kirk grimaced.
“A salad. And she didn’t drink beer.”
“I mean, that could simply be a personal choice.”
“True, but like, I ate two humungous slices of pizza in front of a woman pretending to enjoy limp lettuce.”
Kirk laughed. “And she still wants coffee with you.”
“Lord knows what for,” Willa said, scrubbing a hand over her face again.
“I know you don’t need a hype man, because I know you’re a catch, and you know you’re a catch, so get over this whole self-deprecating How could she possibly want me? thing because that’s insufferable. Besides, not every ‘Let’s get out of here’ is a relationship. In fact, I’d say 99% aren’t.”
Willa frowned, considering. “True. I mean, worst case is we have an awkward coffee. Best case is we have a coffee and then down the road maybe I marry a soccer star.”
“Fucking lesbians,” Kirk said with a laugh. “Always straight to marriage, do not pass go, do not collect $200 with y’all.”
“Can I help it that marriage is on my mind?”
“I thought we weren’t approaching this from a place of jealousy.”
“I’m not,” Willa said. “I’m really not. It’s just that it’d be nice to find a person who someday thinks I’m worth forever and not only a ride home.”
A groan off-screen made Kirk glance sideways.
Willa narrowed her eyes. “Who was that?”
Kirk angled the camera to show a man in his 20s, shirtless, playing on his phone beside Kirk. “This is Derek.”
The guy didn’t even glance up. “Darren.”
“Darren.” Kirk said, nodding quickly with an Oops expression. “He’s a zookeeper.”
Willa laughed. “Let me guess. Elephants?”
Kirk grinned mischievously.
“Well, I’ll let you get back to Darren. Also, Darren, I’m sending over an NDA.”
“What’s that?” Darren said off-screen.
“She’s joking,” Kirk said. “Alright, I’ll let you mope for a while. Call me in the morning after coffee, okay? And then I want a full-reenactment in the office on Monday.”
Willa nodded and they hurried through their goodbye as she ended the call.
She opened up the text with Sage. Embarrassment still flushed her cheeks as she triple-checked the correct name. 
WILLA: Sure. 10am?
Sage’s reply was almost immediate.
SAGE: Sounds good. Send me the address and I’ll be there.
She googled her favorite spot, then sent the link before turning her phone over on her nightstand and shutting off the light. The credits rolled on the Golden Girls episode as she cuddled into Puddles’ side. It was just coffee. She could do this. 





CHAPTER FIVE
SAGE
“I’M NOT sure this is an idea worth exploring,” Sage said, reaching to turn on the light on the nightstand. She glanced at the clock—it was only 2am, which meant it was 1am where Nicolette was calling from.
“She’s gorgeous, you look happy in these photos, and I’m a genius. I don’t know why there’s even a discussion here. She should be your date to the Angela Morley Center's Gay-la. That’s the ideal event for you to have someone perfect on your arm,” Nicolette said, and Sage could almost hear her agent patting herself on the back. There was a lot of background noise, like she was out somewhere. “Take a look at the photos I just sent you. They’re already on some girl’s TikTok or Tumblr or whatever.”
Sage changed the call to speakerphone, squinting her eyes in the bright light of her screen as she opened up the texts from Nicolette. Sure enough, there they were, Willa eating pizza, Sage eating a salad. This part of being well-known never failed to shock her. They’d been out for only about an hour, and yet someone had recognized her. Was it those teen girls in the booth behind Willa? What pissed her off was that she would have been fine meeting a fan. It felt so much more invasive that someone had taken a photo of her without even introducing themselves. 
“I’ll think about the Gay-la invite, even though that’s creepy,” she said, her eyes lingering over Willa’s figure in the photos of them leaving together. She was surprised to see her own hand hovering inches from WIlla’s lower back. They really did look like something more, didn’t they? Poor Willa. Did she know? “Send me the link to where these were posted.”
Nicolette sent the link quickly, and Sage clicked to find @SageCarson4Ever on Instagram. Apparently, the photo taker had submitted these new photos to the fan account, which had an impressive amount of followers, if she did say so herself. She swiped through the photos again, then looked around the profile. Although she was logged in on her personal account, she knew Nicolette and the publicity reps she paid a lot of money would be furious if she commented anything without asking them first.
She groaned and climbed out of bed, assuring Nicolette she’d think about asking Willa. In reality, how could she? She ended the call, stuffing the phone into her pajama pants pocket as she crossed the bedroom she’d slept in during her teenage years. Her parents had taken down her soccer posters and replaced them with lovely black and white still life prints, and she didn’t have her stars and moon bedspread anymore, but it was still the same room. She still knew what parts of the floor creaked, still knew that to get the door to open silently, she had to swing it fast for the first half, then slowly inch it open the second. She walked through the hallway, then down the stairs past the photos of her in various soccer uniforms over the years. The best part about being home in Denver was physically being in her home. Her parents had sacrificed so many weekends and so many hours so that she could play at school and on her local club team or travel to tournaments, and they’d never complained or made her feel like a burden to them. She was lucky in that way.
She walked into the small kitchen, finding her mom standing at the counter eating a banana in her robe, her wild curls sticking out in every direction.
“How was the reunion?” Her mom asked through a full mouth.
“Sorry, did I wake you up?” She asked, reaching for a water glass in the cupboard.
“No, honey, I was up. Hot flash,” Mom said, pulling at the neckline of her robe.
“Menopause sounds fun,” she teased.
Mom rolled her eyes. “It’s a blast.”
“The reunion was good, I guess,” she shrugged.
Her mom raised an eyebrow, which told her all she needed to know about that woman’s psychic abilities. Still had them.
“Do you remember Lachlan Bellamy?” She asked.
Her mom laughed. “Yeah, I remember every single one of your friends having a giant crush on him and never talking about anything else. You never seemed to be his biggest fan, though. Should have been my first clue.”
Sage laughed. “He had a little sister in my grade. Willa.”
Her mom nodded. “I don’t remember her but I believe you.”
“She wasn’t in my crowd, so you wouldn’t have met her.”
Her mom snorted. “In your crowd? You sound ridiculous.”
She grinned. “Anyway, I went for pizza with her.”
Her mother’s face went from amused to anticipatory. “Oh?”
Sage leaned against the counter, sipping from her water glass as she explained the photograph, Nicolette’s idea about a fake girlfriend, the whole thing. When she finished, she tilted her head. “What do you think I should do?”
“I am way out of my depth when it comes to your celebrity, honey. But I do know that you’re a smart girl with a good head on your shoulders. So if you think it’s a good idea, it’s probably a good idea. But if you think it’s a bad idea, trust your gut.”
“Terrible advice. You literally just failed to commit to either side there,” Sage teased.
Mom rolled her eyes. “If she’s nice and you like spending time with her, why not actually ask her out on a date?”
Sage blinked. “I don’t…” How did she tell her mom in no uncertain terms that she did not want a girlfriend? Girlfriends got in the way. She performed at her worst when she had a girlfriend, most likely due to wanting to spend time with the woman instead of practicing, or having her head in the clouds daydreaming instead of focusing on the game in front of her. She’d tried that. It didn’t work. And now, more than ever, she needed her head in the game. “I’m focusing on me right now.”
Her mom snorted again. “Sure, honey. Well, if you want to have a fake girlfriend, let me know, so that I can tell the book club something new about you for once. They’ve told me I can’t brag about your wins anymore.”
Sage laughed. “It’s kind of a wild idea, right?”
Her mom shrugged. “You’ve always been wild, but your best decisions have always been your own.”
“To the dismay of most of my coaches,” Sage smirked.
“Well, for someone so bad with authority, you did choose a career where someone else calls the majority of your shots,” her mom said, a teasing twinkle in her eye. She quickly washed her hands, then tossed the kitchen towel to Sage. “Don’t stay up too late, okay?”
Sage nodded. “I’ll try not to.” The stairs creaked as her mom went up to bed, leaving her alone to stand in the kitchen. Her phone felt heavy in her hand as she swiped open the photos of them again, flipping through the series of them laughing and talking. A corner of her mouth twitched up at a particularly expressive way Willa was talking with her hands. This would either be her best or worst decision, she could already tell that much.





CHAPTER SIX
WILLA
WILLA WAS ADJUSTING the sleeves of her loose blazer when the email dinged in. It popped up on her lock screen from someone named Nicolette. That wasn’t the weird part. What drew her eye was the subject line: Appearance with Sage Carson.
The phone felt instantly heavier in her hands. Her pulse hiccuped, then quickened as she opened the email.
TO: willa.bellamy@mail.com
FROM: nicolette@nicolettefisher.com
SUBJECT: Appearance with Sage Carson
________________________________________
Dear Ms. Bellamy,
After speaking with Sage, I’ve drafted up the necessary NDAs and paperwork re: the Angela Morley Center’s Gay-la on April 15th. Find attached here. Please let me know if you have any questions.
Thank you,
Nicolette Fisher
ATTACHED: SCARSON_051421appearance_nda.pdf
    
CONFUSION FOGGED her brain as she opened up the attached PDF. Had she agreed to something the night before that she had no memory of? This must be some kind of mistake. She read over what she was meant to be signing, and after reading over contracts all day long for vendors and clients, she knew what to look for. Except this made very little sense. She, Willa Bellamy, was agreeing to “one (1) event attendance to be pictured alongside Sage Carson.”
Her brow furrowed. This had to be some kind of mistake. This Nicolette woman must have accidentally mixed up the names. There was no way this was about her, right? Why in the world would Sage be contracting a date in the first place, and on top of that, why would her name be associated with that at all?
And even if it was meant for her, which it definitely was not, her initial knee-jerk feeling was that her ego was hurt, if she was being honest. She’d genuinely expected a coffee, maybe a date. So, then what was this contract all about? She was always just a favor, wasn’t she? Willa Bellamy, finishing the group project alone. Willa Bellamy, the girl whose homework everyone can copy. Willa Bellamy, sure, she’ll come early to help set up chairs at the event, why not?
She dialed Kirk’s number before thinking. “You’ll never guess what happened this morning,” she said even before he said hello.
Kirk laughed, his voice hazy from sleep. “You won the lottery.”
“No.”
“You slept with Sage.”
“It’s like 9:30am.”
“It’s never too early to start,” Kirk joked.
She explained the email and contract.
Kirk gasped, then burst out laughing. “Oh, this is perfect, babe,” he said.
“What’s perfect about this? How could this be sent to me? It’s definitely a mistake, right?” Willa asked, frowning as she let Puddles in from the backyard.
Kirk sighed. “I can’t believe you haven’t thought of this. She needs a date, sure, whatever, but you also need a date…”
“No,” she said, her eyes widening in realization.
“Oh, but yes,” Kirk said. “What better way to put those couples in their places than by bringing a celesbian on the trip?”
Willa could picture it now. The look on Nora’s face… The look on all of her friend’s faces… It wasn’t that she wanted to make Nora jealous. Her friends were… what was the polite way of putting it? Outspoken. Opinionated. Quick to tell her exactly what they thought. She liked that about them, but she was always the softest person at the table. An easy target. She had a feeling they all thought she’d be single forever. And she had been the dependable, polite, quick-to-laugh-off-a-joke single friend for so long, and now, she had a chance to change her own narrative.
If she showed up with Sage Carson on her arm, she’d get the last laugh. 
So long, Doormat Bellamy. She grinned to herself before she could help it.
“Look over the contract and see where you might be able to figure this out as compensation,” Kirk instructed.
Willa nodded. “I’m letting her bring it up first so I don’t look like an idiot if my hunch is correct that this is definitely some kind of mistake.”
“To thine own self be true,” Kirk teased.
The compensation clause was vague enough and the fully-formed idea took shape so quickly that she really should have been concerned that she was willing to lean into it at all. And yet, she smirked. This was just a contract, and she spent most of her day going over contracts for events; this was her wheelhouse after all. It was a business arrangement, meaning she wouldn’t have to impress Sage into keeping her around—legally-binding friendship, was that what this was? And even if it turned out to be a mistake, at least Sage would never be the wiser that she’d received it, so the embarrassment wasn’t inherent. It might work.





CHAPTER SEVEN
SAGE
SAGE almost never lost her nerve, but as she sipped her coffee, watching Willa over the edge of her mug, she nearly did. Willa had chosen the place, had sent detailed directions mapped out with three possible areas for parking, and had even attached a menu with highlights of what coffee drinks the cafe did well. 
To be that on top of it… Sage wondered what that must be like. She had a team of people who scheduled her days when she was working. Training, lifting, drills, meetings, interviews—it was all on someone’s schedule and she was merely rolling with it. Even today, she’d already woken up and worked out, then showered, mostly because she’d finally read what one of the national team’s trainers had sent her detailing a workout schedule for recovery. Might as well start that.
She was grateful when she saw that Willa had chosen a private table away from prying eyes, then noticed she was aligning the sugar options in their tiny holder on the table. She couldn’t help noticing how Willa looked even better in the morning. Last night, with her hair done and a cute dress on, she was beautiful, but today, fresh faced, minimal makeup, hair in a ponytail… Sage tried not to gawk as she sat down at the table. Even fifteen minutes later, she was still trying not to stare.
“The coffee’s good, right?” Willa asked, the edges of her light eyes crinkling as she smiled.
“Yeah, surprisingly good,” Sage said, glancing around. “This place is cute.”
“Denver still has some gems. Maybe not as many as San Diego.” Willa’s shoulders lifted in a shrug.
“Denver is great,” Sage said, clearing her throat. Why was she feeling so nervous? “San Diego is… well, it’s a lot of different things all at once, I guess. It’s always changing, always a different night out.”
“I’ve never been to California.” Willa held her coffee mug in both hands.
“It’s terribly overrated.” Sage laughed.
Willa laughed, too, almost sounding relieved.
“So, I, uh… well, speaking of California…” Sage began. She pressed her mouth into a thin line, trying to think of the right way to phrase her request. She’d practiced it over and over for the past twelve hours, ever since the thought occurred to her. Ever since she read that text message from Willa, belatedly realizing that Sage had been hitting on her. She was a little embarrassed, too, but it had made her laugh. From their brief interactions over the past day, she thought Willa was fun, and moreover, Willa didn’t seem complicated. Sage could see how they could easily be friends. That was the biggest plus. “This is going to sound really weird, so I’m just…” She ran a hand through her hair.
Willa’s brow furrowed as she watched Sage in confusion.
“Okay, well, I was wondering if you’d do me a favor, and I don’t want you to read into it and think…” She cleared her throat. She was not approaching this well.
Willa’s eyes widened, then she lowered an eyebrow in skepticism. “Ask, I’m sure it’s fine.”
“So, you know how I injured my knee,” Sage began, trying not to nervously fidget.
Willa’s blonde ponytail bobbed as she nodded.
“And recovery has sucked... it’s not going as quickly as I want, and… well, I guess I’ve earned myself a reputation for, uh… dating a lot.” Oh god, why was she gesturing so much? She paused, taking a sip of her coffee. “Anyway, my agent thinks I need an image revamp, I’m trying to land this endorsement deal with Player One—“
Willa seemed impressed. “Player One? Like ‘Make Your Dreams Come True’ Player One?”
The corner of Sage’s mouth lifted as Willa recited Player One’s tagline. “Yep.”
“That’s awesome.”
“Yeah, except… well, I haven’t maybe been the epitome of…” She took a deep breath, trying to word it properly.
“Professional.” Willa nodded.
“I was gonna go responsible but yikes, cut me off at the knees, Bellamy.” Sage couldn’t stifle the grin or the slightly embarrassed flush on her cheeks.
“So, you’re telling me you need an image revamp and you’d like me to accompany you to a Gay-la in a few weeks and pretend to be your girlfriend?” Willa asked, her voice completely flat as she took another sip of her drink.
“Oh, uh…” Sage tilted her head in confusion. What the? Did Willa have psychic abilities, too? What was it with the women in her life?
“Someone named Nicolette already sent me over an email this morning. It had some specifics,” Willa said, pulling a stack of papers out of her bag to set on the table.
“Yikes.” She was furious with Nicolette for going behind her back on this—how did that woman even get Willa’s email address? Her face flushed with shame and surprise. “I, uh… I did not imagine it happening in this order… I’m so sorry.” Sage turned to the papers on the table. She’d never felt like a bigger asshole in her life. Except, they were already signed. Willa had already decided to say yes. 
Willa had a mischievous glint in her eye that Sage couldn’t quite understand.
“So, you knew, and you still agreed to meet me?” Sage asked.
“Yeah, I mean, you should see the gown allowance on page four.” Willa laughed good-naturedly.
“I'm glad you're in it for the couture,” Sage said. “Because this is not one of my finer moments, and…” She trailed off, wanting to sink down in her chair until she was on the floor. 
Willa took a deep breath, pausing for a moment as Sage squirmed in her seat. “Well, sartorial and what my therapist calls boundary issues, but I just think that I’m very good at saying yes when people ask for favors. I’m working on it, though. And also, there’s another part to this idea,” she said, reaching to grab a few more sheets of paper out of her bag. “I’m not above a little quid pro quo, Sage Carson. Basically, it gave me an idea. You need a plus one, and I need a plus one, and so I’ll definitely show up to this red carpet event with you in a pretty dress if you’ll make some kind of appearance at my friend’s bachelorette party.”
Sage laughed, the surprise of the statement shocking the sound right out of her. “What?”
“My friend is having a bachelorette party, except it’s with couples, and… well, I’m as single as they come. So, I was hoping you’d maybe want to…” Willa said, her voice growing thin as she seemed to be losing her nerve, too. The coffee mug clinked into the saucer as she set it down and laced her red-tipped fingers together.
“Where is it?” Sage asked.
“Belize.”
Sage’s eyebrows rose. “How long?”
“The entire party is for four days, but I think we can work something out if you can’t do the full time, since I know that’s kind of intense and I don’t know your training schedule.” Willa brushed a fallen strand of hair away from her face.
Sage couldn’t help but be impressed by how astutely Willa was making this deal. Maybe she should get Willa on her contract renegotiation team. “How about two days, one night in addition for the awards show, and then we can always reassess the situation after that?”
Willa seemed to consider. “Okay. That sounds fair,” she said, reaching her hand across the table.
Sage shook it. “I’m definitely getting the better end of the deal. Awards shows are terrible, but a night in Belize sounds like it will be a blast.”
Something akin to a groan escaped Willa’s mouth. “Is it too late to say two nights, three days?”
Sage laughed, relief washing over her. “I know this is wild, but I think it’ll work out okay.”
“How do you know?” Willa asked, raising a skeptical eyebrow.
“You’re fun, I’m fun, we’ll be fine.” Sage waved a dismissive hand in the air.
“How do we make everyone believe we’re… you know…” Willa chewed on her blush-pink lower lip.
Sage reached across the table and took Willa’s hand in hers. She watched the woman’s eyes widen, felt her tense for a moment, then relax until their hands were interlaced. She playfully ran her fingertips along the sensitive skin between Willa’s fingers. She watched Willa swallow, staring at the contact between them. “Well, one, having you beside me at all is enough to convince the press that you’re important to me, since I rarely ever bring dates to red carpets. Second, you’re beautiful, so that also makes it fairly believable—”
“I almost forgot what a real asshole you can be in interviews,” Willa said, but she was laughing as she said it. “And then you say something like that.”
Sage smirked. “Is it shallow to want my partner to be aesthetically-pleasing?”
Willa snorted in a very un-lady-like way. “I think that’s the very definition of shallow, my friend.” She drew her hand back, tucking it into her lap.
“Third, I truly was trying to get you to leave with me last night, so that part’s believable, too.”
Willa looked as if she wanted to tug on the neck of her shirt. She blinked. “I… uh…” How in the world did a woman this gorgeous not know how to take a compliment? “Well, that’s nice of you.”
Sage grinned in good humor. “Yeah, very decent of me, sure. But, I do just want to be completely transparent. You know, in the interest of the legality surrounding our… situation.” She nodded down to the contracts on the table. “It’s purely a professional deal.”
Willa watched her with a curious look on her face. “What does that mean?”
“I think we shouldn’t sleep together or be anything other than friends for this to work. I don’t… I don’t really date, and I think blurring the lines will make this messy. I need my full focus on my career right now.”
“Strictly business. Like Pretty Woman,” Willa said with a firm nod.
“Weirdly enough, that’s what Nicolette said, too. Except for like, the whole relationship and love and sex part of Pretty Woman,” Sage added, blinking.
“Sure. And the like, humiliation part. Or the sex work. Or the penthouse, if we’re splitting hairs, I guess.”
“Really nothing like Pretty Woman, in fact,” Sage said.
“Gown allowance,” Willa said, her finger tapping the contract again. “So, like, the best part of Pretty Woman. Big mistake. Huge.”
“I think you’re quoting it right now, but I’m not sure because I’ve never seen it,” Sage said, raising an eyebrow as she leaned back comfortably in her chair.
“Then how do you know about the relationship and love and sex part?”
“I looked it up on Wikipedia after Nick mentioned it.”
Willa shook her head in disappointment.
Sage eyed the woman across the table from her. “I wanted to bring something else up.”
“What?” Willa’s eyes widened, like she was worried she had something on her face or had deeply offended Sage by accident.
“Someone took photos of us last night. My PR team is already on it, but I wanted you to know. Your face isn’t visible in them, but your hair and dress are,” Sage said, pulling out her phone.
Willa’s eyes widened in shock. “Wh-what?” She coughed, as though choking on the words.
Sage shrugged. “It happens all the time,” she said. She glanced around. “People take pictures when they think you’re well-known, I guess.”
“I mean, I knew you were famous, but I didn’t know you had like… fangirls,” Willa said, blinking. “Can I see them?”
Sage nodded. “It’s kind of a weird part of the job. Especially because I came out before anyone else on the national team. I became a face of something, I guess.” She pulled up the photo post on her phone and slid it across the table.
“This is so weird,” Willa said, her thumb swiping over the screen. “At least my hair looks good.”
Sage snorted. “Priorities, I see. Anyway, don’t interact with them or anything. They’ll build a bit of hype for our red carpet appearance, but we don’t have to worry about them.”
“Having photos on Instagram builds red carpet hype?” Willa tilted her head to the side in confusion.
“Yeah, people start wondering who you are and then when they see you on the red carpet, they see that you are, in fact, my girlfriend,” Sage explained.
“Should we take a photo right now?” Willa asked earnestly.
“Sure,” Sage said, taking a photo of Willa over her coffee cup. “I’ll put it on my stories. Very enigmatic.”
Willa smirked. “Ah, I’ve always wanted to be an enigma.”
“Well, Bellamy, it’s your lucky day, I guess.”





CHAPTER EIGHT
WILLA
WILLA SMOOTHED DOWN HER DRESS, taking a deep breath. Kirk stood behind her, adjusting his hair in the mirror. “Oh my gosh, calm down. You’re volunteering, not getting married.”
“But it’s the first chance we’re getting to try this whole thing out.” Willa’s stomach churned with nervous energy. She’d invited Sage to volunteer for an evening at the Dorothea Project, a women’s shelter where some of her friends from work volunteered. It’d be a night of cooking, then serving, then cleaning, which wasn’t exactly glamorous, but Kirk had suggested a low-key environment to test-drive the whole “fake relationship” thing.
“First of all, you’re going to be wearing a hairnet. Second, you’re serving food at a women’s shelter. It’s not going to be glam. And third, it’s only people we like from the zoo, and I doubt any of those nerds follow sports. The chances of anyone even knowing her are so low. I only invited like seven people. You’re fine.” Kirk was one of those men who had a billion friends at work that she’d met plenty of times but could never keep track of, simply because there were so many. He’d even convinced friends from other departments to join in the volunteer nights. He was over the top like that.
Willa eyed him in the mirror, her eyes narrowing. Why did his pep talk not inspire confidence? “She’s won two World Cups and Olympic gold and silver medals,” she said. “I’d be surprised if people don’t know her.”
Kirk grinned. “Aw, getting defensive over your girlfriend already? That is so adorable.”
“She’s not—” Willa paused, her eyes widening.
“I’m so glad we’re doing a practice run, babe,” Kirk said, fussing with his bangs. “Because you’re a hot mess express.”
“I am not,” Willa said. She reached forward and washed her hands in the cool water.
“Are you nervous like it’s a real date?” Kirk said, eyeing her as she dried off her hands. He leaned against the counter, looking at her with bright, mischievous eyes. Willa knew that look. That look always preceded him saying Awww like she was a baby armadillo, not a grown ass woman.
“No,” she said, reaching to playfully push his shoulder.
Kirk blinked. “Okay, well, let me know when you want to be honest with me. I thought this was a circle of trust, but I guess we’re not there right now.” He lifted his eyebrows and pressed his mouth into a firm line, like he was slightly offended.
“Low stakes. Lasagna. Straight people. No one is gonna even know who she is, right?” Willa repeated back to him.
“Exactly,” he said, catching her eye in the mirror again.
A FEW HOURS LATER, the group was standing around the kitchen sorting out how to preheat the gigantic commercial ovens when Sage walked in the door, smiling.
“Oh my god, is that Sage Carson?” Juliana from Marketing said from directly beside Willa, tapping her husband on the shoulder. So much for anonymity. Willa shot a glare toward Kirk, who was greeting Sage at the door like he was the host of a party.
Sage looked utterly flawless in royal blue high-top Jordans, jeans, and a t-shirt with subtle hints of gold in her necklaces and rings. Her short hair was slicked away under a ballcap, and she had just a touch of eyeliner on. Was she going to the club or to volunteer? She looked ready for either.
Willa glanced sideways at Juliana, a woman she’d been introduced to four or five times over the past two years but could never remember. She just had one of those faces. What happened to, Straight people don’t watch women’s sports? She needed to have a chat with Kirk about that.
“Hey baby,” Sage said, her eyes softening along with a small smile when she saw Willa.
Six sets of eyes—Kirk’s included—snapped toward Willa. Fucking great. 
Willa’s stomach flipped up into her throat and she leaned on the counter, gripping the metal in her hands to avoid flailing her arms in a panicked motion. “Hi,” she said, blinking. After a pause she added, “Honey.” Oh no, that Honey was way too late. 
Sage crossed the room. “Hey everyone, I’m Sage,” she said, lifting her hand as she sidled up beside Willa, looking casual and calm. She didn’t seem to be bothered by the spotlight at all. “Sorry I’m a tiny bit late. This place was hard to find.
“On purpose,” Kirk said good-naturedly. Kirk introduced her to the group. Kira, the outreach coordinator for the shelter, Juliana from Marketing and her husband Thomas, Greg and Adrian from Education, and Darren, the hot elephant keeper. Willa was so grateful for Sage showing up, but it also meant that now the show had begun.
Sage nodded and repeated everyone’s names back to them, then stretched an arm around Willa, hooking it around her waist with the confidence of a girlfriend. She leaned into Willa’s ear and whispered, “You look like we’ve never even hugged,” she scolded.
“Yeah, well, we haven’t,” Willa whispered back, unsure where to place her hands.
Sage dropped her own hand from Willa’s hip and instead intertwined their fingers. Willa had the instant worry that her hands were clammy. She so desperately wished they’d discussed physical affection before agreeing to this. She glanced around at everyone else, all casually beginning to get the meal ready. They’d brought aluminum pans full of pre-made lasagna that they had to warm up, and then they’d be making garlic bread and salads on the spot. Willa had chosen garlic bread, because she was an adequate cook but not a fantastic cook. How hard could garlic bread be, right?
“So, the whole point of this is that we cook these women a meal?” Sage asked as she pulled four french bread loaves out of a bag. “That’s it?”
“Yeah,” Willa said, shrugging.
“Why this shelter?” Sage asked.
“They accept trans women without any kind of fanfare or making it a big deal, so I’m partial,” Willa said with a smile. “Some shelters in the area are a little fucked up with that thinking, but not the Dorothea. Kirk found out about it a few years back through another friend, and it just became our quarterly give-back thing.”
“You do this four times a year?” Sage asked. “You willingly wear a hairnet four times a year?”
Willa pretended to scoff in offense, then held up a bread knife. “Should I trust you with this knife? How are your cooking skills?”
“I’m a very good cook,” Sage said with a confident nod. “I really excel at breakfast food, since that’s the type of food I tend to serve women most often.” She winked, and dear god, that level of confidence could only be charming on this one woman.
Willa, pretending not to be affected in the slightest, rolled her eyes. “You are ridiculous.”
Sage reached for the butter, glancing around the room where Kirk and Darren were arguing about the oven temperature, Juliana and her husband were silently chopping tomatoes and onions for the salad, and Greg and Adrian were arranging soda and seltzer cans by color. “I can’t believe they have eight people in here to warm up food or cut it. This is a huge waste of resources.”
“That is so rich coming from a woman whose entire job involves eleven people to kick a ball into a net,” Willa said with a very ladylike snort of amusement.
Sage’s eyebrows shot through the roof. “Sick burn, Bellamy.”
“Besides, many hands make light work,” Willa countered.
“Too many cooks in the kitchen… something… something,” Sage replied.
Willa stirred together the butter and spices. “Wow, you really showed me with that idiom.”
Sage laughed, shaking her head. “Feels unfair.”
“Why is that?”
“Everyone knows jocks can’t use big words,” Sage said with a mischievous grin.
This time it was Willa who exploded in laughter. “A self-burn. I like how this is going.”
“Aren’t you like, legally-bound to be nice to me?” Sage teased.
“I don’t remember that part of the contract, but I suppose that clause could be hidden in Section 4, paragraph two, which was unnecessarily wordy, if you ask me,” Willa said, tapping her chin as though she was lost in thought.
Kira stuck her head through the serving window. “Twenty minute heads up,” she called out.
Willa gave her a thumbs up.
“Is that garlic bread ready yet? We really should be ready soon,” Kirk yelled from across the kitchen.
Sage and Willa exchanged a glance, hurriedly slathering the butter onto the bread. “Yeah, it’s done,” Willa lied.
“Less talk, more garlic bread,” Darren said.
“Look, he’s worse at idioms than you,” Willa said, trying not to grin at her own joke.
Sage rolled her eyes, walking the garlic bread over to the oven.
After dinner was hot and ready, they stood in the serving line, dishing food onto people’s plates. Kirk and Darren had bailed, choosing instead to go hang out with the women of the shelter. Willa occasionally heard Kirk’s voice raise in excitement when he was telling a joke or laughing heartily.
“How’s your day going?” Sage asked a woman who had stopped in front of them as the line stalled near the sodas. Apparently the color arrangement wasn’t exactly obvious.
“It’s going okay, how about you?” The woman said politely, then glanced up from her tray. Her eyes widened. “Shut up.”
“Oh, uh, okay,” Sage began.
“No, I mean, shut up. You are Sage Carson,” the woman said.
Willa blinked in surprise. She knew Sage was famous, but this was verging on ridiculous. She was wearing a hat and was barely even recognizable to Willa.
Sage laughed good-naturedly. “I am.”
“Can I get a picture?” The woman asked.
“Oh, of us together?” Sage offered, gesturing between herself and the woman.
The woman gaped at her. “Yeah, if that’s an option,” she said, her voice rising in excitement.
Sage nodded, taking a step back from the serving line. “If that’s okay,” Sage said quietly.
Willa stepped to close the gap, her mouth curving into a smile. “Of course.” 
Sage handed her the apron she had put on, then walked out the door from the kitchen.
Willa watched as she stood and chatted with the woman for a moment, asking her name—Janet— then posed with Janet for a picture. She asked Janet to wait and took a selfie of them together on her own phone. Kira took another photo of them together, then reminded Sage to turn off geotagging and blur faces if she was going to post anything.
Sage nodded toward the kitchen. “I’ll post something with Willa so that no one’s privacy is invaded.”
Before long, a few more women approached Sage for pictures, and then before she knew it, Sage was sitting at a table, engaged animatedly in conversation. Willa smiled despite herself, trying not to focus on how grateful she was that Sage had turned out to be a relatively good person.
Kirk shuffled past her in the kitchen, apparently taking a break from chatting. “I don’t mind her,” he said, taking a swig of an orange soda.
“I don’t either,” Willa said, discovering against her will that she couldn’t take her eyes off Sage, who had tipped her head back in full body hysterics, slapping her knee in amusement.
***
PUDDLES CAME WADDLING to the front door, his sweet, whitened muzzle nearly hidden by the three toys he had shoved in his mouth to greet her. His eyes widened as he took in Sage, who was standing in the doorway behind her.
“Well, Puddles, I’ve heard a lot about you. All good things, of course,” Sage said, bending down to kneel in front of him. Her t-shirt stretched over her broad shoulders, her muscles visible in the give of the fabric. Willa often forgot that Sage was an athlete and probably trained for hours every day. She seemed so normal… As long as she never asked Willa to join her on a run, that difference could be overlooked.
Puddles wiggled harder, turning his face as if to show her the toys better.
“He wants you to admire them, not to take them,” Willa said, setting down her purse and keys.
“Well, sir, they’re very, very good babies,” Sage cooed, petting his chin.
Willa blinked, resisting the urge to stare too hard. This was nothing more than a fraudulent affair—a favor—and she would not be swooning in response to every cute thing Sage did. For nothing more than her own self-preservation, she would have to steel every attraction inside of herself to ensure that she didn’t come out on the other side of this deal mangled and heartbroken. They were friends. Casual, new, still figuring it out, sure—but just friends.
“So,” Sage said, standing slowly. Her brows came together as she extended her knee. “Tonight was…”
“Yeah, it was a good trial run,” Willa said, shrugging as she forced herself to look more indifferent than she felt. “You want anything to drink?”
“Water is fine,” Sage said.
Willa walked down the hall to the kitchen, glancing over her shoulder to see Sage following her, Puddles padding beside them. Willa took a glass out of a cupboard and pressed it to the refrigerator door. She handed the glass to Sage, then paused as she noticed Sage glancing around, taking in her house. She’d styled enough events to know the first impression of a room mattered.
The bright, small home was a rental, but she’d lived there for years, and she’d made it her own. Thanks to a lax landlord who never checked up on her, it felt like her own, too. She’d painted the kitchen a bright white, and it led to the bright, open living room, where she’d covered almost every bare surface with art, from framed prints to macrame wall-hangings. Willa liked to think her style was whatever the opposite of minimalism was—maximalism? Bright, eye-catching furniture, loud curtains to accent, a deep, rich, colorful rug to tie the room together, plus tons of tiny touches that made her smile, from knick knacks to her books arranged by the colors of the rainbow. She had even made a frame for her TV to hide it behind a piece of art so as not to disrupt the aesthetic. She eyed Sage to try to understand what she thought of it, but Sage simply gazed around in silence with a wide-eyed expression.
“Cute place.” Sage put a hand on her upper arm and Willa tensed at the touch, not expecting it. “For this to be believable, you can’t flinch every time I touch you,” she said, her body close to Willa’s, suddenly way too close.
Willa bit her bottom lip, unsure what to say. Of course she flinched every time Sage touched her—it was intimate, it was something they were not, it would take her a while to get used to it. It was the familiar touch of a lover… and it was not what she’d expected when she’d signed up for this facade.
Because every time Sage touched her, she felt it throughout her entire body. A simple hand to Willa’s arm made goosebumps rise over every inch of skin, made her heart rate pick up; it made her brain hone in on how warm Sage’s hands were, how natural and normal it felt.
And still somehow so new.
She watched Sage’s blue eyes flick down to take in her mouth, and she swallowed, her lips parting slightly in surprise at how her body could be so affected by a look alone.
“I think we should kiss,” Sage said, her voice soft, the slightest bit of rasp behind it.
“Wh-what?” Willa blinked, taking a step back to break whatever spell had come over them.
“I think we should so that we can kiss in public without it being a major deal,” Sage said, taking a deep breath as though it was a necessary evil she’d have to deal with.
“Kiss in public? When are we kissing in public? I read nothing about PDA in that contract,” Willa countered.
Sage tilted her head. “You don’t think I should kiss you at least in front of your friends at the bachelorette party to make it believable? Besides, if we’re meant to be in some sort of relationship, we should…” She squinted, as if looking for the right word. “Exude an air of intimacy.”
Willa’s brows rose. Well, when she put it like that, it made a tiny bit of sense. Intimacy. With a stranger. Fake intimacy. God, she was in way over her head. The kitchen was suddenly much too small, and twenty degrees too warm.
“If you don’t want to practice, I’m not going to force you. I just think that practice might help,” Sage said, taking a step back.
“Says the professional athlete who practices for hours every day for the chance to play for two hours every once in a while,” Willa said. Why was the idea of kissing Sage still making her stomach clench?
“Practice makes perfect, didn’t you know?” Sage smirked.
Willa swallowed again, her mouth dry as she shifted her weight between her feet. It wasn’t the idea of kissing Sage that she was necessarily against. In fact, she was all for it. But how could she kiss Sage and maintain the level of untangled that she needed? She’d never kissed anyone that she wasn’t in a relationship with, or at least headed that way shortly. She’d never had casual flings or mysterious kisses at midnight on New Year’s Eve or even a drunken make out among friends. When she kissed someone, she felt it throughout her entire body and soul, and she was worried that kissing Sage would open up something she wasn’t ready for.
“Okay, let’s start with hand holding,” Sage suggested, reaching for Willa’s hand instead. Willa couldn’t help but feel a small thrill as she reached for Sage’s hand, gently clasping it in hers. “Alright, see, that’s not weird.”
Yeah, sure, definitely not weird at all. Willa wasn’t feeling weird, not one bit. She was definitely not worrying if her grasp was too tight, or if her palms were sweaty. No, she was being extremely casual and controlled, like always. “Yeah, that’s fine,” she lied. As Sage removed her hand from Willa’s, she felt the loss of it—the warmth of the soft skin against her own. 
“Now, touch me,” Sage said, stepping back to lean against the counter. Puddles let out a bored yawn and stalked out of the room, most likely in search of his comfortable bed. 
“Touch you… how?” Willa asked, her hands hanging limply at her side.
“You know, touch my arm or my waist or my ass or something,” Sage said. She had a smile on her face that accentuated the adorable gap between her two front teeth.
Truly, the direction was staggeringly lean in terms of detail, but Willa did her best to reach out and give Sage’s arm a pat.
“Did I just win a Little League game or are we in love?” Sage asked through a laugh.
Willa laughed despite her discomfort. Her cheeks were flushed with embarrassment at the task. “It’s weird to have someone tell you to touch them. Can you really blame me here?”
Sage shrugged, then reached forward and grabbed the fabric of Willa’s dress in her hands, pulling her closer until she stepped between Sage’s legs, their bodies nearly flush. Willa’s mouth went dry as she reached out to steady herself, her palms on Sage’s hard stomach. Oh, come on. This was completely unfair.
Sage’s hands rested on Willa’s hips, fingers still hooked in her belt loops. “It’s not quite the crisis situation you’re imagining it to be, Wills.”
Wills? That was new. Willa put on her best unaffected expression, which she hoped felt less like her eyes twitching as her brain melted from being held against Sage’s body. “Sure, yeah, I can definitely see that,” she said, swallowing again.
“We could switch gears. Do you want to try some red carpet poses?” Sage asked. Her expression was one of calm confidence.
Willa nodded. “Sure, like, we’re side-by-side? I’ve never been on a red carpet, but I’ve set up a step and repeat banner when this Disney star came to the zoo to promote something once,” she said.
Sage smirked. “I doubt you’re going to want to pose the same as Hannah Montana,” she countered.
“I mean, this girl had a lot of cool moves. For, you know, a fifteen-year-old,” Willa said, her hand waving as if to dismiss the thought in the air. 
Sage’s hand moved to envelop Willa’s hip further. “Obviously, we’ll have our arms around each other, and it has to look natural. I don’t need that stiff shoulder thing you have going.”
Willa rolled her shoulders. “Loose shoulders. Got it.”
“I think it might be cute if you felt comfortable standing sideways, with your body angled towards mine, then put your hand on my shoulder. It would show off the back of your dress, too.”
“Truly, no one is going to be looking at me on this red carpet when you’re there, Sage Carson,” Willa said with a flustered laugh. She could imagine the flash of the cameras, reporters calling out Sage’s name, asking questions. There, in the background, that’s where she would be.
Something in Sage’s eyes darkened and a quiet intensity took over her features. “I respectfully disagree, Willa Bellamy.” 
The world seemed to blur around them for a moment, and Willa almost forgot that she was playing a part. That Sage was playing a part, too. She steeled her emotional response and stepped out of Sage’s leg space to exaggeratedly strike a pose, her hand on her hip, the other in the air like she was a dime store Vanna White. “How’s this?”
Sage grinned. “I think you could go bigger.”
Willa put up another arm into a proper Rocky stance. “This would really show off the dress,” she said with amusement.
“That it would,” Sage said, chuckling as she crossed her arms over her chest.
“Okay, but really, show me what you are thinking of for the posing,” Willa said, taking a deep breath to try to loosen up.
Sage stood, moving to her side. She put her arm around Willa’s waist, tucking Willa in against her. “This one looks pretty natural,” she said. “I see a lot of couples just do this. But angle your hips to show off one side of the dress better. Front or back, your choice.”
“What about your dress?” Willa asked.
Sage snorted, her brows coming together. “Absolutely not for me. I’ll be in a well-tailored suit, thanks.”
“What if I want a well-tailored suit?” Willa challenged.
Sage grinned, but stared at her with curiosity like she was trying to figure her out. “Then tell Nicolette you want suit options.”
“Easy as that?”
“Wills, we’re both queer women and the event is the Morley Center's Gay-la. So, yeah, we can both wear suits if we want.” Sage gave her an expression that made her feel a bit silly for even asking.
“This is your element, not mine,” Willa said, holding up her hands in retreat.
“I know, but it doesn’t have to be so hard, you know? We pose. You smile while I answer questions. You answer questions if they have them—”
“I answer questions?” Willa asked.
Sage’s arm relaxed from around her. “Well, if they have them, I guess. It’s our first red carpet appearance, so they might ask who you’re wearing, how long we’ve been together—”
“How long have we been together?” Willa interrupted.
Sage chewed her on her lower lip. “Depends on how serious you want to look. Three months and we can still be a little new around each other. Six and the cheating rumors start, since I’ve… well… been photographed out with a few women since then. Nine and they’re going to start expecting us to get engaged soon…”
“Three sounds fantastic,” Willa said. “And three explains why my friends haven’t heard much about you. It’s new, we’re taking it slow, it’s still fun.”
Sage nodded. “That’s smart. Three would explain why they’ve never photographed you. Well, until the teen paparazzo at the pizza place.”
Willa rolled her eyes. “Is that something I’m going to have to get used to?”
Sage shrugged. “I’m not sure yet. I’ve never really been seen with the same woman more than once or twice, so I’ve never noticed if they get photographed by themselves.”
“I don’t know, SageCarson4Ever seems like she’s crafty enough to find me whenever, wherever,” Willa said, laughing off the statement as a joke but still feeling unnerved by it.
“So, I think we should define what PDA is our limit.”
“I’m not going to like, make out with you in public,” Willa said, rolling her eyes.
Sage watched her, those blue eyes darkening with concentration again.
“Maybe like at most a quick peck or something,” Willa said, biting her lower lip again. “Right?” 
Those stormy blue eyes flicked down to her mouth for the second time in the conversation. “Yeah.”
“Here, this is what I mean.” Before she could talk herself out of it or think up one thousand reasons to be nervous, Willa leaned forward and gave Sage’s mouth a gentle kiss, barely a brush of her lips. See? She could be brave, too. This kiss wasn’t a big deal. This was how not-big of a deal it was—that she could lean in and kiss her without overthinking it. Sage’s own mouth was soft and her lips tasted like mint chapstick. She kept her hands to herself. It was a professional move, nothing more, or at least that’s what she told herself to calm her stomach flipping with excitement. She watched as Sage’s eyes widened in surprise when she pulled away. “See? Easy?”
The edge of Sage’s mouth pulled into a grin. “That could work.” She cleared her throat. 
“Yeah, that could definitely work,” Willa said, her voice barely a whisper. “Unless you were thinking something different?”
Sage blinked, then furrowed her brows in concentration. “Yeah, something like that is great for press stuff.” She reached out, putting a hand on Willa’s cheek as her thumb stroked the sensitive skin under Willa’s chin and jawline. Willa tensed, then forced herself to relax. She felt exhilarated and terrified and anticipatory, all at once. She felt like she might explode. “Better,” Sage said with a grin that felt slightly mischievous. “This is less red carpet, more paradise, in my opinion.”
It was only pretend, Willa repeated to her racing pulse. Only pretend.
Sage leaned forward and pressed her mouth to Willa’s, the soft brush similar to their kiss before.
The world quieted as Willa’s mind emptied of all worry. Sage’s body was firm against her own, her palm warm against Willa’s cheek. Her hands moved to Sage’s waist, the soft fabric of her shirt. Could Sage feel her heart pounding as she leaned forward, wanting more? Sage’s breath was warm on her skin, and as Willa’s mouth parted, she deepened the kiss. How was this kiss only a matter of moments yet lifetimes in length? This unspoken crush, the sparking attraction. Sage threaded her fingers into Willa’s hair, holding her neck, holding Willa close.
Willa tried to focus, ground herself, tried to pull herself back from the edge of slipping into something she definitely, definitely could not come back from. Focus. Sage’s hand on her jaw, the heat of Sage’s body, the whisper of Sage’s fingers through her hair, the sharp taste of mint chapstick on Sage’s lips as her tongue moved through Willa’s mouth, the heady smell of Sage’s cologne—oak moss, vetiver, lemon… This woman in her arms was completely intoxicating. And completely off-limits in the worst of ways.
Sage’s kiss was gentle but controlled, demanding, leading, and Willa was being swept up in the wave of it. They kissed and they kissed and Sage pressed forward and Willa rose to meet her, their hands moving across each other’s torsos and backs and waists and hips, curious and insistent. Willa’s hand through Sage’s short hair, Sage’s teeth on her lower lip, fabric held in tight fists, bodies pressed close, yielding and returning.
And then, all at once and much too soon, Sage pulled away, blinking down at her with a completely unreadable expression. As though realizing her surroundings for the first time, Willa took a small step back, steadying herself against her kitchen counter. 
“Way more paradise,” Sage said, taking a deep breath.
“Wh-what?” Willa asked in an embarrassingly strangled voice, her mind still foggy. She could feel how flushed her cheeks were and glanced around for her own water glass.
“Definitely not a red carpet move,” Sage repeated, her typical expression of casual amusement falling right back into place.
“Oh, yeah,” Willa said, chewing on her lower lip. “Definitely.” She nodded for added emphasis.
“Okay, well, that settles that,” Sage said, swallowing. “I’ll have Nicolette get in touch about the wardrobe, and then, I guess I’ll see you in LA.” Her voice was so business-like, so different than the woman she’d been kissing moments before.
Willa blinked. “Yeah,” she said before she even knew what she was saying. She wouldn’t see Sage again before then? As she led Sage to the door, then watched her climb into a rideshare, she felt in a haze of confusion and question. The doorway dug into her shoulder as she watched Sage’s car leave, then she turned to go back inside.
It was only after she had a glass of wine in hand, Puddles curled on the couch next to her, and a bad lesbian movie playing on the TV that she let herself consider that kiss. If she was going to do this, she needed to be a thousand times better at compartmentalizing. It was only pretend. She wasn’t sure if she should call Kirk or her therapist, though both seemed unlikely to have a good plan for how she should continue on. Maybe she should call it off. No, she wasn’t going to call it off before it had even begun.
As the two leads in the movie kissed, their bodies stiff and awkward in their period gowns, she ran her finger over her lower lip, as though Sage’s kiss was imprinted there. Maybe she was only feeling this way because she hadn’t kissed anyone but Sage in so long. She was just in need of affection, that was all.





CHAPTER NINE
SAGE
SAGE FIDGETED, spinning the three rings she wore, her hands clammy. She pictured the World Cup trophy in her hands, the Golden Boot, the Sports Illustrated Sportsperson of the Year—and yet, somehow, this one seemed to be more nerve-racking than any of those combined. Not only because she’d have to give a speech—her first public non-sports speech—but because it was about who she was. Soccer was what she did, and yes, it was life-consuming. It felt every bit a part of her bones as oxygen. But being a lesbian, and being an out athlete… That was who she was. It was her soul, her mind, what she did without thought.
The car came to a stop and Sage opened the door, ready to run into the hotel to grab Willa. She hadn’t seen Willa since… practice. That had been two weeks before. They’d spoken a few times on the phone to settle details, and Willa had texted when she touched down in LA the day before, but other than that, nothing. She didn’t even know what color Willa was wearing.
“Hey,” that familiar, bright voice said.
Sage blinked, focusing on the woman before her. Her eyes had slid right past her, looking for some kind of princess ball gown or sleek mermaid situation. Instead, Willa was standing before her in a deep red, sparkling suit. Sparkling wasn’t the right word—shiny? Metallic? It hugged her curves in a way that made Sage’s eyes widen. Underneath the suit jacket was a sheer dark camisole and a lacy bra. The look was seductive without being outright too much. Lower, her heels were strappy and high. She might even be an inch taller than Sage with those things on.
She watched Willa shift her weight between her feet as Sage dragged her eyes down Willa’s body, assessing. “You said I could wear a suit,” Willa said, pushing her curled blonde hair over her shoulder. The suit color complimented her fair skin and light hair, making it look like she was glowing.
“You look… Wow,” Sage said.
Willa grinned, looking a little bashful. “You don’t look so bad yourself. I really like yours.”
Sage pulled at her own suit jacket. She’d opted for a deep, dark gray jacquard tuxedo with a subtle floral print, paired with a loose, flowy dark shirt beneath, with the top few buttons open. Her hair was a little more styled than she was used to, a sleek pompadour. “Maybe we should trade for the after party?”
Willa smiled. “Somehow I don’t think these hips are fitting in those pants, Sage.”
Sage bit back a comment about other places her hips could go.
“We should take a picture to put on your Instagram stories,” Willa suggested.
“Look at you, promotion queen,” Sage teased. “But you’re right. The lighting out here is perfect.” She pulled her phone from her pocket and held out her arm. Willa tucked in tightly against her, and she was definitely not focusing on the rosemary and mint scent of Willa’s shampoo as she took the photo.
They climbed into the car, Willa sliding across the seat and buckling as the car took off again. She picked up the piece of paper Sage had been fidgeting with. “You have to give a speech?”
Sage cleared her throat, resisting the urge to grab the paper from Willa’s hand. “Uh, yeah,” she said, willing her nerves to quiet down in their sudden resurgence.
Silence filled the car as Willa read over the paper. “Wait, you’re getting an award?” She turned in the seat to look at Sage, her eyes wide, incredulous.
Sage nodded. “It’s no big deal.” She shrugged.
“No big deal? You’re being honored with a Trailblazer award at the largest LGBT center in the country,” Willa said, shaking her head.
Sage felt her stomach flip again. “Stop saying it like that.”
“Saying it like what, Madame Trailblazer?” Willa teased.
Nausea welled up in Sage’s body and she reached up to turn the air vent closer to her face, closing her eyes and resting her head back on the seat. Anywhere else. She wanted to be anywhere else.
Willa went silent, and she could almost feel the woman’s eyes watching her. She was surprised when she felt a hand on her own, squeezing. She squeezed back, turning her head to see Willa’s face. “Want to go over the speech?” Willa’s icy green eyes were wide and earnest—Sage had a feeling that even if she asked Willa to rewrite the speech as a favor, or to go up and deliver it in her place, or to listen to it 14 times on the way to the venue, she’d say yes. She refused to consider what that amount of kindness really made her feel.
Sage shook her head, denying Willa the opportunity to swoop in and save the day. “No, I’ve read it a thousand times today.”
“You look a little green around the gills,” Willa said.
Sage blinked. “Wh-what?”
“You just… you’re sure you’re okay? Can I get you some cold water or…” Willa turned, like she was expecting some champagne compartment to magically appear. She opened her small bag. “I did pack a granola bar. Would that help?”
Sage couldn’t help but grin. “You packed a granola bar?”
“I don’t know how long these things last and I can get very mean when I’m hungry,” Willa said, lifting a shoulder in a shrug. “Or I have breath mints to hold us over, too.” 
“They serve dinner.” Sage watched as Willa held up a breath mint in offering. She nodded, taking the mint.
“Yeah, but I didn’t know if it was like rich people dinner. Escargot and tea sandwiches and—”
“Again, this isn’t Pretty Woman.”
Willa popped a mint in her own mouth. “I thought you hadn’t watched it. Anyway, I’d rather always be prepared for an escargot situation.”
“Have you found yourself in the presence of snails often?”
“No, but you’re a fancy person, so the possibility of escargot has escar-lated.”
Sage outright laughed. “That was terrible.”
“I think I’m quite funny, actually.” Willa nodded, chewing on her mint.
“I’m not a fancy person.”
“My friend, you are being honored at a gala. A Gay-la, even,” Willa said in a matter-of-fact tone. “I don’t know what else to say about your level of fanciness.”
Sage groaned. “Don’t remind me.”
Willa glanced out the window. “You don’t want to go? Let’s tell the driver to turn around then. You can tell them you have a stomach flu, and we can ditch this shindig for In-N-Out.”
Sage blinked, looking her over. “You’d be okay with just... not going?”
Willa looked at her as though she’d asked if the sky was purple. “I have zero stake in the game. I’ve never been to LA, so this is all an adventure to me anyway. Even the traffic.” She pointed forward.
Who was this woman and what did Sage do to deserve such a rock of a friend by her side? “I feel a bit like a fraud,” she murmured, turning her head to look out her window as she confessed the sentiment.
“Why?” Willa’s voice was soft, inquisitive and curious, but with zero pressure behind the question.
“I came out because I wanted young women like myself to see representation in sports. I didn’t come out to be honored at ceremonies, you know? And I haven’t exactly been the best role model. I’m not even getting dressed for games at this point. It feels like…” She paused, chewing her lip. Willa remained silent at her side, her expression open and easy. Her hand found and squeezed Sage’s again. “It feels like I don’t deserve it. Like they’re going to publish some op-ed in a week and take it back.” Nerves and fear and anxiety tightened in her gut. She hadn’t even been this nervous before the final in the last World Cup. She’d had a feeling deep in her bones that they were going to win. That they deserved to win because they were the best team. But why would she be rewarded for being who she was?
“Was it scary when you came out?” Willa asked, voice soft. Her thumb ran over Sage’s knuckles.
Sage nodded. “Nicolette and my PR team were all for it, but I had another agent at the time who was not. He was worried my career would suffer, and he put a lot of doubt in my head. But it was the right thing to do. I wanted to live an authentic life, especially after our first Olympics. I was getting a lot of coverage after that penalty kick in the France game, you know? And like, we couldn’t even get married back then, but…” She pressed her lips together.
“But it was the right thing, even if it was the scary thing.”
Sage nodded.
Willa raised her eyebrows. “Did your closeted teammates tell you not to?”
Sage shook her head. “No, everyone on the team supported me, but they knew the risks, so they chose not to follow in my footsteps at first.”
“The risks?”
“Yeah, I mean, we already don’t get paid fairly, right? So it’s all about sponsorships and endorsement deals and marketing ourselves as more than just an athlete.”
Willa’s brows pulled together. “That’s upsetting.”
Sage nodded. “And who knew back then that they’d want to market a loudmouth lesbian like me?”
Willa pulled her bright red lips into a frown. “It’s kind of sad that you’re still struggling with that.”
“Well, it’s hard to stop being a loudmouth lesbian.”
Willa rolled her eyes, then removed her hand from Sage’s and gestured between them. “That you still have to present as something you’re not to fit into the box of marketable.”
Sage nodded. “Ah, the age old issue of palatable queerness.”
“So, to circle back, you are worried that coming out wasn’t enough to make you deserve an award?” Willa asked.
Sage nodded again. “Why give me an award for being a lesbian?”
Willa paused, taking a deep breath as she considered the question. “Let me ask you a question. Can you name all of the athletes who have come out since you did? Not only your team, but other sports, as well?”
Sage shook her head. “Luckily, there’s a lot.”
“But how many of them would have been comfortable being the first major lesbian athlete at that level?” Willa asked.
Sage blinked. Maybe she'd had more of an impact than she knew.
“Probably not as many. What you did was brave, and I really admire—”
The car door opened and Nicolette poked her head inside. Sage hadn’t even realized they’d come to a stop. Nicolette’s blunt bob was as sleek and sharp as ever, not a hair out of place. “Photographs first, interviews second. You lovebirds ready?”
Willa took a deep breath, folding up the piece of paper that Sage noticed had been in her lap the whole time. She tucked it into her clutch, then turned to Sage and Nicolette. “Sure.”
THE BRIGHT, blinding flashes of camera lights never ceased to amaze and overwhelm her, even after ten years of major events. She smiled through the photographers yelling for her to look their way. After a few moments, she glanced over her shoulder to see that Willa stood about ten feet away beside Nicolette, letting Sage be photographed alone.
She reached out a hand and Willa stepped in to stand beside her, their arms gently draped behind each other’s backs. Nicolette was already talking to a few interviewers with microphones, spelling Willa’s name.
“Like we practiced?” Sage said to Willa through a smile, tightening her arm around her waist as she pulled Willa closer. To her credit, Willa didn’t flinch or stiffen against her. She didn’t even seem to be blinking much in the bright lights. It had taken Sage years and a lot of anti-anxiety medication to learn how to not let her eyes water in front of them.
Nicolette turned, waving her over to an interviewer holding a microphone with a massive camera over her shoulder. She gave a generic answer about being honored to be invited, to attend the ceremony, to honor the legends who had paved the way for her.
The interviewer turned to Willa. She’d clearly been briefed by Nicolette. “You probably know better than anyone—can you tell us what makes Sage so deserving of this award?”
Sage tried to mask her shock. Had Willa talked to Nicolette before or was this out of the blue? She resisted the urge to turn to Nicolette and give her a piece of her mind.
But before she could even devise some sort of escape, Willa smiled, looking up at her for a beat before leaning into the microphone. “How could you not? I think she is pure magic.”
Sage blinked in surprise, the cameras and crowd and microphone and event blurring around them. The only thing in her line of sight was the gorgeous woman in the metallic suit, face framed by golden curls. “Wow, babe, that is so kind.”
Willa smiled in a bashful kind of way. “I mean it.”
The interviewer said something along the lines of ‘please say more’ and Willa laughed. “I think I’ve embarrassed her enough for one day.” She winked.
Nicolette led them to the next interviewer. “Perfect.” She pointed at Willa. “That was—” She mimed a chef’s finger kiss. “Keep it up.”





CHAPTER TEN
WILLA
I THINK she is pure magic.
Her own words echoed in her head as she followed Sage into the main event room. She gazed up at the decorations, white wisteria hanging from every conceivable surface. The room was massive, the lighting a gentle blend of purples and blues. The tables were covered in white cloth and large—at least 10 seats to each. She made a mental note to take a photo of the elegant centerpieces to copy at a future event, maybe the Annual Donor Appreciation Dinner?
Of course she’d done her research on the gala, nearly bursting into tears when she saw how much most guests were paying per plate. Lady Gaga was in a corner, surrounded by an entourage and talking excitedly to an older woman she didn’t recognize. Ricky Martin really was sitting at a table, shaking the hand of someone standing before him. Roxanne Gay, Sally Kohn, and Janet Mock were standing in a circle that made Willa want to stare in awe.
Nicolette led them to a table filled with people Sage knew well, given how familiar she was with their hugs and cheek kisses. She introduced them to Willa as the team who made sure she stayed on top. Overwhelmed by the entire occasion, Willa tried to remember names, but unfortunately only recalled that most of them were in PR, one was an agent, and one was a foundation manager of some kind.
She sat between an older man and Sage, and the way their chairs were angled, Sage was behind her if they were all facing the stage.
The evening went by in a slow-motion blur. There was dinner—various courses of salad, bread, some type of vegan chicken entrée—not escargot, thankfully—and a chocolate mousse custard merged with creme brûlée type of dish for dessert. Sage barely touched her dessert, silently passing it along to Willa, who gladly accepted the offering.
Various people came to the table, saying hello to Sage or to other members of her team, and Willa shook a lot of hands, not remembering a single face except Rosie Haber, who she was so starstruck by, her hands shook and she could only barely get out the words, “I’m not worthy.”
Sage seemed to be in her element, making Willa consider that even being a professional athlete was a bit of a performance in its own right.
Willa was in a performance of her own, less so inside than on the red carpet, when people were shouting her name. Her name. She guessed that Nicolette was to blame for that one. It had been Nicolette, after all, who had called her a week ago and told her exactly what to take off the internet about herself. She’d scrubbed her social media, made everything private, even went so far as to contact online directories and have them remove her personal information. She’d considered having Nicolette give everyone a false name for her, but it made everything so much more convincing if she was a real person online. Plus, the story seemed to be more realistic for her friends if she was using her real name, after all. Besides, the Sage Stans online had already pieced most of the info together, and she had a hashtag on the Sage Carson fan accounts. A hashtag.
But the pure magic line, that wasn’t a performance. That was honesty. She really did respect Sage, and respect her struggles, and being at an event where she was being honored for being a trailblazer was actually very meaningful for her. Not that she’d ever lay it on so thick with Sage—wouldn’t want her to get a big head. Or, rather, an even bigger head. Her pompadour was already pretty lofty.
The event went slowly, though she did recognize many of the people getting awards, and was excited to learn about the people winning them. Besides Sage, there were people from all walks of life—not only famous people like Roxanne Gay, but also young people who went against all odds to live their authentic lives and help others achieve that dream, too. As the awards continued, Willa couldn’t help but feel like Sage fit right in there among them.
Finally, finally it was Sage’s turn. She was introduced by some other athlete—a basketball star that Willa definitely didn’t recognize—and Willa slipped her the speech and gave her hand a squeeze before she walked up to the stage.
Seeing Sage stand at the podium was surreal. She knew Sage as the woman who ate salad at a pizza place, who was worried about not knowing the name of anyone who wanted a selfie with her, who asked her to practice a kiss in her kitchen… She was so human then. Now, she was otherworldly, the bright lights making her dark hair glow golden in an aura around her. Her face appeared massive on a screen beside the stage, highlighting her sharp jawline and the gap between her two front teeth.
She cleared her throat, looking out at the crowd. She thanked them for the event, congratulated other honorees, made some self-deprecating jokes. She took a deep breath, pausing, as though she didn’t know whether to run off the stage or continue on. Her shoulders stiffened as she looked down at the paper on the podium. 
Willa’s chest tightened as she saw Sage’s eyes land right on her. Could Sage see that she was blushing all the way from there?
“A friend recently asked me if it was difficult to come out.”
Willa blinked. She’d read the first few paragraphs of the speech. That wasn’t a line in it. What was Sage doing?
“And truthfully, I want to say of course it was hard. But it was less difficult than the alternative. Than living with the constant fear of not being able to take my beautiful girlfriend to an event with me. When I was younger, I had a poster of Brandi Chastain on my wall, but not for the reason you’d expect.” She paused, grinning as the crowd murmured in amusement. And then, all at once, Sage seemed calmer, more assured in what she was saying. Her voice didn’t waver. Her body language shifted, and she stood tall and proud. “I remember staring at Brandi’s poster and thinking, I could be like her. I see myself in her. I see myself. A female athlete at the top of her game. That’s what I wanted to be when I grew up. Superwoman. Passionate, honest, committed. And as the spotlight on me grew and grew, I realized that I was finally in the same position I had always wanted to be in when I was younger. And that’s when I realized that I wanted young people to see me and think, I see myself. Representation matters.” 
She pressed her lips together as the crowd applauded. Willa’s palms were clammy as she clapped along with them, watching Sage take in the audience on the large screen. “I wanted young queer people to think, I have endless possibilities for greatness. I am not limited by my difference. My coming out wasn’t about me. It was about everyone with my poster on their wall. It was about the young people I saw at our games wearing my jersey. It was about the next generation of soccer players seeing someone like them. That’s why it matters. And I think we must continue to do even better, recognizing who gets to be represented. I’m grateful for your recognition, and we have a long way to go to ensure that we continue to honor those who came before us: trans women, women of color, women without the privilege and platform that I have. Let’s continue to grow and lift others up with us.”
She nodded, taking a deep breath. “So, thank you. This is for everyone who needs to see themselves.” The applause began, and Willa let out a breath she didn’t even know she was holding. She blinked back the tears that had begun to well up in her eyes.
When Sage reappeared at their table, her entire team was on their feet, and she stepped right up to Willa. She wrapped Willa in her arms, and murmured against her shoulder, “Thank you.” And Willa had the startling realization that she desperately hoped this one moment might not just be for show. 
    
THE PHONE BUZZED from inside her bag as she tapped her keycard on the hotel room door. Her stomach still churned slightly from the massive amount of In-N-Out’s animal-style fries she’d consumed in the car on the way home from the after party.
“Yeah, yeah, hold on,” she muttered to her vibrating phone as she got inside and locked the deadbolt behind her. She snapped open her bag and kicked her heels across the entryway, then glanced at the screen. Damn, it was already 1am. “Hey Nora, you’re up late,” she said as she answered, setting down her bag and reaching into the minibar for a $13 bottle of water.
“Tell me why you’re on my computer screen right now,” Nora said, and even though her question was demanding, her tone was amused.
“Uh, you accidentally saved my photo as your desktop background?” Willa joked. She put the phone on speaker and tugged off her jacket.
“You know, when you RSVPed for two to the trip, I was intrigued, but Sage fucking Carson? Are you kidding me?” Nora laughed. “Wait, is she there right now? Am I interrupting?”
“Wait, what?” Willa asked, the adrenaline and alcohol and late night catching up with her. She sat on the edge of the bed, blinking. “No, you’re not interrupting…”
Nora laughed again. “Are you denying that Sage Carson is your girlfriend?”
“I’m just wondering how you found out so qui—”
“I was scrolling on social media, and then Autostraddle put up a story with your face on it saying that Sage Carson and her new girlfriend were couple goals, so I had to check what the hell was going on, obviously.”
“Autostraddle? Seriously?” Willa nearly burst into hysterical laughter. That had been quick.
Nora paused. “I’m confused as to why you’re confused.”
“Send me the link.”
She pulled up the link that Nora had sent. Sure enough, there was an article titled, “Maybe Love Isn’t A Lie: Sage Carson’s New Girlfriend Is Adorable And We Love Them.” It featured a video of her interview on the red carpet calling Sage pure magic, and she was impressed by how convincingly she was looking up at Sage. To any outsider, it must look authentic enough.
“When were you going to warn me that you were bringing a celesbian on the trip? Now we all have to up our game,” Nora complained.
Willa grinned. Well, this was going swimmingly. She sent the link to Sage without a caption.“Well, it’s new, so I wanted it to be a surprise and have you meet her before getting in your head that she’s a… celesbian, you know? And you know it’s hard to compete with my favorite couples.” 
Sage sent back a skull emoji in response to the article.
“Leah is so excited to meet her,” Nora said. “She’s like, Sage’s biggest fan.”
Willa laughed. She tried imagining Nora’s 22-year-old bride-to-be fangirling over Sage. “Well, then I’m excited to introduce them.”
Nicolette’s number popped up on the screen. “Oh, I have to go, but I’ll talk to you soon, okay?” She said quickly, then waited for Nora to say goodbye before switching the calls over. “Hey Nicolette.”
“Well hello, woman of the hour. Quick favor. Your plane leaves tomorrow evening, correct?” She asked.
Willa furrowed her brow. “Uh, yeah.”
“Perfect. Then you’ll be available for an interview tomorrow morning,” Nicolette said, and it was not a request for a favor nor a question.
“An interview?” Willa sat up straighter on the bed. “What kind of interview?”
“Oh, Out Magazine wants to run a tiny feature on you and Sage. Only digital. A couple of photos. No huge deal, but it’ll look fantastic for Sage.”
“Does Sage know?” Willa asked, her throat tight with anxiety.
“Yeah, I just talked to her and told her.”
Willa tightened her jaw. Sure, it was a favor, but it wasn’t one that she’d agreed to do as part of the Gay-la appearance, especially on such short notice. “I’m going to talk to her and then I’ll call you back.”
“Uh, sure? I don’t care who you call, as long as you’re ready at 7:30am tomorrow morning.” Nicolette said quickly, then hung up after a fast, “Mmbye.”
Willa took a deep breath, slamming the rest of her water bottle. She needed something stronger. She walked over to the minibar, pulling out a shooter of bourbon. That would do. She twisted off the top as she called Sage.
“Hey, everything okay? I was just about to text you about—” Sage sounded groggy, and Willa pictured her lying in bed already.
“What’s this about an interview?” Willa demanded.
Sage groaned. “Did Nicolette already call you? I told her I’d ask you first. She knows no boundaries.”
“Once again, she has jumped the gun,” Willa said, taking a sip of the mouth-burning liquid from the tiny bottle. It didn’t make her feel any better, but it did make her stomach swirl. Instant regret.
Sage sighed. “I’m so sorry about that. I was going to ask you, but I hadn’t figured out how.”
“It’s okay,” Willa said, feeling guilty for making Sage feel bad. A vicious cycle. “But you owe me.”
“Owe you what?” Sage laughed in a sleepy, husky kind of way that made Willa’s stomach swirl.
“I want you to come to Belize for three days, two nights,” Willa bartered. 
“You drive a hard bargain, but I guess that sounds fair.” Sage groaned again. “I really do apologize for surprising you like that. And I apologize that it keeps happening. I’ll… work on that.
“It’s just,” Willa said, setting the rest of the shooter down on the dresser and backing away slowly. “How are we supposed to do an interview?” She flopped down on the hotel bed.
Sage yawned. “I don’t think it’ll be a long interview, and I can take the lead since I know how it’ll go. I’m sure it’ll be fine. Want to go over the facts again?”
And Willa slipped onto her side, a giddy smile on her lips, as she said, “Yeah, I think that would be good.”





CHAPTER ELEVEN
SAGE
“HOW DID YOU MEET?” The interviewer asked, and Sage’s grip tightened on Willa’s hand. They sat side-by-side on a loveseat, their intertwined hands propped on her knee. The interviewer, Cecily, was a fairly young woman, but she was at least throwing softball questions thus far. Nicolette must have done a pretty thorough briefing on acceptable topics. 
“We went to high school together,” Sage said, glancing sideways at Willa. “We reunited when I was back in Denver a few months ago.”
Willa nodded, pressing her lips together. Her posture was stiff and awkward, and Sage silently thanked the press gods that it wasn’t a video recorded interview. They sat in a small hotel room like she was doing some kind of press tour. She’d done interviews in hotel rooms, cars, planes, trains, restaurants, cafes, locker rooms, sidelines, and even once in a gym as she was lifting. Even today, she’d been up for hours and had already done an hour of mobility drills at the empty schoolyard near her house. Willa seemed like she’d barely woken up when Sage had appeared at her hotel room, two cups of coffee in hand, but damn, that woman cleaned up well in the fifteen minutes they’d had to go over last minute details before the interview. Now, Willa was fresh faced and sunshiny in a bright yellow off-the-shoulder dress. Sage very much liked both versions.
“So, I think the entire queer world and sports fandom is swooning over what you said last night, Willa, about Sage being pure magic. Can you expand on that at all?” Cecily asked, a coy smile on her lips as though she had swooned over it, too.
Willa leaned into Sage’s side, nodding. “Have you met this woman?” She gestured to Sage. “She’s a superwoman. She’s an incredible soccer player, an inspiring speaker, and an all-around good human.”
Ah, a solid answer. Sage tried to remember it was all for show to stop herself from swelling with a bit of pride from the compliment. She smiled, leaning in to Willa to give her a quick kiss on the cheek—maybe they’d print that, the kiss lean in.
Willa laughed, wiping at her cheek. “Did you get lipstick on me again?”
Sage grinned. “Only chapstick today, baby.”
“You two are seriously the cutest. I’d love to know more about what brought you back together,” Cecily said.
“We met up through a mutual friend,” Sage began.
Willa smiled, pushing her hair behind her ear as though she was bashful about the memory. “And we remembered that we got along so well in school, and things really took off from there.”
“Sparks flew almost immediately.” Sage smiled again.
“And Sage, I’d love to know more about what drew you to Willa.”
“She’s kind and caring. She volunteers at a women’s shelter. She is thoughtful and generous beyond measure. She loves animals and has a very cute dog,” she paused to laugh. She was laying it on so thick, especially with the sweet and kind bits. “She’s an all-around dream girl.”
Willa’s grip tightened on her hand, although her sweet smile never faltered.
Cecily was smiling broadly, easily. “Willa, do you think that the Sage Carson who is always landing on the gossip columns is the real Sage Carson?” Cecily asked, her body language still casual.
Willa rolled her eyes. “Not at all. The real Sage orders salads at pizza places and falls asleep at 9pm. She lives and breathes soccer and never shuts up about it. She even got me into exercising more.”
Sage glanced sideways as she chuckled. Willa was such a natural liar, weaving truth in with fiction, it was hard to remember it was a lie.
“Tell me you guys go on runs together or something equally horrific but cute,” Cecily teased.
Willa laughed, patting Sage’s arm. “I’d never. She can go on her runs alone, that’s perfectly okay with me. We actually both love spin, to be honest.”
Spin? Really? Sage nearly balked, laughing in surprise. She did, truthfully, like spin classes, but she couldn’t imagine Willa on a spin bike. Maybe she should drag her to a studio just for kicks?
“Now, Willa, you live and work in Denver, and Sage, you’re signed on with the San Diego Suns for another two seasons. What are the plans—are you going to stay long-distance or Willa, will you turn into a California girl?”
Good lord this woman really was trying to weave their story into some fairy tale. Well, if it was a love story they wanted, it was a cute love story they’d get.
“You know, this is so new, we haven’t made any plans set in stone yet. All I know is that my days are brighter with Willa in them, and I can’t wait to see where this journey takes us next,” Sage said, widening her smile to make sure her dimples really popped.
Willa nodded.
Cecily asked a few questions about Willa’s work and interests, then thanked them, reaching out to shake their hands as they stood from the couch. “Perfect. This will be a really quick excerpt on the site. A photo and a few lines about you. I really appreciate you taking the time to meet with us.”
Sage nodded. “We appreciate it, too,” she slid her arm around Willa’s waist. 
“I’M GOING to have to keep a spreadsheet of all of this info so I can keep track of what I’ve lied about,” Willa whispered as they walked back through the hallway ten minutes later.
“Yeah, spin? That threw me a little, I’ll admit,” Sage laughed as they walked into the elevator.
“I don’t know why I said that. My mind went completely blank and I was just saying words,” Willa said, shaking her head. “I have a good friend who is a spin instructor, you’ll meet her in Belize, actually, and I guess I went to what I know.”
“Can’t wait to drag you to a spin class and snap some photos, babe,” Sage teased.
“On a cold day in hell, Sage,” Willa joked. They walked off of the elevator onto Willa’s floor, and her amused expression fell after a moment. “How did you get so good at lying?”
“When did I lie?” Sage asked, stuffing her hands in her pockets. Her knee was a bit sore today and she walked a tiny bit slower than normal, trying to stretch out her hamstring. Maybe she’d gone a bit too wild with drills this morning. 
“A mutual friend,” Willa began, pointing to her fingers as though she was about to count the lies on her hand. She opened her room door and gestured for Sage to walk inside.
“Okay, true, but that was only a minor lie. The mutual friend was our shared lack of desire to be at a high school reunion.” Sage reached and put Willa’s finger back down with a laugh. 
“All the stuff about me being kind and generous and a dream girl,” she said, pointing to three more fingers.
Sage reached and closed Willa’s hand, putting those three fingers down. “Those don’t count.”
Willa raised a brow, looking down at her hand. “And why not?”
“Because they weren’t lies,” Sage said, sipping at the lukewarm coffee cup she’d left there earlier. She’d made coffee at home and brought it in a heated mug so that Willa wouldn’t have to suffer through hotel coffee.
Willa watched her silently, then a blush began to appear on her fair skin. “I’m more than just kind, you know.”
Sage eyed her. What the hell was that supposed to mean? “Oh?”
“I’m extremely tough,” Willa said, her hands on her hips. She looked like a child at the moment.
“Sure,” Sage said, definitely not believing the sentiment.
“I’m more than Lachlan’s younger sister, the one who will copy the class notes for you, or offer to refold and replace all of the clothes at the store after trying them on, or save your spot in line.”
Sage watched Willa work herself up, blinking in surprise. This woman was so full of surprises, and they never seemed to cease. “I know,” she said quietly.
“But do you? Because I’m here, doing favors, and lying, and it’s very stressful.” Willa ran a hand through her blonde locks, still slightly curled from the night before.
Sage set her cup down and crossed the room to stand closer to Willa. “I know. But what I need them to write in that column is that you’re kind, sweet, funny, and down-to-earth.”
“Because it’s exactly the opposite of the girls you usually sleep with?” Willa asked, her face suddenly a mask of emotion.
Sage tensed at the blow, but nodded. “Yes, if you must know.”
She watched the muscles tense in Willa’s jaw, as though she was biting back another attack. She glanced away, suddenly studying the cheesy art on the walls, but Sage watched her swallow; noticed how her body stayed tense. “This isn’t easy for me,” Willa admitted softly.
“I know,” Sage said just as quietly.
“You make it seem easy for you,” Willa whispered.
“It is easier for me. I’ve done hundreds of interviews. I perform for thousands, if not hundreds of thousands, if not millions of people every time I play a game.” It was both a lie and a truth. It wasn’t easy for her at all, but keeping the boundaries clear for them was imperative. She had bigger priorities than attraction right now.
“Then what’s your trick for keeping reality from bleeding too much into a performance?” Willa asked, and her voice was so thin, wavering in a way that made Sage’s heart clench.
The truth was, Sage didn’t know the answer to that question. She didn’t know how to make her personal life personal. Clearly. She’d done such a bad job of it that her agent had hired Willa as a fake girlfriend to clean up her messes. Who was she to give advice? Her brow furrowed and she faked a casual shrug. “Practice,” she lied.
Willa’s expression hardened, as though she could read Sage like an open book. That thought terrified her, and she moved her hands away. She walked over to the entryway of the hotel. “I guess the next time I see you will be in Belize,” she said, clearing her throat. The trip wasn’t for another two weeks, which felt both like forever and right around the corner.
Willa nodded, turning away from her. “Sounds good.”
As she left the room, she clenched and unclenched her fists, still warm from holding Willa. The event had gone well, and the interview had been fine, so why was she feeling so unsettled? God, she wished she could turn off her brain for a night, find a warm body to hold against hers, and make her forget about Willa Bellamy for a few weeks.
HER PRAYERS for distraction were answered only a few hours later—maybe not in the way she’d envisioned or wanted, but in the way she needed—when she got a call from an unknown number. She answered, ready to hang up the second she heard any words remotely tied to vehicle or warranty, but Joanne’s gruff, no-nonsense voice greeted her.
She’d been lounging on a yoga mat, half-heartedly stretching, but Joanne’s voice made her sit straight up. “Hi,” she said, instantly feeling nervous. The last time she’d seen Joanne in person, they’d sat in front of a television replaying all of Sage’s worst moments of the past few games. It had been a less than delightful experience.
“How’s the recovery coming along?”
“Great,” Sage lied. “I’m really committed to getting back on the roster.” That part wasn’t a lie.
“And believe me, I want you there. I just want to make sure you’re ready,” Joanne said.
A spring of hope began to well in Sage’s chest. “I definitely am. I bet I could even make the next October camp.”
“Don’t get ahead of yourself,” Joanne said, ever the realist. “This isn’t a call up. This is to touch base.”
“I mean it, I’m definitely back on track,” Sage said. “I want to keep playing.” God, was she outright begging now? She was not a fan of that.
“Stay on track. Keep doing the trainer’s recovery plan. Your left hamstring looked tight in the game against Orlando last week,” Joanne pointed out.
Sage set her jaw, trying to ignore the flair of hope that Joanne had continued to watch her games closely enough to catch that. Joanne was right, Sage’s hamstring had been tight, to the point that even fifteen minutes in an ice bath after hadn’t helped. The trainer had ended up using kt tape over her entire knee just to help her get home. “I will. And I hope you’ll be giving me a call about that camp.”
“Maybe October,” Joanne said half-heartedly.
“Fine. October, then,” Sage said. As they said their goodbyes, Sage made a promise to herself: she’d be ready in time for the October training camp.





CHAPTER TWELVE
WILLA
“SO THEN SHE’S LIKE, ‘PRACTICE’ and I wanted to strangle her,” Willa said, dipping her fry into the impressively large tub of ranch on the table in front of her.
Kirk grinned. “Uh oh,” he teased, biting into the fry he held in his hand. “Sounds like maybe your brain thinks this fake relationship is real.”
Willa balked, shaking her head. “Not at all,” she said quickly.
“Dost thou protest too much?” Kirk teased.
Willa paused, taking a deep breath. They sat at a cafe near the sea lion exhibit, and she could hear the splashing water over the din of the crowds full of stroller moms and field trips. It was finally a warm day, which meant everyone was at the zoo, and for good reason. It seemed like every animal they’d passed was lounging and playing in the sun, basking in the spring warmth at long last. It also meant her busy season was gearing up—tonight was an adults-only night, which meant a lot of corralling middle aged men with zoo-themed beers in their hands. Everyone at the zoo dreaded adult nights—it was so much easier to talk to children about conservation and sustainability than adults who asked invasive questions about breeding programs.
Kirk scrolled on his phone. “I think the interview turned out cute. Two paragraphs, and apparently you’re a zookeeper.”
“I thought that by telling them I worked at the zoo, they’d ask the follow up question of, ‘In what position?’ I didn’t think she’d launch into asking me polar bear facts.”
“That’s outrageous. We don’t even have polar bears.” Kirk tsked.
“Speaking of zookeepers, have you talked to Darren since the volunteering night?” Willa asked, desperate to put the spotlight on anyone but herself.
Behind Kirk’s dark sunglasses, she could almost feel him glaring at her. “No,” he said, but he shifted his shoulders in his tell-tale lying giveaway.
She nodded, sipping from her root beer. “Sure,” she said, wiggling her brows. “Who is dosting to protest too mucheth now?”
Kirk snorted. “I’m taking away your English degree.”
“I majored in Business.”
“Really? Because you have that whole useless English degree vibe about you.” Kirk winked.
Willa snorted. “That is rich coming from someone who has spent approximately two hours in the past week watching the elephant shows.”
“They’re educational.”
“It’s the same show every time.”
“That’s not true. Sometimes they don’t even smash their watermelons. You never know if they’re going to. Yesterday, one of the elephants just threw his melon into the water pond.”
Willa blinked. “I’m sorry, does Mr. One-Night-Stand have a little crush? Are those feelings I see?”
Kirk stood up abruptly, his metal chair scraping on the concrete ground. Around him, pigeons bobbed in to check for crumbs in the newly vacant area. “I’m late.”
Willa pretended to check her watch. “Yeah, the next show is starting in only 13 minutes, so you’d better hurry.”
Kirk threw a fry at her and she laughed, brushing it onto the ground to be consumed in a pigeon showdown.
She watched her friend leave, leaning back in her seat to eat the rest of her sandwich as she relaxed. She scrolled social media, idly liking everything that Sage had posted over the last two days to keep up appearances, and then clicked on her story.
In a video posted a few hours before, a flushed and sweaty Sage looked straight at the camera. She had a headband on that held her short hair out of her face. “I’m going to show you proper form for high-knee drills. These are going to keep you extra sharp,” she said, a little out of breath, like she’d been running around all morning. Her dark blue eyes sparkled in the San Diego sunshine. The camera panned back as she demonstrated the drills, then explained how to tie it in to actual footwork. If she was meant to be teaching a middle school soccer camp, the tone was right on, but Willa was clearly not the target audience. She clicked out of the story and opened up her posts again. The last one had over 40,000 likes. That was unfathomable to her. She checked to see the amount of followers in total, then nearly choked. Sage had over 900,000 followers on Instagram alone. When she was posting stories of Willa, nearly a million people were watching those. Willa felt instantly nervous, pushing away her food as her stomach churned. She knew Sage was a celebrity, but that level? That level was overwhelming.
A text from Nora’s Maid of Honor, Ava, chimed in, disturbing her panic, as she asked what size shirt Sage wore. Ava was pushy, and a bit blunt, but she’d been friends with Nora and Willa from the beginning. Truthfully, Willa preferred Ava’s chill and fun wife, Charlie, but that wasn’t a well-kept secret. Everyone seemed to prefer Charlie to Ava.
Willa grimaced down at the text, wondering what kind of Bride Tribe t-shirt they’d be forced to wear. And truly, she had no idea what size to say. Sage was fairly tall and broad—a medium? Guessing someone else’s shirt size was a trap—if it was too small, it was embarrassing because it didn’t fit. If it was too large, it was embarrassing because then they assumed you thought they needed such a large size.
She took a deep breath and texted Sage to ask. Things had been slightly awkward since their argument at the hotel, but they’d gone the classic route of Pretending Everything Was Fine instead of talking through it, thankfully.
Sage’s reply dinged back immediately.
SAGE: Going to buy me a souvenir from the zoo? I like penguins best, by the way.
WILLA: No, so much worse than that.
SAGE: You’re really selling this clothing item idea to me.
WILLA: It’s for the Bachelorette Party.
Sage sent a thumbs down emoji and Willa laughed.
SAGE: An extra-small should be fine.
Willa snorted.
WILLA: Are you doing the thing where it’s the wrong size so you can get out of wearing it?
SAGE: I have no idea what you mean.
WILLA: Did you know you have nearly 1M followers on Instagram?
SAGE: Does this correlate with the shirt size?
Willa typed no, then smirked, deleting her reply.
WILLA: Let me check the style and get back to you.
SAGE: Why does that matter?
WILLA: Well, if it has to go over that big head of yours, it’ll have to be much, much bigger. XXL?
SAGE: Siiiiick burn, Bellamy.
Willa texted Ava back, “Large and medium for us, please.”
At least then she figured one of them would fit, even if it was slightly too big or too small. Sage would have to deal.
A new notification pinged from her email and she swiped to see a Google alert about Sage Carson—it was for research. She opened up the email to find that the top article about Sage mentioned her. Weirdly enough, People Magazine was writing it, which Willa expected must be directly from Nicolette. It was about a coffee date, showing pictures of Sage in running tights and a cropped tank top with two cups of coffee as she left a cafe in San Diego.
Strange wasn’t the right word—surreal, maybe—for seeing a made-up article about Sage bringing her coffee. It featured a candid shot that the interviewer from the other day had taken, calling them a cute new couple.
She had agreed to a simple red carpet event, not being plastered all over gossip websites. Was this even worth it? There was only one way to constructively deal with being tied to Sage’s level of celebrity. Opening back up her Google alerts, she disabled all mentions of Sage Carson.





CHAPTER THIRTEEN
SAGE
SAGE EXHALED, letting all of the tension flow from her body. Her cleats gripped the grass under her feet, the smell of morning dew still fresh on the field. The goal shined in the morning sun before her and she shook out her hands as she stared at the ball, letting her focus zero in. She took three steps, then kicked. She was known for her ability to find the back of the net even with the most surprising of angles, but today she felt off. The ball sailed over the crossbar like she hadn’t been aiming at all. Her knee ached today and she hated admitting that, so she hadn’t.
“Good, again,” said her league’s offensive coach, Leslie. She always took the league for granted—it was a paycheck, it was game time, it was steady, and she was grateful for all of that, of course, but it was the National team where she shined. The best of the best. Some of her teammates would never make it to that level, regardless of how many suicide drills they ran as she stood in place, kicking the ball like she was in a U-17 camp again. But she had. And she would again, no matter what.
She pushed her hair away from her forehead, then steadied herself. She kicked at the pitch, then relaxed her shoulders, centering on the ball. Her hamstring twinged with an almost imperceivable amount of pain as she took the first step, but it was enough to make her miss her footing, hitting the ball off her foot rather than her arch. The ball flew left, missing the goal by nearly five feet. Pitiful. She would barely even make the starting line up of the team at this rate. Or, worse, not make the starting lineup at all and watch from the bench, getting subbed in at the 75th minute just to get a few minutes. Her celebrity was a valuable asset to the team, and the most popular jersey had her name on it, so they wouldn’t be letting her go entirely. At least, not until her contract ran out after the next season.
Her stomach clenched with nerves.
If she didn’t have soccer, what did she have? Joanne’s voice rang in her ears—would she be ready by October?
“Where’s your head at, Carson?” Leslie asked, her warmups swishing as she stepped up beside her.
“Here,” Sage lied. “A little tight today, that’s all.” She did a lunge stretch, like that would loosen things right up.
“Bullshit,” Leslie said, waving over one of the team’s athletic trainers from where she sat at the edge of the field with another injured player.
“I don’t need to talk to Breanna,” Sage said as she hooked her hands on her hips, pacing the small area.
“I don’t believe you,” Leslie said with a shrug. She’d always been on good terms with the woman, far better terms than she was with any head coach including Joanne, but Leslie’s cautiousness was getting on her nerves. “You've been doing all of Phil’s exercises?”
Sage resisted the urge to roll her eyes like an angsty teenager. Phil was the national team’s athletic trainer and had given her about an hour’s worth of exercises to complete each day. She’d be the first to admit that she had pretty much skipped over most of them for the first month or two, and maybe that had been a bit of a mistake. Mostly because now, three months out from her torn ACL and subsequent surgery, she should be a lot further along the path to playing again. Even she knew that. “Yes, every day.”
Breanna studied her as she paced, her mouth pressed into a thin line. “Your hamstring’s still tight, your knee isn’t bearing its full weight, and your ankle seems to be rotating way too far to compensate.”
Sage glanced down at the knee that Breanna had taped up before practice. “It’s fine. I feel really good.” Both Breanna and Leslie leveled her with such a look that she held up her hands in retreat. “I mean it, I’m feeling good. I can nearly do those.” She pointed to where some of her teammates were doing the ladder drills. 
Leslie sighed, rubbing at her brow. “I’m recommending you play the first half, but not the second,” she said finally.
Sage furrowed her brow. “I can play the full ninety,” she said.
“Really? Because two weeks ago you limped off at thirty-nine minutes, don’t give me this bullshit,” Leslie snapped, and Sage was taken aback. 
“That was two weeks ago,” Sage countered, crossing her arms. 
Leslie narrowed her eyes. “Would you like to come to my office and watch that tape again?”
Sage paused, shame swelling in her chest. She’d watched the tape, like she’d watched and assessed every tape of every minute she’d ever played professionally. The game two weeks ago had been her second game back from the injury. In the first, she’d been able to only play about twenty minutes at the end of an already obvious win. By the second, she’d made it thirty-nine minutes. The only way to go from there was up, right? Why didn’t anyone trust that she could do it?
The drills seemed to last forever, and she was exhausted by the time she walked into the locker room to strip off her practice kit and jump in an ice bath. She wanted to like her team, but they were so cliquey. No one bothered to talk to her or ask her how her weekend was or mention the interview. She wasn’t used to feeling like she didn’t exist. She might be the one climbing into a tub of ice, but she'd never be as cold as them.
She changed into her bikini bottoms and climbed into the ice bath, still wearing her sweaty bra. She wouldn’t be sweaty for that much longer, given how frustratingly uncomfortable a cold plunge was. Thankfully, she’d grabbed her phone as a distraction, and opened her latest Instagram notification. Someone had tagged her in something, but she scrolled past, instead clicking on Willa’s profile. Willa had uploaded a story about a giraffe feeding that morning, and Sage’s chest clenched, hearing Willa’s giggle as a giraffe pulled a piece of romaine out of her palm. So there was happy lettuce in Denver after all. Maybe next time she visited Willa would take her for the premium salads they handed out at the zoo.
She’d be in Belize in a few days, and who knew what that would hold? No matter what, though, she was looking forward to a relaxing vacation where she could unwind. And maybe sitting in some water that wasn’t eighty percent ice. It seemed like just the ticket.





CHAPTER FOURTEEN
WILLA
WILLA SAT on the back of the golf cart, her stomach perilously close to losing all of the plane pretzels that she had eaten. She’d touched down in Belize only two hours before, but a plane, a ferry, and now a golf cart later, it seemed like not a single part of the day was going to spare her from motion sickness. She’d popped enough dramamine to settle a horse and still felt as though her face must be green from her nausea.
Tessa sat beside her swigging tequila from a flask as the rowdy crowd made their way through San Pedro to the villa they’d booked for the next four days. But hey, at least she was in paradise, right? The sunset, palm trees, soft salt air, and the musty smell of baked earth floated around them as they drove through the small town, then out of the main downtown area onto a bumpier road over tight bridges. Tessa’s partner Sadie was at the wheel, with Nora, the other bride Leah, Ava and Charlie all in seats under the golf cart’s roof facing forward.
“Might settle your stomach,” Tessa said, offering her the flask.
That was terrible advice. Willa mustered a smile, popping another stick of mint gum into her watering mouth. “It’s no big deal,” she lied, taking big deep breaths of the salty air.
“When is Sage getting here?” Ava asked, turning around. She’d already asked twice, but then again, flask of tequila.
“Tomorrow,” Willa said. “She has a game tonight, so she’s flying out first thing in the morning.”
“Oh man, I bet she’ll be sore,” Charlie added.
Willa tried to keep her face blank, tried to keep from asking, Why? So as not to look like she had no idea about the very real parts of Sage’s career.
“Truly I can’t believe you’re dating a woman who posed naked on the cover of Sports Illustrated,” Ava said.
“Sadie’s jealous because I told her she can’t hang that picture in her locker at work,” Tessa said with a grin.
Willa laughed, shrugging. “Well, I’m lucky I guess,” she said.
Nora turned in her seat, smiling back at her. “She’s lucky, babe,” she said, pulling down her sunglasses for emphasis.
Willa tried not to notice Leah giving her fiancée a sideways glance. “Thanks, Nor.”
“I mean, even the wild ones can be tamed, right, babe?” Ava said with a laugh.
Charlie snorted.
It was going to be a long four days.
AS WILLA WALKED through the villa, which was an expansive and very green four bedroom house with a rooftop hot tub and walkout beach access. She was, of course, the last one to pick a room because she hadn’t wanted to make anyone else pick last, which meant that she ended up with the only full-size bed while the rest of the rooms had queens or kings. Fantastic.
Once they’d settled, they found their way back to the main living room. “The newest couple gets the smallest bed. You need the least room since you’ll pretty much be sleeping on top of each other, right?” Ava asked with an exaggerated wink.
Sadie coughed behind her. “Ava, that’s…” Her cheeks flushed red.
“Can’t believe I missed you weirdos,” Willa joked.
“Sadie’s still holding a grudge that you ever moved in the first place,” Tessa called from the kitchen where she was pouring drinks with Leah and Nora.
“So am I,” Charlie added from where she was opening all of the windows in the living area. Nora and Tessa carried in bright pink drinks from the kitchen and out onto the patio, where they all took up seats around a large table.
“To Leah and Nora,” Tessa said, raising a glass. “I made a signature cocktail for the occasion. It’s called the Married Mule. It’s sweet like Leah, packs a punch like Nora, and well, it, uh, goes down easy…” She grinned, her nose crinkling.
Sadie looked like she was going to crawl under the table, her face crimson, as the rest of the group laughed.
THE SUN ROSE high in the mid-morning sky at the ferry dock. She’d gone to bed relatively early, leaving the flamingle of women in the rooftop hot tub to drink until the late hours of the night. Nerves racked her body and she fidgeted, bouncing from one foot to the other. She hadn’t seen Sage since their argument in the hotel room, and she hoped it wasn’t going to be awkward.
As the ferry came in, her stomach flipped and twisted. Sage walked off the dock wearing large sunglasses, a ballcap, and loose linen pants. She waved and smiled, and Willa’s nervousness melted away.
“Welcome to Belize,” Willa said, shoving her hands in her pockets.
“Holy shit, this place is beautiful,” Sage said, lifting her sunglasses.
Willa turned, trying to take in what Sage was seeing. The small road was lined with palm trees, the buildings were plain and simple, and the beaches were expansive and bright white. Even the air smelled fresh and salty and floral. “It really is paradise.”
Sage’s mouth pulled into a sideways smile, like she was remembering a funny joke.
“What is it?” Willa asked.
“Just remembering those paradise moves we practiced,” Sage said with a wink.
Oh. Oh. Willa flushed. Probably from the heat. Definitely just from the heat. She felt silly holding up the keys to the golf cart. “Want a tour?”
Sage grinned. “Lead the way.”





CHAPTER FIFTEEN
SAGE
SAGE GAPED down at the children-sized bed before her and laughed. Out loud. A full-on belly laugh. Willa covered her face in her hands. “I know. I feel like this is my friends being jealous and punishing us.”
Sage raised a brow, glancing around the room. It was decorated in an Italian villa style instead of something she’d expect to see in Belize. A giant mural of a view of a vineyard through a broken wall adorned one side of the small room. It was hideous. “This is you not claiming a bigger room first, isn’t it?” She watched as Willa’s face went from surprised to an outright glare with a narrowing of her eyes. Ah, so she was right. She rolled her shoulders. “If you really want, I can sleep out on the couch.”
Willa gave her an exasperated look. “And blow our whole cover?”
Sage blinked. She was slightly jet lagged, her entire bottom-half was sore from playing a lousy 17 minutes of the game the night before, and she desperately wanted a nap after flying here with a kid kicking her seat and a manspreader beside her. She’d only been in Belize for a few hours, and the villa for a total of fifteen minutes, and she was already exhausted. “I can sneak out after everyone has gone to sleep and come back in before everyone’s awake. Or I can sleep on the floor.”
“I can sleep on the floor,” Willa said, a bit defensively if Sage was being honest.
“Don’t be ridiculous. Where is everyone?” Sage asked, stretching her arms over her head. “Puddles couldn’t make it?”
“Puddles couldn’t clear his schedule. He’s very busy hanging out with Uncle Kirk. Every picture Kirk sends me makes me think maybe Puddles won’t even want to come home.”
“Ah, yeah, the spoiled life only an Uncle or Aunt can give is a hard one to compete with.” 
Willa hooked a thumb toward the real window. “Everyone besides Puddles is outside.”
“Well, you ready?” Sage said, opening her suitcase to pull out a bikini she’d packed. Willa was already in a triangle top and teeny-tiny bottoms that showcased all of her soft curves, the roundness of her hips covered in the thinnest, sheerest sarong. The fabric of the bikini had dinosaurs all over it. Leave it to Willa to make fabric scraps look somehow both alluring and adorable at the same time.
Sage grabbed her own top, which was a glorified sports bra, and the bottoms, which were basically boy shorts, and pulled her pants over her own slender hips and muscled thighs. Willa made a gasping noise and turned on her heel, crossing her arms over her chest. She grinned, watching Willa tense across the room. “Sorry, I’m a little used to locker room etiquette, I guess.” 
Willa cleared her throat. “It’s fine.”
Was she… fanning herself?
Sage let Willa lead the way to the beach, and once they were within sight of the group, she took Willa’s hand, giving it a squeeze. “That bikini is unreal, Bellamy.”
“Cute, right?” Willa said, looking down at her swimsuit like she was talking about a baggy dress with pockets, not an item of clothing that would feature in every single one of Sage’s dirty thoughts for the next few years.
Whoa, where had that creepiness come from? Tone it down, Sage thought, swallowing as she gave herself a pep talk with each step in the warm, soft white sand beneath her feet. This isn’t real. She isn’t yours, and you’re sure as hell not hers.
“Everyone, this is Sage,” Willa announced as they stepped up to the six women all laid out on lounge chairs and blankets in the sand.
Sage put on her best public appearance smile. It was the one she gave crowds of people when she couldn’t discern a single familiar face. It was tight, but only up close. “Hi, everyone.”
A woman with short dark hair stood up and reached out her hand. “I’m Nora,” she said.
Ah, Willa’s ex. So strange. Even though Willa had assured her it had been years and she knew several women and queer humans who stayed friends with their exes, she’d never been one of them. Mainly because only a few had ever counted, and those relationships were beyond repair. Definitely not enough scraps left to save for a friendship. Sage shook Nora’s hand. “Congratulations,” she said. “Thank you for having me.”
A woman stood up next to Nora, slight and blonde. She seemed to be in her early twenties. “And I’m Leah. I’m a huge fan.”
Sage shook her hand, too. “Thanks, so nice to meet you. And congrats to you, too.”
Willa pointed out Tessa and Sadie, a couple who were stretched out in the sun, their bare skin colorful with tattoos. She instantly liked them as they gave her head nods and went back to lounging quietly. Ava and Charlie, the other couple, were digging an elaborate sand castle, and waved her over to join.
Willa settled on a chair near the construction and Sage kneeled on the ground, leaning against Willa’s legs as she listened to the instructions for the vision. Ava was not extremely sober, but Charlie’s intensity regarding the castle was contagious, and before long, she was sipping a hard seltzer and debating drawbridge mechanics like a pro.
“I think we should go out tonight,” Tessa suggested from under the brim of her sunhat.
Nora and Leah agreed, as well as Ava.
“As long as we are still okay enough to make spin class in the morning,” Sadie said.
Willa groaned quietly.
“Sage, do you spin?” Sadie asked.
“Sadie’s an instructor,” Willa explained.
“Yeah, Willa and I love spin,” Sage said with a grin.
Sadie let out a laugh. “Willa? Our Willa?”
Willa’s mouth pressed into a thin line. “Yeah,” she agreed in a forceful voice.
“Oh yeah, I remember reading that in the interview now,” Ava said, rolling her eyes.
Willa looked around at her friends. “You read the interview?”
“Yeah, of course,” Nora said. “You were featured in a magazine. Why wouldn’t we all read it?”
Tessa nodded. “It was cute.”
“Did I read it?” Sadie asked Tessa. Tessa shrugged.
Sage reached to rest a hand on Willa’s knee. “I was so thankful she agreed to do it with me. We’ve tried to be pretty private, as I’m sure you all know.”
“Well, who could keep someone so magical private?” Ava said with a snicker.
Nora giggled, and Willa seemed like she deflated a bit at the comment.
“Who could blame me for trying to keep someone so wonderful just mine for at least a little while?” Sage said, looking up at Willa, who was still tense.
Nora and Tessa both aww-ed in stereo.
Ava’s gaze locked in on Willa as though she was about to say something more, but Charlie cut her off. “Baby, I think the sun is getting to you. You look pretty burnt. Do you want to go inside and nap?”
“I’m fine,” Ava replied, apparently oblivious.
“Yeah, I think it’s nap time,” Charlie insisted, standing up. “I’m so sorry,” she mouthed to Willa, who shook her head like it was no big deal. Sage made a mental note to thank Charlie later.
After Charlie and Ava went inside, an hour or so passed easily as they sprawled out on lounge chairs. The ocean was so calm—she’d expected plenty of waves but instead, the water was green glass.
“Want to go in?” Sage turned to Willa.
Willa looked like she’d been caught staring. She cleared her throat and nodded. “Anyone else want to go?”
“Nah, you crazy kids go ahead,” Nora joked.
Sage took Willa’s hand in hers, a familiar gesture by now, noticing Willa’s skin was so warm from the sun, slightly grainy from the bits of sand that were still stuck to her. They walked silently into the water, dodging a few other tourists sitting at the knee-deep tables with sunshades.
“It’s beautiful here,” Sage said.
Willa nodded, dropping Sage’s hand to dip her fingers in the water that was rising to her hips.
“You having fun so far?” Sage asked, tilting her head to see Willa’s face better. The woman’s white-blonde hair was swept up on top of her head, wisps of it trailing down her neck.
Willa shrugged. “Yeah, hard not to love a place like this.”
“Your friends seem nice,” Sage half-lied.
“It’s good to see them again. We have a group text and we video chat sometimes, but it’s nice to see them in person,” Willa said. “What do you think of them so far?”
“Everyone but Ava seems nice so far.”
Willa inhaled deeply. “I think teasing is their love language.”
“Yeah, with friends like those, who needs anemones?” Sage joked.
“Did you just use a Finding Nemo pun on me in the proper context?” Willa asked with a grin.
“I’m the full package, bay-bee,” Sage said with a laugh.
Willa dunked her head under the water and Sage watched the space to make sure she’d come back. She popped up a moment later, water rushing from her hair and skin and down into her cleavage—Sage cleared her throat, refocusing her stare higher. The salt on her lips made her lick them as she moved her arms through the warm water.
“Does Leah ever speak, though?” Sage asked.
Willa grinned. “She’s so quiet, right?”
“Is it because she’s jealous of you?”
“Why would she be jealous?”
“I’d be jealous of an ex like you,” Sage said with a grin. She dunked her head under the water before she could see Willa’s expression. When she resurfaced, Willa was watching her with narrowed eyes. “What?”
“You think you can prance—“
“I don’t prance.”
“—On in here and be sweet and nice and flirty?”
Sage’s feet found the sandy bottom quickly as she steadied herself. “What?”
Willa said more assertively, “This is already weird, Sage.”
“Are you okay?” This was treading into dangerous territory quickly. The last time they’d talked, they’d had a similar exchange—in the hotel room after the interview. It hadn’t gone very well, and Sage had only made it out alive by putting her mask back into place.
“Oh yeah, I’m fine,” Willa said.
“Hey, I didn’t mean to offend you,” Sage said, reaching for her. “You’re fun to flirt with, that’s all.” It was the truth. From the shy smile to the pink on the tips of her ears, watching Willa get riled up from compliments was swiftly becoming one of her favorite pastimes.
Willa stayed where she was.
“What will make this easier for you?” Sage did truly want to know. If she gave in and kissed her and blurred those lines, she’d lose control. And the entire point was to stay in control, keep her image crystal-clean, stay friends with Willa long enough to convince Player One that she was the right girl for the gig.
Willa set her jaw. “Stop being a shameless flirt when it’s only me. Keep the compliments public.”
Sage glanced back to the shore. “Well, all your friends are watching, and we kind of look like we’re fighting, so do you want to kiss and make up?”
Willa narrowed her eyes again.
Sage laughed. “I mean it. For the prying eyes.”
Willa swam over to her and Sage pulled her in until Willa’s legs were wrapped around her hips, her arms over Sage’s shoulders. Here in the water, Willa was light as a feather. She was not focusing on how it felt to have Willa’s legs wrapped around her, how Willa’s bare skin felt slick against her own. She held her waist, spinning in the water.
Willa laughed. “You are so annoying.”
“I know, but it’s still kind of fun,” Sage said with a grin.
Willa stared down into the water. “We should find some snorkel gear to rent. Everyone else just wants to lounge around, but I’m so bored. You up for it?”
Sage smiled. “Absolutely.”
THE REST of the afternoon faded as the sunburnt and tired crew ventured out for food—street tacos and margaritas on a patio overlooking the ocean. Sage was grateful she found anywhere with baked fish and fresh veggies, even though she did graciously accept a few bites of Willa’s food, despite Willa’s friends making crass jokes about sharing fish tacos. She couldn’t help but notice Sadie turn beet red at the jokes, but even she had to admit it was pretty funny.
They ended up at a lounge for the night, since Sadie was insistent that everyone needed to be in good shape for their spin class the next morning.
The hostess led them to a private booth and Ava produced two “Bachelorette” sashes out of her bag the moment they sat down.
Nora happily donned hers, but Leah looked like she’d rather be maimed by a rabid tiger than wear it.
“Come on, babe, it’s all in good fun,” Nora prodded.
“You didn’t think we were going to make you wear ridiculous sashes?” Tessa asked.
Leah’s cheeks were flushed red.
“You don’t have to,” Willa said over the chatter of women trying to convince Leah to put it on already. She reached and grabbed it out of Leah’s hand, stuffing it in her purse. “There. Now you can’t.”
Leah blinked, her chin dimpling like she was on the verge of tears, but Sage couldn’t tell if they were the grateful or upset kind.
An uncomfortable silence fell over the group until Sage grabbed the drinks menu. “First round is on me.” That helped move things along, and soon enough, everyone was discussing the themed mixed drinks—Bedroom Cocktail, Party Punch, Dirty Banana, Death by Sex. At least that was keeping them occupied instead of pestering poor Leah.
Willa gave her knee a squeeze. She’d put on a loose off-the-shoulder sundress for the night, her newly sun-kissed skin already freckled from the day outside. Her nose and cheeks had a pink glow and her hair fell around her shoulders in effortless waves. Sage felt slightly underdressed in shorts and a loose short-sleeve button-down.
When a few more minutes passed and no server appeared, Willa volunteered to go get the drinks, telling everyone else to stay put in case someone did show up. Sage handed over some cash and watched as she made her way over to the bar. The bartender was a tall, slender woman with bronzed skin and long, dark hair that was pinned half on her head with tendrils curling down her back.
“So, Sage, now that we have you alone,” Ava started.
Charlie groaned. “Don’t you dare grill her.”
“I’m the Bachelorette and I’m in favor of grilling,” Nora said with a teasing smile.
“Ask away,” Sage said, leaning back in her seat. She glanced back to the bar to see Willa laughing and brushing her hair behind her ear. Was she… flirting with the bartender? Sage would be the first to admit that she was gorgeous, but seriously? She tried not to bristle at the thought.
“Are you popping the question anytime soon?” Nora asked with a wink.
“It’s been three months,” Sage said, trying not to look startled by the question.
“Have you guys even discussed it?” Ava asked.
“It’s only been three months,” Sage repeated, glancing back to the bar. Willa was playing with her hair. Not that Sage was noticing or anything. That would have been weird, and she was not being weird about it.
“I don’t know, I feel like that’s a normal amount of time to start talking about it,” Nora said. “Leah and I have only been together about a year. When you know, you know. Right, baby?”
Leah smiled, genuinely the first time Sage had seen her look not miserable. “Exactly.”
“I knew from the first date,” Sadie said with a firm nod.
“The first date?” Tessa asked. “Really?”
“It was a little later on for me,” Charlie said with a wink, then gasped as Ava elbowed her in the side.
Willa reappeared with a tray full of drinks. “Apparently the regular server’s daughter was sick tonight, so she called out at the last second. Looks like we’re on our own. Luckily, the bartender is my new best friend, so it shouldn’t be a problem.”
“New best friend, hmm?” Sage said, even though she was deeply grateful for Willa’s return.
“We were just talking about knowing when you’ve met the one,” Ava said to Willa, taking a bright blue drink off the tray.
“The one? Intense.” Willa handed her a tequila on the rocks and a glass of water.
“Quite,” Sage said, taking the drink then putting a loose arm around Willa’s shoulders.
“When did you know Sage was the one?” Nora asked.
“We’re getting off topic, Bachelorette. When did you know Leah was the one?” Willa countered.
Nora smiled at Leah again. “Our third date,” she said.
Willa laughed. “Damn, early on,” she said.
“When you know, you know,” Nora repeated from earlier, and something about the sentiment made Sage want to groan in blackhearted protest. Instead, she straightened in her seat.
“You two are disgustingly cute, and I am here for it. To Nora and Leah, may you always know,” Tessa said, raising her glass.
Sage felt like she was intruding on something intimate as she watched the gooey expression of unabashed love that Nora and Leah exchanged after everyone had toasted.
“So, you’re both married couples, too, then?” Sage asked. “Sorry, I know Willa has told me, I have the world’s worst memory.”
“You hit balls with your face for a living. That’s to be expected,” Sadie quipped as she sipped from an NA beer.
“You have a point,” Sage acquiesced.
Willa gestured to Sadie and Tessa. “Married six years.” She pointed to Ava and Charlie. “Married four.”
“How do you remember things like this?” Charlie teased.
“Your wedding was one of my last days in Seattle,” Willa said with a shrug. “And also I love and care about you assholes.”
Eventually they were ready for another round, and Willa offered to grab the drinks again, and Sage almost protested until Tessa joined her. She tried to slyly watch to see if Willa flirted with the bartender again. Why did it bother her so much? Good for Willa. Sure, it was a little shameless, a little bit obvious, but she should be happy for her friend, right? As long as their cover wasn’t blown before her deal with Player One, nothing else should matter. She narrowed her eyes and glared into her drink. Right.





CHAPTER SIXTEEN
WILLA
“COME ON, let’s climb this hill!” The instructor announced with unprecedented optimism for someone forcing a group of women to continue slogging through what Willa would only describe as ‘if mud and quicksand had a baby.’ Good god. This truly was torture, and the instructor had a smile on her face. The class was dark, thankfully, but the backlights and pounding bass of an Ariana Grande song were almost enough to imagine she was anywhere else. Truly, who created this kind of setup when they were on an island paradise? It was 9am. And despite it being 9am, the class was completely packed. Her own friend group made up a large portion—Sadie had been adamant that they all attend—but a surprising amount of other people were present who also seemed to have no idea that exercising on vacation was illegal.
“Come on, you’ve got this,” the instructor said again. A bold claim. Was this monster even sweating? In the wall-sized mirror, Willa could see that she was lobster red. And with all this sweat, she was basically a lobster underwater. “This may seem hard, but you know what’s harder? Being stuck in your life. Being stuck in your routine. Being stuck in a rut. Push through that barrier. Push through to your better self.”
Willa gasped for air, trying not to become brainwashed into this stationary cult. She glanced sideways at Sage, who was concentrating, but didn’t look to be in the kind of pain that Willa was in. Then again, she was a professional athlete, so this was probably a piece of cake for her. Sage’s hair even stayed annoyingly perfect, barely moving with each push and pull of the pedals underneath her. The muscles in her upper arm bulged, the muscles in her thighs highlighted with each movement, and Willa tried not to stare at the smooth spandex over her ass. The woman was practically carved from marble. Sage glanced over, giving Willa a grin and a wink, and Willa turned away, only slightly worried that she had drool on her lip.
The night before had been one of little sleep. They’d shared a bed, but Willa had decided to be cool as a cucumber, sleeping with her arms pinned to her sides, concentrating on not shifting or moving in any way to accidentally touch her—a real feat in the tiny bed. Hearing Sage’s breathing slow as she fell asleep was so strange. She’d listened to Sage’s breathing for a little while, wondering what strange cosmic karma she’d ruined to make it so that she could share a bed with someone she had a wild crush on but couldn’t make a move for fear of making things awkward. She’d woken up after Sage had already gotten out of bed for the day.
On her other side, Sadie was sweating with a giant smile on her face. She was in her element. Was Sadie the type of instructor who tortured people like this? She was smiling through the pain with a bright rainbow sweatband embroidered with the word, “Cyclepath” on her forehead. Classic torturer behavior. On her other side, Tessa had a straight back and perfect timing for each beat. She could see behind her in the mirror that Nora, Leah, Ava, and Charlie were all rocking at the same pace. Why was no one struggling in the way she was struggling? Was she in the same class as them? Were they all faking increasing their resistance?
“Don’t look at other people. Don’t compare yourself to anyone else. You are only riding against yourself in this moment. You are your only thought,” the instructor said, and Willa’s gaze snapped back forward like she’d just gotten caught passing a note in class.
“Eyes on your own work, Bellamy,” Sage teased as the song faded into another and they were allowed to sit down for a moment.
Willa wanted to have a clever quip back, but her ass hurt, her legs hurt, her most of her hurt. She raised her towel to wipe at her face.
The instructor held up her towel and spun it over her head. “Let’s get ready for intervals,” she announced in the exact tone party girls announced a round of lemon drop shots.
Willa stifled a groan but lifted her towel and spun it with the rest of the group, completely amazed about how Sage was still looking fun and sexy and cool doing such a dumb maneuver. In the blacklight, the white towels did look kind of cool.
Something bright pink released itself from the towel with utter abandon, and she watched in confusion as it sailed through the air, illuminated by the blacklight to really glow. It landed on the floor in front of the instructor and Willa realized in complete terror that it was a pair of her underwear. Not the nice kind. The oversized, stretched out, comfortable pair that she was planning on wearing for the long plane ride and travel day home.
The day-glo undies lay on the platform directly in front of the instructor for all to see. Willa wanted to disappear, wanted to simply vanish into some kind of mortified mist. Turn invisible and sprint. If she knew how to click out of her pedals easier, she really would have considered running. Her cheeks burned, half-exertion, half-consuming shame and embarrassment. How had her granny panties ended up inside of her towel?
The instructor clearly had no idea what to say by her stutters as she announced, “Let’s… uh, Let’s hit 120. In five, four…”
Willa eyed her friends in the mirror behind her. Nora and Leah appeared shamefully amused, Charlie looked straight up confused, Tessa and Sadie were acting like they didn’t even notice. Ava was laughing so hard she was falling out of her bike, wiping at her eyes.
Movement caught Willa’s eye and she glanced sideways as Sage unclipped from her pedals and awkwardly stepped up to the platform, grabbing the underwear. “Dropped these,” she announced even though her voice was drowned out by the music, and then she carried them back to her own bike. She placed them on the ground near her pedal, then placed her towel on top of them as she climbed back onto her bike without missing a beat.
Tears stung at the edges of Willa’s eyes, but Sage caught her gaze in the mirror. Willa caught a brief flash of a smile on Sage’s lips before she turned back to the instructor, speeding up to catch the right cadence of the interval. Willa swallowed down the emotional lump forming in her throat and sniffled, thankful that the music covered the sound.
WILLA SAT on the blanket under the umbrella, wallowing in self-pity. She had planned to go exploring with the group today—something about jungles and zip lines, but couldn’t bring herself to go when the time had come.
She’d opted to hang back, telling everyone she was a bit sore from class. She couldn’t admit that she just didn’t want to look at their faces after her glowing underwear incident. Ava had laughed the whole way home and Willa pieced together that it was some kind of prank.
Sage had stayed back with her and they’d gone to the beach to relax, except Sage had spotted a group of kids playing soccer and she was off. Willa watched as she laughed and spun, evading two kids in bright swimsuits, dribbling the ball with effortless grace even barefoot in sand.
“I didn’t like what Ava did this morning,” someone said behind her, and she turned to find Leah ducking under the edge of the umbrella to take Sage’s seat.
“Oh, it was harmless fun,” Willa lied, shaking her head. Because that was what she had always done. Play it off. Never be too sensitive. Don’t cry when someone teases you because it ruins the fun.
Leah pressed her lips together. “I think Ava’s a jerk and I don’t get why y’all hang out with her,” she said, and Willa was surprised to find that she had a thick Texan accent.
“We’ve been friends with her since college,” Willa said. “That’s just how she is. She’s a bit abrasive.”
“Has anyone ever told her to knock it off?” Leah asked, taking a sip of her drink.
“Have you tried ever telling Ava anything?” Willa joked.
“I’m always telling Nora that. She acts like because she’s put in so many years of friendship, it’s less trouble to simply keep accepting the jerk behavior than call her on it,” Leah said.
“Let me guess, you’re the target when I’m not around?” Willa asked.
Leah nodded. “Well, me and Tessa. I think she’s threatened by how pretty Tessa is, but I think she’s a jerk to me simply because I’m new and young. I feel like every time I open my mouth, she’s twisting it to be something stupid.”
Willa nodded in slow understanding. So that was why Leah was fairly quiet. “You and Nora seem really happy together,” she said, not really knowing what else to say. 
“She’s my person,” Leah said with a nod. “But you know. You’ve found yours, too.” She gestured to where Sage was running with her arms over her head in a victory lap as a herd of kids chased her screaming and laughing.
Willa chewed on her lower lip. “I mean, who is to say…” She tried to casually brush it off, tried to dodge answering with any lie or truth. Because truly, how did anyone ever know they had found the one? She’d always thought that was such a loaded idea—soulmates, perfect pairs, meant for each other… She’d loved people before. She’d been in love, even. But she’d never felt as though a part of her being would die if they left. Even on the trip, seeing Nora with Leah, watching Nora bury her face in Leah’s shoulder, noticing Leah slide a familiar hand over Nora’s arm or back… She wasn’t jealous of Leah. She wasn’t jealous of their relationship. But she was slightly envious of the comfort they seemed to give one another and to have around each other. That kind of familiar contentedness—maybe that’s what she had always been lacking.
“Heads up!” Sage yelled, and Willa turned in time to see a soccer ball flying straight at her. Before she could even blink, Leah reached in front of her and caught the ball, still somehow balancing her drink in one hand.
“Oh my god,” Willa choked, nearly falling out of her chair. Her heart pounded in her chest like she’d survived some kind of near-death experience.
Sage jogged over, sweat or saltwater darkening her bikini top. Willa tried not to stare. “Nice catch, Leah,” Sage said, her eyebrows raising. “Basketball?”
“Softball,” Leah laughed. She tossed the soccer ball back to Sage. “Those hurt way worse in the face.”
“You’re telling me. I broke my nose with a softball once,” Sage said with a laugh.
“Me too,” Leah laughed.
A man who she’d seen behind the counter of the beach bar walked up to the three of them holding a strange jar and three shot glasses. “I saw that catch. Would anyone like a drink?”
“Yes please,” Willa said as quickly as she could, adrenaline still raging in her body.
He held up the jar and Willa saw that the glass only seemed strange because there was something in it. A curled white snake was submerged in a clear liquid. Instant regret came over Willa and her eyes widened.
Leah took the two glasses from the man—Sage declined with impressive speed—and held the mystery liquid up in a cheers. “Here’s to not letting the assholes get us down,” she said in a cheers.
Willa grinned despite herself and took the shot, catching Sage’s horrified expression as she did so. It was tequila, no surprise, and didn’t seem to be holding any essence of snake that she could tell, but it did warm her chest pleasantly.
“And that’s my cue to leave you wild women,” Sage said, turning on her heel as she tossed the soccer ball between her two hands.





CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
SAGE
THOUGH THEY’D FOUND a chill lounge the night before, whoever had picked this club was in the mood to be in a giant dark room with loud bass. It was not unlike the spin class from that morning, but there were approximately four billion other sweaty bodies pressed up against her own as she tried to order a drink. She’d offered to get the first round just to get ten seconds to herself away from the bachelorette crew.
It’d been a long fucking day, starting with Ava’s stupid prank in the spin class that none of the friends seemed to acknowledge or chastise her for. Why did every group of friends have the one person that no one dared put in their place? She could read Willa well enough to know that it wasn’t her place, but why didn’t anyone else? It irritated her beyond belief.  If someone on the national team tried to pull this hazing bullshit they'd find themselves without a number...
At some point, Leah had convinced Willa to go on a golf cart joy ride around the island, and Sage had sat in the back seat, attempting not to be entranced with the way that Willa’s light hair fluttered in the wind, or by the tanned patch of freckles on her shoulders, or the way the side of her face looked as she laughed, closing her eyes as she put her arm out the side of the cart, as if they were flying at sixty, not bumping along at a pace she could probably outrun. 
Willa had laid by the pool at the villa while she’d done her regular workout on the patio—not a bad view for her routine, and she was slightly disheartened to never notice Willa watching her. Even after, when she was stretching and doing her knee recovery exercises from her trainer, Willa never so much as glanced her way.
The bass rattled her ribcage as she tried to concentrate on getting the bartender’s attention. It was some short guy who was only paying attention to the conventionally attractive women with low-cut shirts. Where was Tessa or Leah when she needed their womanly wiles to get this drink—not to mention the five other drinks she was expected to return with?
Willa appeared next to her in a crowd of people who had surged forward into a space recently vacated by one of the lucky women to catch the bartender’s attention. She offered Sage a small nod in amused greeting, then held up her hand. “Hey, Jack,” she called out.
The bartender turned and Sage finally noticed that Willa wasn’t alone. Her bartender friend from the night before was directly behind her. In fact, it hadn’t been Willa who had called out Jack’s name at all, but the bartender. The bartender who had her hand on Willa’s back as if to steady herself. It was such a casual touch, a friendly touch, and yet it made Sage’s blood boil. She swallowed, pushing down the feeling of possessiveness. She had no right. She's not yours, Carson.
Sage eyed the hand, then the woman connected to it. The woman who was staring back at her with a look she knew well. It was a look that said, “I don’t care what you think.” Sage was fairly good at giving that same look herself.
In fact, it was the same sentiment that made her sling an arm over Willa’s shoulder, leaning in to give her cheek a kiss. “Hey baby,” she said loudly.
Willa tilted her head to the side with a tensed jaw as the bartender appeared. She and Willa ordered the group’s drinks and she pretended not to notice as Willa leaned down to talk into the bartender’s ear. The woman smiled and nodded, then came with them.
“It’s our bartender friend from last night, Kaia,” Willa announced to the group as she returned to the small cocktail table they’d been able to find. Everyone seemed in good spirits as drinks and shots were passed out. Shortly, a few other women showed up—Kaia’s friends, presumably. Tessa dragged Leah, Nora, and Ava out to the dance floor first, and Sadie cheersed her NA beer on Sage’s soda water with a wink. “Here’s to the ones who will feel fine in the morning,” Sage joked. She eyed Willa and Charlie talking animatedly with Kaia and her friends. “And also to the unofficial babysitters.”
“I’m just glad this group finally has two chaperones. They’re all trouble.” Sadie laughed. 
And Sage could not agree more.
A Latin Robyn remix came on and the bachelorette crew went wild. “Let’s all dance,” Willa said with wide eyes, reaching to drag her to the dance floor. Sage finished her soda water in a gulp and set her glass down, raising an eyebrow at Sadie. “You coming?”
“I’ll watch the table,” Charlie offered, leaning against it for good measure.
And then she was on the dance floor, pressed into a sea of bodies all moving to the same rhythm. She hadn’t realized how much she had ached for this feeling, this anonymity, the instinctual movement of her hips and shoulders. Whereas parties and clubs had been a regular part of her routine, she’d given them up once Nicolette had scared her onto the straight and narrow. Well, the narrow part at least. But now, in this suffocatingly warm and packed room with Willa, she felt full and good and satisfied like she hadn’t in ages. Willa’s arms were over her head, her short dress hugging her curves in a way that made Sage want to reach out and touch. Willa’s eyes were closed, her hair sticking to her sweaty skin—would that part of her neck just below her jaw taste like salt? Sage was dying to know.
Sage knew one thing: the moment she let herself touch Willa, all bets would be off. She kept her hands to herself. Dancing together was one thing, but the way Willa looked tonight, her full red lips parted in pleasure… Sage knew her weaknesses better than most, and she was finally willing to admit to herself that Willa was one of them. Her mind would go blank the second her hands were on her, and she couldn’t risk that. For their arrangement to work, those boundaries needed to be set in stone, not sand. And they definitely shouldn’t be blurred on a sweaty dance floor. Willa deserved that.
Hours passed in a blur of bright disco lights and bass beats as they danced, only stopping for drinks or group bathroom breaks. She found Willa at the table, gulping from a glass of water.
“Are you having fun?” Sage asked.
Willa nodded, laughing. “Yeah, this is a blast. Are you having fun?”
Sage nodded. “Who knew you had those dance moves, Bellamy?”
Willa pretended to be offended. “You can’t look at these hips and this ass and not expect me to be able to shake it.”
Sage laughed, enjoying Willa’s positive self-awareness. “You have a very good… point.”
“And ass,” Willa said, as if correcting her playfully.
“How many drinks have you had?” Sage asked.
“Not as many as you’d think. Attitude and all that.”
“Do you mean altitude?” Sage asked, grinning.
“Whatever.” Willa brushed away the mistake with a hand in the air. “Let’s go dance again.”
“I’m going to hold down the table for a second,” Sage said, not trusting herself to lose the very small amount of control that she had left.
“But then I don’t have anyone to dance with,” Willa whined, nodding over her shoulder. Sage could see that Tessa and Sadie were having a fun dance battle with one another while Nora and Leah were in their own bubble in an extremely not-safe-for-work type of dance. Ava was dancing with one of Kaia’s friends while Charlie chatted a few feet away with a group of people she didn’t recognize.
“Where’s Kaia?” Sage asked. “Why don’t you dance with her?”
Willa gave her a critical look, skepticism in her eyes as she surveyed Sage. “I don’t know where she is,” she said. “Why?”
Sage shrugged, taking a long, long drink of her soda water. It’s bitter flavor matched the tone of her inner monologue on the idea of telling Willa to go seek out another gorgeous woman to dance with, but she didn’t want Willa knowing that. “She’s a babe,” she said.
Willa’s light green eyes flashed with something Sage couldn’t quite read. “She is.”
“And she seems really into you.”
“I know exactly what you’re doing,” Willa said.
“What’s that?” Sage’s pulse thudded hollow in her ears. How could Willa possibly know the jealous thoughts in Sage’s head right now? A few beats of music filled the silence between them as Willa crossed her arms, assessing her. Sage worried that maybe Willa could read her mind. 
“You’re trying to let me have a fling on vacation while everyone else is distracted,” Willa said, tilting her head.
An emotional lump lodged in Sage’s throat. She wanted nothing more than to shake Willa by the shoulders and tell her that no, that wasn’t her ideal situation at all. But she absolutely wouldn’t do that. Willa had a chance at a fun night without consequences in the morning, and Sage had to let her have that. She nodded. “Yeah, of course. Go get ‘em, Bellamy.”
“Okay, I’ll go find Kaia,” Willa said, rolling her eyes, and as she turned, Sage reached for her but didn’t get to her in time. She watched Willa’s light hair glow in the bright neon lights as she moved into the crowd.
Fuck. She wanted Willa so badly. But possessive jealousy wasn’t a good look even on the most stable of girlfriends, let alone fake girlfriends. Willa wasn’t hers. Not by any stretch of the imagination. She’d just keep repeating it like a mantra until it felt as true as her heartbeat. This was the last night they’d ever spend together—Sage would leave in the morning, and then their business arrangement was done. Nicolette would leak out a few photos they’d taken together to prove they were still together for months, but they were done.
And besides, wasn’t Sage doing the right thing by encouraging Willa to go for it? What Willa wanted to do in her free time was none of her business. Besides, she was in Willa’s territory here—this was a favor for Willa, and so it was her choice on how to act around Sage, not the other way around. Right? Right.
Still, as the crowd moved and parted and closed back together, she caught glimpses of Willa dancing with Kaia, a bright smile on her lips as she laughed and tipped her head back, held up her hair in her hands, swayed her hips to the rhythm.
Sage’s self-control was wearing thin. She stayed for another 20 minutes, until she lost Willa in the crowd.
She walked home, the balmy, salty breeze dancing suffocating swirls around her. She was sweaty and tired and her knee ached from standing and dancing. In any other instance, she’d laugh about what an old, grumpy woman she’d become, but she couldn’t stop mentally kicking herself for literally pushing Willa into Kaia’s arms. Who had she become? The Sage Carson she prided herself on being would have taken what she wanted, not just watched as someone else did.
She scrubbed her hands over her face and paused, staring out along the dark beach to the moonlit waves. This was for the best. Tomorrow, she’d leave without the complications of acting on her desire tonight. She could go back to focusing on recovery, on getting the Player One endorsement, on herself. It was for the best.
She walked into the darkened villa and crossed through the living room and out the giant sliding glass doors to the patio beyond. Wanting to look at the stars and wallow in self-pity for a bit, she didn’t turn on the lights as she found a lounge chair. She stared up at the dark sky, trying to picture anything but Willa dancing. As she scanned the stars for a pattern remotely resembling a constellation she knew, she thought of the lights that shone down in a packed stadium, how satisfying it was to pivot in fresh grass with new cleats, how the instant she saw the ball touch the net felt—being filled with satisfaction and glee and excitement right before the overwhelming blur of teammates jumping on her to celebrate. That’s what she should focus on. She slowed her breathing, clearing her mind, and closed her eyes.
“Sage,” someone said beside her. No, not someone. Willa.
She opened her eyes, trying to adjust to the dark patio. “What are you doing here?”
Willa sighed. “You left the club and I wanted to make sure you were alright. I would have given you a ride on the golf cart if you needed to leave.”
“Why aren’t you with Kaia?” Sage asked, sitting up on the chair. Willa stood over her, backlit from a nearby villa’s lights.
“God, you’re such a stubborn asshole,” Willa said.
“Wh-what?”
“I don’t want Kaia,” Willa said slowly, sitting down on the lounge chair beside Sage.
“Willa,” Sage said in a low tone, a warning. She could see the expression on Willa’s face, but even with her eyes closed, she knew where this was going. She was hanging on by a thread.
“If you don’t want to, I completely respect that,” Willa said. “But if you want to, I want to.”
“Believe me, I want to, but—”
Willa was leaning into her, her body warm and solid against her own. “It doesn’t have to be a big deal or anything.”
Sage closed her eyes, trying to keep her hands from grabbing Willa, pulling the woman into her, taking her, feasting on every inch of her. “You don’t actually mean that. And I don’t want you to make this decision when you’ve been drinking. You might regret—”
“I’m not drunk,” Willa said, pulling back slowly to look at Sage’s face more clearly. “And besides, I have wanted you since the—”
Sage didn’t need her to finish that sentence. She knew exactly what Willa meant, and she also knew that if those words came out, Willa might remember them. She might remember admitting to feelings that she’d rather deny in the future. It was all dangerous and stupid and she couldn’t be what Willa needed, but maybe they could each be what the other wanted. Just for one night.
The kiss was gentle—tentative. The kiss they might have had after their coffee date if they hadn’t had weeks of this pretending act surrounding them. It was a first kiss type of kiss. Slow. Unhurried. Anticipatory. A paradise kiss. Willa slid her arms around Sage’s shoulders, her lips parting, and Sage slipped her tongue in. Willa tasted of sweet spirits, flavored rum and soda, sunny days and humid nights and all the time in the world.
Willa groaned into Sage’s mouth as she pushed against Sage, climbing into her lap to straddle her hips, snapping whatever sense of self-control Sage had been preserving.
“We should go to our bedroom,” Sage said against Willa’s mouth.
“No one’s here,” Willa countered, not moving an inch as she ground her hips into Sage.
Sage bit down a curse. “I want to take my time and I want to explore every inch of you. Uninterrupted.”
Willa pulled away, blinking down at her. “Well, when you put it that way.”
Sage grinned, moving to stand while still holding Willa.
“Wait, your knee,” Willa said, shifting her weight off of Sage’s lap. 
Sage groaned. “Fuck my knee,” she said off-handedly, desperate for Willa, desperate to keep their bodies pressed together.
“Well, that does sound intriguing, but I’m not sure about the logistics,” Willa teased, standing and putting out her hand.
Sage rolled her eyes. “You’re incorrigible.”
“Big word for a jock, don’t you think?” Willa teased again, walking inside the villa.
“I’m going to teach that smart mouth a lesson,” Sage said, narrowing her eyes. She playfully smacked Willa’s ass as they hurried up the stairs to their bedroom.
“Yes, please,” Willa said with a laugh.
She grabbed Willa, pushing her up against the wall of the stairwell, aching to taste her again. Their kisses were sloppier, desperate, and Sage briefly thought about taking her right there. As her hand snaked up Willa’s thigh to dip under the short hem of her dress, Willa slipped out of her arms and ran the rest of the way up the stairs.





CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
WILLA
AS SOON AS they were in the bedroom, Sage scooped Willa back up into her arms—knees be damned, apparently—and laid her flat on the bed in a smooth movement. “Stupid tiny bed,” Sage grumbled.
They kissed as she wrapped her legs around Sage’s back, hooking her closer. Sage moved to kiss from Willa’s mouth to her neck, where she dragged her teeth and tongue down the sensitive skin there as her hands explored below, pushing her dress over her hips.
“Ooh, no bra,” Sage commented in a soft whisper.
Willa arched into the touch and Sage peeled her dress away in an effortless motion. Sage kneeled before her, surveying her bare torso and lacy underwear. “You’re so beautiful.” Sage’s hands moved over Willa’s bare curves, making goosebumps raise over every inch she touched.
She closed her eyes to stop herself from saying something to negate the compliment, like she usually would. Being on display in front of Sage Carson was less embarrassing than she’d have imagined, but it did make her feel a bit shy.
“Hey, look at me,” Sage said, her voice dipping low in command.
Willa opened her eyes, blinking up at Sage.
“You okay?” Sage asked.
Willa nodded. “Yeah, just… like, really naked. And you have a lot of clothes on.”
Sage nodded in understanding and pulled her shirt over her head. “Does this help?” Her abs flexed as she held herself up, removing each of her rings while staring down at Willa.
Willa watched the rings slip from Sage’s fingers, an act sexier than anything she’d ever seen before. The rings clinked together as Sage set them on the nightstand, then turned back to her.
Every inch of Sage’s body was taut and muscled and made for physical effort. Two tattoos colored her ribcage that Willa hadn’t noticed before—they must have been hidden by her sports bra. Willa reached for her, running her fingers over the divets where her ribs met her stomach, over the tattoos. “It’d help more if you weren’t wearing a bra,” Willa added.
Sage grinned, pulling her bra over her head. Her small breasts fit in Willa’s hands perfectly.
“Yeah, this is better,” Willa said. “Way better.”
“Shameless,” Sage said, leaning down again to nip at Willa’s neck.
“I believe the correct word was incorrigible.”
“Oh, I’ll show you incorrigible,” Sage teased, pressing her thigh against Willa’s center.
“Please do,” Willa said with a grin, which promptly fell from her lips, replaced by a moan of pleasure as Sage’s mouth lowered to her breast, sucking, her tongue flicking against her nipple. She dug her fingers into Sage’s short hair, pushing beyond every unsatisfied feeling after the past few weeks of tension between them. She tried to clear her mind, focusing instead on the muscles in Sage’s shoulders as her head dipped lower, grazing over the sensitive and ticklish parts of her stomach that Willa never let anyone near. Her hips bucked and she giggled. “Sorry, it tickles,” she said, taking a deep breath.
Sage lifted her head, her eyebrow raising in a cocky grin. “Oh, does it?” Her fingers brushed over the ticklish swell of her stomach and she kicked her legs.
“Tickles aren’t sexy,” Willa said through laughter.
“Okay, okay, you’re right. Get your head back in the game, Bellamy,” Sage said with a teasing smile.
“No problem, coach,” Willa said.
“Don’t you dare,” Sage warned, nipping at the soft skin over her hip bone.
“You started it,” Willa said, closing her eyes to stifle another giggle.
Sage moved her hand, a barely-there brush of her fingers over Willa’s inner thigh, a slight push of pressure against her clit, then pulled back.
Willa let out a groan of protest, looking up to watch Sage slide down the bed, pulling Willa’s underwear down with her teeth. Oh, fuck. Now that was a move. 
Sage gripped Willa’s hips and she responded by hooking her legs over Sage’s muscular shoulders. Willa watched in quiet, anticipatory awe as Sage held her thighs, then dipped her face lower. The first lick of Sage’s tongue made her gasp in delight, her own skin suddenly on fire, her heart pounding in her chest. Every nerve ending in her body sparked in response and she gripped the sheets. She could feel Sage grin against her at the moan, and it was like something unleashed in her. Sage worked her in ravenous, sweeping strokes, and Willa turned her face to moan into the pillow. When Sage’s tongue slipped inside of her, she pulled the pillow almost entirely over her face to cover the noises coming out of her mouth.
Sage paused, laughing. “Oh my god, don’t suffocate yourself,” she said.
Willa moved the pillow. “Why did you stop?”
“No one’s here, baby. You can be as loud as you want,” Sage said. “And even if they were, let them know how good I make you feel.”
Willa laughed, throwing her forearm over her eyes. “That is such a line. Have you used that on other women?”
Sage paused, staring at her with wide eyes.
“You don’t have to do that shit with me. It’s me. I know you. Just be you.”
Sage reached up and tangled the fingers of her free hand with Willa’s. She didn’t let go. After a moment of pause and a stare that basically pinned Willa to the bed, Sage slowly returned to sucking and licking and kissing between her thighs, moving her fingers to where her tongue had been only moments before, pumping inside of Willa until she arched off of the bed. Her climax exploded around her and Sage’s hand slid from hers so she could hold her hips down with one hand and fuck her with the other. Willa cried out, twisting as her legs clamped down on either side of Sage.
Sage slowed her rhythm, letting Willa come down from her orgasm.
Willa was still taking deep, gasping breaths when Sage moved back up the bed, settling to lie beside her, kissing the sweaty skin of her collarbone and neck. “You’re so gorgeous,” she whispered against Willa’s shoulder.
Willa turned to kiss her, tasting herself on Sage’s lips. “You know, you’re pretty good at that.”
Sage laughed. “Thanks, I try.”
Willa’s hands explored the curve of Sage’s waist, her fingers trailing over the tattoo there. “What are these about?” She pushed up on her elbow to get a better look. It was a watercolor galaxy with white constellations highlighted within, as though her skin was opening to some magical outerworld. 
Sage glanced down, as if remembering it was there. “Just thought it was pretty.”
Willa felt it was a lie but didn’t pry. “Show me your other one.”
Sage turned so her back was facing Willa. It was some sort of geometric design. “I got it after our first World Cup win.”
“They’re both so gorgeous.”
Sage smiled. “Thanks. I’m pretty fond of them.”
Willa glanced around the room, chewing on her lower lip. “Sorry if I was kind of loud.”
“I took it as a compliment,” Sage said, brushing invisible dirt off her shoulder.
“You and your ego,” Willa teased, flipping Sage onto her back. “Are you that loud, too?” She worked the button and zipper open on Sage’s pants.
“Guess you’ll have to find out.” Sage’s mouth quirked up in a lopsided grin.
WILLA’S EYES flickered open to check the light outside the window. It wasn’t yet dawn. She rolled onto her back, then threw an arm over Sage’s shoulders.
“If you’re trying for round seven, I think something can be arranged,” Sage murmured, her eyes still closed.
“Seven?” Willa said with a small snort.
“Yeah, your last double orgasm counts as two rounds,” Sage said, her eyes still closed even as a smile spread over her lips. “I got you to come four times, so I’m winning the game.”
“Everything’s a competition,” Willa said, playfully shoving Sage’s shoulder. “You’re so shameless.”
Sage turned onto her side to grab her phone. “It’s quarter til five. I think the sunrise yesterday was right after five.”
“You were awake for sunrise?” Willa asked, surprised.
“I went for a run,” Sage said.
“Oh, I’m surprised I didn’t notice,” Willa said. 
“You sleep like the dead, Bellamy,” Sage teased, leaning in to give her a quick kiss on the nose. “But I did find a good coffee place if you’re up for an adventure. We could go see the sunrise on the beach if you can sneak out of this house quietly.”
“I can be quiet.”
Sage snorted. “News to me. Hey, don’t smack me.”
Willa didn’t remember the group getting home and she had no idea why there were two bicycles leaning against the side of the house, but that didn’t stop her from gesturing to them. “Well, isn’t this serendipitous.”
“You think you can get on a bike after yesterday’s spin class?” Sage teased.
“And after last night?” Willa joked.
“Was I too rough?” Sage’s eyes widened.
“No,” Willa shook her head, giving Sage’s hand a squeeze. “You were the right amount of rough.”
Sage smirked, then grabbed a bike.
The air was finally cool—the tiniest hint of chill bit at her skin as she and Sage wound their way through the streets with the larger villas, then into the town. The sky was still gray, but lightening in the early hours of the day, and though exhaustion made her limbs feel heavy, she was light with excitement and new beginnings. She was slightly sore, to be honest, but she’d never admit it to Sage. As it was, spending hours twisting in delicious pleasure and calling out her name, she was quite sure Sage’s ego would never recover.
“How’d you find this coffee place?” She asked as their bikes wove down the deserted street.
“Sheer desperation,” Sage remarked, weaving around a hastily parked golf cart.
“I thought the Folgers or whatever at the villa was fine,” Willa said, only half-serious in an attempt to get a rise out of Sage.
“Just when you think you can trust a woman,” Sage said, shaking her head. “The disappointment I feel at your utterance of that sentence.”
Willa stuck out her tongue, but laughed. They found the coffee shop, a hole in the wall, but she could see percolators and pour overs past the woman at the window. Sage ordered, paid, and they were off again, riding awkwardly, each only able to steer with one hand while holding their steaming cups. They stopped at a quiet, private section of beach they’d spotted on the way over.
They let their bikes fall in the sand, walking hand in hand toward an alcove that would make their spot fairly secluded. Willa shivered involuntarily and Sage wrapped an arm around her, holding her close.
“You know what’s nice about being here?” Sage asked.
“No one’s taking pictures of you without your permission because they don’t recognize you?”
“Oh, well, that’s not true according to SageCarson4Ever, but, what I mean is, this is like all the best parts of home,” Sage said.
The sand was cool and silky as she sat, her feet buried beneath the white almost instantly. “Like what?”
“Well, besides the fact that it’s weird to me that there’s no waves here,” Sage said. “Otherwise, the best parts are the palm trees and the heat.”
“Do you like living in San Diego?” Willa asked, leaning into Sage for warmth as she held her coffee in both hands.
“It’s fine.” Sage sipped her coffee. “It’s warm. I like that.”
“You were pretty recently traded to the Suns, right?” Willa asked.
Sage nodded.
“Do you like the team?”
Sage shrugged.
“Wow, giving me a lot to work with here,” Willa said, sighing. “What’s wrong?”
Sage swallowed, looking out over the water. “Sorry, I don’t want to seem ungrateful.”
“Why?”
“I have a dream job,” Sage said. “I know that. But some teams are easier to integrate into once you’re traded, and the Suns are not it. And maybe it’s because I’m already a veteran or because I’m the only national team member on the roster, but I don’t have any friends on the team, and no one wants to be my friend, and I miss the national team, and I hate this never-ending recovery period.”
“Yeah, recovery seems terrible,” Willa said. She’d seen the scars on Sage’s knee, could only imagine the pain that lay just below the surface.
Sage stretched out her leg as if she was thinking about those same scars. “I don’t know. I’ve gotten the feeling the universe is trying to tell me that soccer might not be my entire life anymore.”
“Is it the universe or is it you?” Willa asked.
Sage tilted her head. “What do you mean?”
“Maybe it’s not some big message trying to keep you from achieving your dreams. Maybe it’s time to let go of something that’s not in your control anymore,” Willa said.
“I hate change,” Sage groaned. “And besides, I’m young enough that I should be able to have a comeback.”
“But at what cost?”
Sage sipped at her coffee, taking a deep breath and letting it out slowly.
“I loved living in Seattle at first. College was great, the years after college were great. And then suddenly, that entire last year, I was miserable. You’ve met my friends. They’re great, but they’re… well, they’re a lot. Tessa and Sadie have been together forever, and then Ava found Charlie, who is like the only person who can put up with her all day every day, and that was it. Nora always has girlfriends, so I was pretty much always the seventh wheel. My job was underwhelming and I was deeply unhappy. And then I thought, ‘Wait, why am I here when I could be anywhere? There’s a whole world out there, and I can be anything I want.’”
“And so you left because you realized there’s a world outside of Seattle?” Sage asked lightly.
“Well, that and a deep-seeded fear of the Cascadia earthquake.”
Sage rolled her eyes. “And do you think it was the right choice? Even though you moved back to something you already knew?”
“Don’t get me wrong, Denver wasn’t an easy choice. My parents moved away years ago, I didn’t really stay friends with anyone from school, and I didn’t really have anyone I knew. But I decided to make the move worth it. I got the job at the zoo, and don’t get me wrong, I love working on events but I’m hoping  someday I’ll get to be more involved with the design and customization rather than only working with contracts and oversight. And now I have Kirk and Puddles and life is good.”
Sage nodded. “So you want something more out of your career, too?”
“Who doesn’t?”
Sage bit her bottom lip.
“But I’ll get there. I’m working my way up. Getting experience, finding out what I like, you know? And sometimes a fresh start sets you up for things you never knew you wanted.”
“I’m glad you’re doing okay in Denver,” Sage said, a solemn tone in her voice. “You’re smart and capable and you have a lot of gumption, and I don’t know if I have any of that.”She pressed her full lips together, squinting out at the first light lifting above the horizon. “Without soccer, who am I?”
“You’re Sage fucking Carson. You’re kind, you’re eloquent, you’re hot… the world is your oyster.” Willa leaned her head on Sage’s shoulder. “Besides, who says you have to give up soccer entirely?”
“Maybe it’s the lack of sleep, but I’m not following.”
Willa smirked. “The lack of sleep is your own fault. You don’t have to quit soccer to try something new. What if you did something else with your celebrity? Used it for good instead of only for performance?”
Sage’s brows knit together. “I wouldn’t even know the first place to start.”
“There’s so much good you can do simply because people know you’re talented at kicking around a little ball. That kind of power is limitless.”
Sage nodded. “Maybe you’re onto something. Or maybe I’m being a big baby.”
“Why can’t it be both?” Willa side-eyed Sage as she took a sip of her coffee.
Sage bumped her shoulder, making her spill. She laughed, wiping at her chin.
A few moments passed before Sage sighed. “Thank you for saying all of this, by the way,” she said finally, nodding, and Willa bit back any kind of joke, because she could tell how hard it was for Sage to come around to that realization.
They sat in comfortable silence as they watched the sunrise paint the sky yellow and gold and orange. The birds awoke, singing and chirping, and the town came to life around them. Golf carts, bike bells, the sound of people talking to one another as they started the day.
“Sage fucking Carson, hmm?” Sage turned to look at her.
Willa laughed. “Don’t let it go to your head.”
“Why, because it’s such a pretty head?”
Willa groaned, rolling her eyes. “You’re ridiculous. Are you a Leo?”
“Sagittarius.”
“Explains a lot.”
“Oh, shush.” Sage wrapped an arm around her shoulders and leaned in to kiss her, a casual, soft, slow kiss, as though there was no hurry. As though this wasn’t their last day of paradise. Willa pushed down the question that had begun to rise within her—that shy and nervous “What does all of this mean?” She refused to ask it. The moment she started asking that was the moment she opened herself up to the answer she didn’t want to hear. For now, for now they could just be two women, sharing a kiss as the sunrise welcomed the tiny paradise they’d found. That could—would be enough.





CHAPTER NINETEEN
SAGE
“WHEN DOES YOUR PLANE LEAVE?” Nicolette asked.
“In about six hours,” Sage said, adjusting her headphones. It didn’t help that she was mid-run when Nicolette called, but after hearing her phone ring three times, she decided she’d better get it. She tried to focus on her breathing intervals. In four counts, hold for two steps, out three counts.
Nicolette made a hmm noise that told Sage she was considering something Sage wasn’t going to like. “Can you get on an earlier flight?”
“No,” Sage said, watching people start to congregate on the beach as she ran by. That morning with Willa had been delightful—the night before had been its own level of wonderful, of course—but that morning had made her feel like she could do anything. Sage fucking Carson, indeed.
“Why not?” Nicolette pressed.
Sage stopped, putting her hands on her waist as she stretched out her quads. “How about you tell me what’s so important that it can’t wait for me to get home tonight? I’ve only been gone two days and I’m coming home today. What’s up, Nick?”
“Player One wants a meeting this afternoon.”
“Well, Player One can give me 24 hours notice,” Sage snapped.
“What’s so important that you can’t leave now?”
“I don’t want to,” Sage said, her thoughts drifting back to Willa and the night before. She knew that in the heat of the moment, Willa had said it didn’t have to be a crisis situation, but something inside of her wanted to spend more time with Willa. To squeeze every drop out of their time together. Who knew when she was going to her again?
“Your priorities are way off,” Nicolette said. “This is the golden goose, Sage. This is what we’ve been working for.”
Sage paused, clearing her head from the visions of Willa’s arched back, the swell of her breasts… Blinking, she stared out over a sign that said Secret Beach. How was it a secret if it had a giant sign? “You know, maybe you need a vacation.”
“I will take a very long vacation after we sign this deal,” Nicolette said through clenched teeth.
“I’ll be back tonight, so tell them we can meet tomorrow. It won’t ruin our chances to not be available at the drop of a hat,” Sage said.
Nicolette sighed. “I hate this.”
Sage grinned as her thumb hovered over the end call button. “Ah, but what other choice do you have?”
SAGE STOOD in the kitchen chugging a glass of water. She was still sweaty from her early run—an activity that Willa had very quickly said no to joining, of course—and was trying to cool down before attempting to convince Willa to hop in the shower with her. Or, would that make things too complicated? Sure, being with Willa had been fantastic like she'd thought it would be, but she was leaving today... Their contract was up. They'd completed their quid pro quo relationship. Their deal was over. How many ways could she say it to herself until it finally hit home? And it had worked out in the end, because Player One had finally scheduled a meeting. Granted, they’d overstepped and tried to call a meeting with less than four hours notice, but it was a start. It was all that she wanted, right?
Sage pushed the thought out of her mind, instead stretching out her hamstrings while standing at the counter.
Nora walked in, stretching her arms over her head. "Good morning," she said. "Coffee ready?"
Sage turned to eye the drip coffee maker behind her. "Oh, no, I grabbed this one when I was out. Sorry." She shrugged. She wasn't about to bend over backwards to make someone coffee that she wouldn't be caught dead drinking. It was bad enough that Willa thought Folgers was okay—but she drew the line when it came to anyone else. Nora was lucky that Sage wasn't launching into her tirade regarding ethically-sourced coffee beans and farmers’ wages and dark roast just being a fancy name for burnt coffee.
Nora tackled the coffee maker and Sage sipped at her own drink—she'd grabbed a second on the way back from her run, because hey, it had been a long night. She yawned.
Ava walked into the kitchen, leaning sleepily on Nora's shoulder as they waited for their impending sludge. "Morning," she said to Sage.
Sage nodded. "How'd you sleep?"
"Better than you, apparently," Ava said with a laugh. “Bed too small?”
Sadie walked in, looking between Ava and Sage. "What's so funny?"
"Sage was asking how we slept," Ava said.
Nora took a sudden intense interest in the coffee maker, bending down to closely inspect the machine like it might turn her invisible, but Sadie looked at a loss for words. Her cheeks turned red and she spun on her heel, leaving the room.
Sage cleared her throat. "Can you blame me?" She shrugged, not feeling one ounce of shame.
"I mean, I can't really blame Willa," Ava said with a smile.
Sage made a move to walk out of the kitchen to find Willa when Tessa walked in, eyeing Sage's coffee cup. "Where'd you get that?" She asked. Sage gave her directions, and she had her wallet in her hand before Sage could even give her a recommendation on what blend to try.
"I hope you got Willa an extra," Ava said, tilting her chin. “I have no doubt she didn’t sleep very well either.”
"And that's enough of that," Sage said firmly, putting her hand on the cool countertop. "I don't need any more jokes about Willa and I."
Ava raised a brow. "And why's that?"
"Because it's none of your business."
"You made it my business when I heard her moaning for hours last night," Ava said, crossing her arms over her chest.
"Enough," Sage said, clenching her jaw. "That's enough."
Ava opened her mouth to say something, but Nora cut her off.
"You are being a little dramatic. Our room is closer and we barely heard anything," Nora said. "Leave her alone. You were worse when you started dating Charlie."
"Whatever." Ava poured herself a cup of coffee, stalking out of the room past Leah, who walked in, looking around.
"Wow, that's the first time I've ever heard any of you stand up for Willa against Ava," Sage remarked, watching Ava leave the room, knowing she was still well within earshot. Good.
Nora leaned against the counter. "Ava is as Ava does."
"I don't get why everyone bends over backwards to apologize for Ava. What the hell kind of blackmail does she have on all of you?" Sage said.
Leah glanced between Sage and Nora. "Yeah, I don't get it, either."
Nora shrugged. "You can't argue with Ava. She never apologizes and she gets her feelings hurt easily."
"But it's okay for Willa's feelings to be hurt?" Sage asked.
"Willa isn't around enough for her feelings to be hurt," Nora said, sipping her coffee.
Sage wanted to reach over and knock the coffee out of her hands, but she resisted. Instead, she just shook her head. "And why do you think that is?"
"Did you wake up in a bad mood or what?" Nora asked.
Leah hooked her arm through Nora's. "Ava really can be a lot sometimes. You always make excuses for her, but she hurts my feelings, too."
Nora blinked, evidently taken by surprise.
Willa walked into the kitchen with wet hair, and Sage was slightly disappointed that she wouldn't be able to pull Willa into the shower with her after all. She glanced between Sage and Nora with a confused look, apparently reading the tension in the air. "Were you giving them the damn coffee lecture?" She teased, standing near Sage.
When no one answered her, she reached for Sage's coffee and took a sip. "Want me to help you pack up?" Willa asked, and Sage could read that she was trying to give her a way out of the situation.
Sage nodded and they walked up the stairs to the bedroom. As soon as she shut the door, Sage sighed and sat on the bed. 
“What was that all about? I feel like I just walked into a warzone.”
"I'm sorry. I kind of gave Nora an earful."
Willa raised an eyebrow. "About what?" She leaned against the window ledge. 
"About how this group doesn't treat you well enough. Tessa and Sadie are great, but they don't put Ava in her place, and Charlie and Nora look the other way," Sage said.
Willa blinked. "I think that's a little—"
"No, it's not. Your friends should make you happy, and this group kind of treats you like a doormat, and I hate that," Sage said, taking a deep breath. She so rarely lost her cool, and she knew it wasn't a good look when she did.
Willa chewed on her lower lip. "I don't... I mean, like, why do you care?"
Sage rested her elbows on her knees. "What do you mean?"
"Why do you care how they treat me? I'm not—” She stopped abruptly, as if she was afraid to admit something.
The truth was, Willa wasn’t…  hers to protect or stand up for. Sage lowered her brows. It felt like a blow to the chest, that thought. And yet, Willa was right. “You know how you gave me a little pep talk earlier this morning?”
Willa grinned mischievously. “Which time?”
Sage tried to keep her expression blank, even though she was also picturing Willa’s hands on the headboard, saying her name over and over, telling her how good that tongue felt… She cleared her throat, shifting on the bed. “I will not be lured into distraction by your womanly wiles, Bellamy.”
Willa blinked innocently at her. 
“Listen, I know it’s started out weird, but I do value your friendship.”
Willa tilted her head to the side, watching her.
“You deserve to be treated well. Not because everyone deserves that, but you're Willa fucking Bellamy," she said.
Willa laughed, but still rolled her eyes. "What I mean is, why bother trying to change their ways when you're hopping on a plane in a few hours and we’ll…” Her voice trailed off as she glanced out the window.
A lump lodged in Sage's throat. She knew that what Willa left unsaid was the part about them never seeing each other again. It was a fair question, and Willa deserved an honest answer. Only, she didn't entirely know what that honest answer was. She glanced up to where Willa was standing, her hair glowing white in the light flooding in from the window. Her full, bright lips were turned down in a frown, and something inside Sage's chest clenched at the idea that she was responsible for that expression.
But what could she say? She cared for Willa, and in a way that unnerved her—she was supposed to be focusing on recovery, and here she was, worried about how Willa's friends were treating her. Willa was a distraction. A gorgeous, sexy, fun distraction, but still a distraction. And distractions were exactly what she didn't need right now. 
Sage shook her head. What she wanted to say was: because last night, whether you want to admit it or not, this got way more complicated than I ever wanted it to be. What she said was: "I don't know." A lie, through and through.
Willa's eyes flashed hurt for only a moment before she turned, tucking her hair behind her ears as she bent to pick up a few of Sage's clothes that had been thrown the night before. "You should really pack," she said.
“I should.” She eyed up Willa.
“Or…” Willa said with mock-innocence, glancing at the bed.
Sage pressed her mouth into a thin line. “Are you sure? I mean, after this, like... ” Ugh, what was she trying to say? “I had fun last night, but I’m not really looking for a relationship. I don’t have the time, you know? Recovery, and trying to get back on the National team roster, and…”
Willa watched her make the list of excuses, then furrowed her brow. “Of course, I totally understand. And I meant, you know, for fun. Nothing serious. Nothing more than… I’m not expecting us to be… I get that you’re not mine or anything,” she said quickly, waving her hand in the air.
“Only if you want—”
“Well, yeah, I very much want—”
“It’s fun, it doesn’t have to—”
They both paused, watching each other. She wanted Willa with the same intensity as the night before, like an unquenchable thirst. Sage reached for her, dipping her fingers under the edge of Willa's shirt. She was like a moth to flame. Her head was screaming at her to stop, to make a clean break. And yet her hands kept moving. “Be a shame not to,” she murmured against Willa’s skin.
Willa stared down at her, as if weighing her options, as if she, too, was warring with something internally. She could almost sense the moment Willa made a decision. "You’re really selling it," Willa teased, then shoved at her shoulders, pushing her back on the bed. She climbed to straddle Sage's hips, placing a hand on either side of Sage's shoulders. Her hair fell in curls to frame her face as she narrowed her eyes.
Sage laughed, the delight bubbling up from deep within her. Who was this woman? She ran her hands over Willa’s ass. Maybe she was overcomplicating it. Maybe she could revel in Willa for now, and it didn’t have to mean anything. Maybe her existential crisis about what it all had to mean was over nothing. After all, neither of them were playing for keeps.
***
SAGE WALKED with a little skip in her step, revitalized after a vacation, even if the last night didn’t involve much sleep. She was still tired from the flight the day before, but she was running on pure excitement about the meeting with Player One.
She entered the tall corporate building in downtown LA where she was meeting the endorsement team in person for the first time. She'd been so consumed with vacation over the past few days that she hadn't given herself time to be nervous about the meeting. Pausing, she scanned the lobby for Nicolette and found her sitting by a window looking at something on her phone and scowling. The lobby was bright and open, and strangely empty for a corporation during the day.
"Good news?" Sage asked, tilting her chin towards Nicolette's phone in her hands.
"Another idiot client," Nicolette said, sighing.
"Another?" Sage tried to hide her grin.
Nicolette blinked up at her. "You ready for this?"
"Of course." Sage sat down next to her, crossing her ankle over her knee. Her trousers pulled up to reveal a pair of shiny dress shoes that she was particularly fond of. Nicolette had asked her to dress nice, which meant she'd had to leave her athleisure at home and don a new suit. A pity. She'd sent two pictures to Willa of possible suits, and Willa had chosen the light gray one she was in now. Willa had good taste, clearly, because she looked impeccable, if she did say so herself.
"So I’ve been thinking," Sage began.
Nicolette narrowed her eyes, one small reach from pulling a dagger out of her purse. "Whatever you're planning, I already hate it."
"I just have an idea I want to run by you," Sage began, almost losing her nerve. “What if we started to think about my career in a way that isn’t entirely soccer-based?”
Nicolette’s eyes widened, but she never got the chance to verbally respond, because a man in track pants and a hoodie approached them. Except for the clipboard in his hands and the lanyard around his neck, she never would have guessed he worked there in a professional capacity. He led them through hallways that she’d never be able to navigate again. The building itself was open and modern, with tons of glass and open spaces. A turf field sat at the center of the main floor with the tagline ‘Make Your Dreams Come True’ emblazoned across it. No one was on the field, but she did spot soccer goals at either end. What a weird thing to waste time and money on.
One set of elevators and two long hallways later, they stopped at a fully-glass encased conference room. Two men and a woman sat at the table, all standing as she and Nicolette walked in. At least they were dressed a little more like her, rather than the youth soccer coach who had wandered in and decided to work for the day after all.
"So nice to finally meet you in person, Miss Carson," one of the men said as he introduced himself as Derek, Head of Engagement. The woman, Lola, had something to do with Affiliate Marketing, and the other man was on Accounts, but she didn't catch his name and didn't dare ask again.
"Please, Sage is fine," she said, unbuttoning her suit jacket as she sat in one of the offered chairs. She glanced around the immaculate conference room, all glass and views. Behind her, Los Angeles stretched on forever, palm trees and interstates and hills dotted with mansions. "You have a lovely office."
Lola smiled politely. "Thank you, we're quite fond of it," she said, sitting down across the table. Hoodie Dude poured them glasses of water, then disappeared.
"So, first, we want to say we're big fans," Derek began, and then What's His Name began nodding.
Sage smiled. "Thank you. Same. Of Player One."
Nicolette turned to her and Sage could have sworn she was telepathically telling her not to be an idiot. The chair creaked as she turned back. "Your offer of endorsement has been a true dream come true," she began.
Sage stared out into the hallway through the glass wall as Nicolette went on about a partnership and mutual respect, only coming back to the conversation as Nicolette mentioned Sage's comeback.
"We can't wait. The National team needs you. Their last match with Brazil was not pretty," Lola said.
Sage nodded in agreement, pulling an exaggerated grimace.
"Your comeback is going to be incredible. Your comeback is going to send a message that no matter what your age, as long as you make sacrifices to get what you want, you can achieve the impossible," What's His Name added.
Sage blinked as Derek and Lola nodded along with him. Even Nicolette seemed on board. Everything about what they'd said made her want to scream. She shifted uncomfortably in her chair, unable to put her finger on exactly what was off about their statements.
“Do you have any questions right off the bat?” Derek asked, eyeing the grimace she was having a hard time holding back.
She paused, debating even saying a word. This was what she’d worked so hard for, this was what her team had hired Willa to make happen. And here it was, happening. It wouldn’t be right for her to mess it up. She pushed down her gut feeling and smiled again. “Not yet.”
“Perfect,” What’s His Name said with a nod. “We’ve prepared a small slideshow to give you an idea of what an endorsement with Player One looks like.” He reached for a remote on the table and clicked on a projector.
On the far wall, a video began playing, showing the greatest athletes she knew. Serena, Kerri and Misty, LeBron, Federer… It was a supercut of the commercials she’d seen them in, dark and sweaty and full of concentration. The reel ended before she had an idea of what she was supposed to be understanding about the endorsement partnership.
So they had a lot of money in marketing? So what?
Nicolette gave a small clap. “That was beautiful.”
“I’d love to hear about what makes this a mutually-beneficial partnership,” Sage said slowly, trying not to say what was really on her mind.
Derek smiled with a mouth full of extremely white teeth. “Our partnership will raise you into the ranks of the greatest athletes in the world right now.”
Sage blinked. Everything inside of her screamed, How the fuck did you help me become great? She cleared her throat as Nicolette's pointed toe pump found her ankle under the table. "I think what Sage means to ask is what are the terms of the contract," she said with a large smile.
The Player One team was ready for that one. There was a lot of shop talk with Nicolette, papers passed across the table.
“What happens if I don’t make a comeback?” Sage asked, staring down at a page full of legalese in her hand.
The executives across the table from her stared blankly. “What do you mean?” Lola asked.
“Well, I’ve worked hard, but there are no guarantees. I’m not even back on the national team roster yet,” Sage clarified.
“You’re the best female soccer player in the country, Sage,” Derek said. “As soon as you’ve recovered, I’m sure you’ll make an incredible comeback.”
Sage stifled the urge to confront him about the logistics of that. She glanced sideways at Nicolette, who was watching her with polite curiosity—knowing Nicolette’s for the better part of the last decade, that meant she was livid but had to hide it. Nicolette’s career was riding on this deal. Hell, Sage’s career was, too. She swallowed the lump in her tight throat and nodded for the presentation to continue.
"YOU COULD HAVE FUCKING WARNED ME," Nicolette said the moment they stepped onto the elevator and the doors closed.
"About what?" Sage asked, leaning against the wall. Her phone was light in her hand as she opened a new message to Willa.
"About your new random not-comeback comments to the same people who want to give you hundreds of thousands of dollars to wear their logo for your comeback," Nicolette snapped. "Why bother working so hard these past few months if not for this one opportunity that you proceeded to throw in a trash can and light on fire at the first available opportunity? Why sabotage this?"
"Well, now I’ve heard their pitch,” Sage said with a shrug. “And I’m not impressed.” 
"You’re not what?" Nicolette turned, stepping to pin her against the side of the elevator.
Sage knew better than to question Nicolette when she was like this. Besides, Nicolette didn’t want to hear about her concerns and questions right now. Nicolette wanted to close the deal.
"I quit," Nicolette said, her voice thin as she threw her hands in the air. The doors opened with a ding and several people stood outside of them.
"No, you don't." Sage tilted her head, following Nicolette's stomping frame out of the elevator until they were in the giant glass lobby. She walked at a casual pace behind the woman, knowing at any second, the death threats would resume and almost all would be forgiven.
"I should quit," Nicolette said, turning and walking to a private area of the lobby—well, as private as it could get. Her voice pitched lower. "You're insufferable."
Sage shrugged. "I know."
Her agent wiped at her eyes, pinching the bridge of her nose. "I have lost years off my life dealing with your bullshit, Sage Carson."
Sage put her hands in her pockets. "I know."
"I'm going to try my hardest to smooth things over with Derek. I need you to pump the brakes and hear this deal out before you make any career-ending decisions, okay?"
Sage nodded, reality hitting her right in the face. What in the world had she almost done? "You're right."
Nicolette opened her mouth to argue, then closed it again. "I am. And honestly, if you're even thinking about retirement, I need you to talk to me. Seriously. This is my career, too."
Sage felt a pang of shame, but nodded in silence. Nicolette was right, as Nicolette was usually right. But something about the way they'd talked about her career upstairs made her feel more like a trophy and less like someone who had worked her ass off to become a professional athlete. How dare they try to take credit for her career? Did they talk to LeBron like that?
More than just the credit, the idea of sacrifice struck the wrong chord with her—the idea that she had to sacrifice everything to make this comeback. Hearing it out loud from a bunch of executives who made money off of her athleticism had snapped something in her will to make it happen. She didn't want to sacrifice everything anymore. What ever happened to balance? Maybe she should talk to Willa about it. Or a therapist. That sounded like prime therapy fodder. Except Willa was much easier on the eyes, and seemed to intuitively understand her. She didn't want to continue considering what that truly meant. It wasn't important right now.
"And warn me next time you're about to be a fucking idiot," Nicolette snapped, then turned on her heel and walked out the front doors.
"That seems reasonable," Sage called after her, then glanced around to see if anyone had watched the exchange. A fight in public with her agent wasn't a great look, but at least Nicolette was good at keeping her voice down. 





CHAPTER TWENTY
WILLA
TO: willa.bellamy@mail.com
FROM: carsons@mail.com
SUBJECT: Your Presence is Requested
________________________________________
Dearest Willa Bellamy,
The Suns are playing the Denver Dinos on June 5th. I’ve attached two complimentary tickets here in case you might be able to attend.
Sincerely,
Sage fucking Carson
    
WILLA STARED AT THE EMAIL, then opened the tickets. Sure enough, there were two. They were labelled as a suite. She pulled up a seating chart to verify that yep, just as she had suspected—the suite was dead center on the field. Of course Sage would get the best and act casual about it. Willa usually grabbed GA tickets to be in the chanting mob crowd, so a suite felt instantly glamorous. Maybe they served escargot in there.
“Hey Kirk, do you have plans for the fifth?” She asked, glancing over her shoulder from her computer. She double-checked her own calendar. She had the donor event for the 6th, but nothing on the 5th. 
Kirk shook his head. “Kickboxing class, but I’m always ready to have an excuse not to go. What’s up?”
“Want to go watch soccer?”
Kirk grimaced. “No.”
“It’s in a suite. I bet there’s free booze.” Willa leaned back from her computer screen to point to the seating map.
“Oh, well in that case,” Kirk shrugged. “Sure. I’m willing to bet fourteen chicken tenders and three White Claws will get me through.”
“Fourteen,” Willa said, impressed. “Shooting for the stars, I see.”
“It’ll be exciting to see your girlfriend,” Kirk said, pointedly not looking at her. 
“Don’t you dare even start,” Willa said.
Heather popped her head in the door saying hello, then knocked.
“I think the knock technically comes before the entrance,” Kirk suggested very helpfully.
“Willa, tell me you have a backup floral vendor. Bloomin’ called and cancelled for the donor event,” Heather said, looking exaggeratedly concerned.
Willa nodded. “Sure, I prefer Stem anyway. Want me to call to see what their availability is?” She could feel Kirk roll his eyes behind her.
“Yes, please. That would be fantastic. Oh, and can you check in with the elephant keepers that we’re still good for a 7pm champagne toast? I don’t want them interrupting. So loud, and all that.”
Willa nodded, biting her tongue. “Sure.”
“And while you’re at it, can you stop in to count that we have forty-five chair covers?” Heather asked. “You’re such a lifesaver, Willa. I don’t know what I’d do without you.” She grinned, wide and toothy, and waved before walking away.
“What? No dry cleaning pickup today?” Kirk said with a smirk.
“It’s not a big deal,” Willa said, writing it down on her already long to-do list. Taking a few days off for vacation had rolled it all the way onto a second page. With Heather’s additions, which, really, should have been done a week ago, the list was verging on third page territory. She wrote two items on one line to prevent that unacceptable fate.
She read over Sage’s email with a small grin. Sage wanted to see her again. Though Sage had almost missed the ferry because Willa had been too busy making her moan to check the time, they hadn’t exactly laid out terms for how they’d go forward. Sage had made it very clear that she couldn’t give Willa the attention she deserved—a cowardly cop-out in Willa’s opinion, but Willa was respecting her decision. Still, it was like they’d accidentally opened Pandora’s Box the night they’d finally given in to their desires.
After Sage had left in the afternoon, the night had been pretty quiet. The group had been too exhausted to go out and had sat on the patio with drinks and cards and a midnight beach stroll. Ava and Nora had been exceptionally quiet towards her, which she suspected was from something Sage had said.
Since returning to the real world, Willa had no idea where this thing with Sage was going or how they’d move forward. They’d texted and talked on the phone a few times, but they hadn’t made any plans to meet up again. She hadn’t held onto hope before receiving this email.
She opened a new text document and typed up a fake contract for the appearance. It went along the same lines as their first contract with some silly details like additional escargot stipends, but she resisted adding the NSFW details that she secretly wanted to. Who knew where Sage’s head was at? Maybe this was just a friendly thing. She took a deep breath and sent it back.
TO: carsons@mail.com 
FROM: willa.bellamy@mail.com
SUBJECT: Re: Your Presence is Requested
________________________________________
To Whom It May Concern
a.k.a. SFC,
It has come to my attention that you have requested a public appearance with yours truly. I’m attaching a new contract with updated pricing for Instagram stories due to realizing you have an alarming amount of followers. Please feel free to have Nicolette look it over. 
Kind regards,
Bellamy
ATTACHED: contractedromance.pdf
    
TO: willa.bellamy@mail.com
FROM: carsons@mail.com
SUBJECT: Re: Re: Your Presence is Requested
________________________________________
Willamy,
Signed. Sealed. Delivered. Yours.
Added one addendum under payment that I really do hope Nicolette never lays eyes on or else she’ll be scandalized forever.
ATTACHED: contractedromance_carsonsigned.pdf
    
TO: carsons@mail.com 
FROM: willa.bellamy@mail.com
SUBJECT: Re: Re: Re: Your Presence is Requested
________________________________________
Thank you for getting this back to me so quickly. These payment terms seem more than adequate. Remind me to delete this contract from my work computer.
As for the appearance, my date and I will be there in our best. Do boxes serve escargot or should I bring my own granola bars? My date is also wondering if chicken tender catering is provided in addition to the escargot.
Looking forward to your prompt response,
Willa
    
TO: willa.bellamy@mail.com
FROM: carsons@mail.com
SUBJECT: Re: Re: Re: Re: Your Presence is Requested
________________________________________
Stop trying to make escargot a thing. Tell Kirk he can have all the chicken tenders his heart desires.
Best,
SFC
P.S. Is your best a jersey with my name on it?
    
TO: carsons@mail.com 
FROM: willa.bellamy@mail.com
SUBJECT: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Your Presence is Requested
________________________________________
In your dreams, Sage.
    
TO: willa.bellamy@mail.com
FROM: shipping@sandiegosuns.com
SUBJECT: Shipping Confirmation
________________________________________
Thank you for your order! Please see details below:
1 Women’s Jersey — Large, CARSON
1 Dog Jersey — Medium
TRACK MY PACKAGE
    
"CAN YOU PLEASE STOP EATING THOSE?" Willa asked, staring down Kirk, who was shoving sandwiches in his mouth like they were going out of style. What the suite lacked in escargot, it made up for in an alarming amount of lounge furniture. There were three couches, four lounge chairs that Kirk immediately discovered reclined, and a chaise that looked like it was there just for fans to faint on. She adjusted her red jersey, feeling a bit like a traitor in the visiting team's colors. She'd already had Kirk take a photo of the back and send it to Sage, who instantly posted it to her social media accounts with a heart-eye emoji. Hopefully Nicolette and Player One were eating up these stable girlfriend pictures, because after what had happened in Belize, it was harder each and every day to keep up the facade. 
"They're really good, you should try one," Kirk said, his cheeks full in a chipmunk impression.
She leaned on the ledge to look out onto the field where the teams were warming up. She could recognize Sage from a mile away—could almost see that cute gap between her two front teeth from here, and she felt much less creepy staring at her from all the way up in the suite.
The door to the suite opened and a woman walked in, also wearing a Suns jersey. Oh, maybe Sage had given her the team’s complimentary family and friends suite tickets. She straightened, throwing a glare to Kirk to stop ravishing the entire sandwich tray in case more people showed up.
The woman was in her fifties or sixties, but she seemed strangely familiar. She smiled, her eyes crinkling around the edge. "Nice jersey," she said.
Willa offered her a smile. "Us Suns fans have to stick together in enemy territory," she said lightly.
"Are you a big Sage Carson fan?" The woman asked, setting down her purse on a chair. This was evidently not her first suite experience.
"Uh, yeah, you could say th—"
"She's Sage Carson's girlfriend," Kirk said matter-of-factly, licking cream cheese off of his finger.
The woman took a long look at her, then held out a hand. "Small world."
Willa reached to shake the woman's hand. "Are you also Sage Carson's girlfriend?" Kirk asked, his eyes wide and ready for drama. She wanted to stomp on his foot.
The woman, to her credit, laughed. "No, I’m her mother."
Willa straightened, her stomach flipping suddenly. "Oh, uh, nice to meet you, Mrs. Carson."
"Nice to meet you, too," she said. "And please, you can call me Rosemary."
Kirk stuck out his hand. "Could Sage's father, Parsley, not make it?"
"Oh my god, I'm so sorry, those sandwiches must have contained a brain altering chemical," Willa said, wanting to crawl into a hole.
Rosemary blinked, then burst out laughing. "Oh, that's a good one," she said, wiping at her eyes. "Actually, Sage is named after Carl Sagan, my hero."
"Wait, how did I not know that?" Willa asked, totally stunned. She would have thought that would come up in a class or two they'd had together. Some kind of roll call mishap would have announced it.
"She's embarrassed that her father and I are nerds, I think," Rosemary said, smiling broadly. She had the same gap between her two front teeth.
"Well, Cosmos changed my life, so consider me on board at least," Willa said.
Kirk sighed, returning to the sandwiches.
"I'm pleased to hear that," Rosemary said, nodding. A buzzer sounded and they walked to the ledge, watching as a young woman sang the National Anthem, then the two teams ran onto the field. Sage wasn't part of the starting eleven.
"Her knee's bothering her more than she lets on," Rosemary said with a shrug. "I'm nervous she doesn’t have many years left.”
"Why are you nervous?" Willa asked.
"Ever since she was little, Sage has lived and breathed soccer. I mean, back when she was a kid, we had her in all sorts of sports. The girl just wouldn't sit still. But soccer was always her favorite. And once she hit her teens, it became an obsession. I worry that she's too stubborn to find something else she's that passionate about," Rosemary said, sipping from her water bottle.
"We've talked about it a bit," Willa nodded, not sure how much to give away. "I think either way, retirement or making a full comeback will be tough on her."
Rosemary pressed her lips together in a distinctly Sage-like expression. Or maybe Sage's expression was a distinctly Rosemary-like expression. "Either way, she'd better be ready to commit to whatever she chooses."
Willa shrugged. "She's stubborn enough."
Rosemary laughed, nodding. "Too true—oh come on, Kendra, a little hustle," she yelled, glaring down at the players. 
Willa and Rosemary watched with a bit of small talk until the 70th minute, when Sage was put on. With the game tied 1-1, putting Sage on sent a clear message that the Suns were definitely looking to win this game. It was clear that she had been raring to go on the sidelines—she sprinted onto the field, immediately yelling to her teammates. "She's always been bossy. She calls them her leadership skills."
"Leadership skills," Willa said with a grin. "That's rich. She loves a situation she can control, that's for sure."
Rosemary gave her a sideways glance and Kirk laughed on the other side of her. "That didn't sound great, babe," he said.
Willa's cheeks flushed. "No, not like that."
Rosemary shrugged. "No idea what you two mean."
Sage was relentless, extremely physical in her attacks, driving the ball and the game. Even in recovery, it was clear that she was a master of strength and energy and endurance. She made several shots on goal, assisted in a few others with her forwards, and finally in the 82nd minute—accompanied by Rosemary and Willa's yelling—she had a clear path, driving the ball into the back of the net as she ran around the field in victory. The crowd was cheering Sage's name, regardless of the fact that she was on the opposing team. Willa and Rosemary exchanged an excited, frantic hug, then Kirk jumped in, excitedly yelling.
"That's our girl," Rosemary said with a smile, drumming her hands excitedly on the railing.
Our girl. And Willa didn't correct her. Didn't want to correct her.
As gameplay resumed, Sage took a hard hit from a Dinos player that sent her crashing to the ground. A panicked hush fell over the suite as Willa's stomach dropped. From the replay on the screen, she could tell that Sage had taken a cleat to her bad knee, pushing it in a direction that knees shouldn't bend.
"Oh god," Willa said, covering her mouth as she watched the replay, then watched Sage sitting on the ground, hugging her knee. Every fiber of her being longed to sprint onto the field, to check if Sage was alright. And yet, before the athletic trainer could even make it on the field, Sage was standing again, shaking it off. She held up her hands as she waved to the crowd in the universal signal of "I'm fine."
Rosemary's jaw was clenched as she watched the field. "I hope she's not lying," she said.
"Would she pretend to be fine if she wasn't?" Willa asked.
Rosemary huffed a laugh. "You really have to ask that?"
"Fair enough," Willa said with a nod.
The game ended without too much action from Sage, who was still running around like before, but not taking as many chances. As the stoppage time ended, the Suns were up, 2-1. They'd won. Sage was throwing high-fives and hugs to her teammates and a few members of the Dinos who Willa recognized from the national team.
"Well, I think I'm going to head out and wait for her to clean up and head home, but I hope I see you again soon, Willa," Rosemary said, giving her another hug. She paused to look at Kirk and gave him a nod. "Nice meeting you, too."
Willa watched Rosemary leave, then Kirk made an excuse to head out and catch a rideshare. What was she supposed to do? Head down to see Sage somewhere? She pulled out her phone to text Sage, then realized that was a dumb choice, given Sage wouldn't have her phone on her. She wasted a few moments cleaning up the suite, which she was sure was someone else's job, but felt nice anyway. She organized the unused napkins back into the holder and tidied up the beverage cups by size. Rosemary had indulged in a few beers, but they were mostly from Kirk drinking an ungodly amount of sparkling wine.
A knock came on the suite door and she glanced up to see a very sweaty Sage standing in the doorway.
"Hey," she said shyly, feeling unsure of herself. "Are you okay?"
"Oh, yeah," Sage said, still slightly out of breath. "I caught my mom on the way out and she said you might still be up here."
Willa nodded. "You could have warned me I'd be meeting Mrs. Carson," she said, her eyes wide.
“I forgot,” Sage said, rubbing at the back of her neck with a sheepish grin. “You guys have a good time, though?”
“Kirk made a pretty good Parsley joke I’ll have to tell you about, but yeah, she’s delightful.” She glanced down to Sage's knee. "You're sure you're okay?"
"Yeah, I had the trainer look it over, and it's fine.”
"Don't you have to like, be in the locker room or something?" Willa asked.
"You're requesting I leave you alone to spend time with a bunch of naked, sweaty women?" Sage grinned.
Willa chewed on her bottom lip. "No, I mean... you don't have to check that I'm okay. I'm fine."
Sage eyed the organized room. "I see that."
Willa shoved her hands in the pockets of her jeans.
"Do you have plans after this?" Sage asked.
Willa shook her head. "Not really. Are you hungry? We could go get pizza. Or salads. We could go to a place with both pizza and salads." Why was she suddenly so nervous? Seeing Sage play had reminded her of Sage's celebrity, of her talent, of how famous and wonderful she was. And to have that attention directed on her... It was unnerving. Why would Sage give her the time of day without some sort of contract or publicity opportunity?
The corner of Sage's mouth lifted in a smirk. "I was thinking I could come back to your place."
"Oh, like, to see Puddles?" Willa asked, her heart pounding in her chest.
Sage took a few steps toward her. "No. Not to see Puddles. I mean, a little bit to see him. But no, mainly to see you." Sage reached out, placing her hands on Willa's hips. "If you'd be okay with that."
Willa gulped, all of the moisture leaving her mouth. The magnetic force between them overwrote all rational thought in her mind that was screaming at her to get out while she still could, because her feelings were real, and Sage was just looking for a fun time. She pushed them down, focusing on the much more pleasant feeling of being desired and wanted. "Yeah. Mmhmm. Sure." She placed her hands on Sage's shoulders, feeling her damp jersey. She crinkled her nose. "But maybe after you shower."
Sage winked. "I think that can be arranged. I'll be there in like an hour and a half? I have to do this press thing." Willa was cut off from nodding as she leaned forward to place a soft kiss on Willa's lips. Was Willa in some kind of dream or alternate universe? Or maybe Sage was only interested because she was convenient and easy? Or were they a thing? Was she Sage Carson's girlfriend for real or for fake? Willa shook her head, clearing her thoughts. Maybe she could pin Sage down and get some answers to her questions.
"Do you need like, a ride or anything?" Willa whispered against Sage's mouth.
Sage laughed. "Stop trying to give me a ride home."
Willa frowned. "Sorry, habit."
"I'll walk you to the front," Sage said.
"You'll be mobbed."
"Nah, no one looks twice at a rival jersey here. Plus, everyone’s left."
Willa blinked. "Why do I doubt that?"
Ten minutes later, they'd made it to the entrance of the stadium. The crowd had thinned with only a few straggling fans still leaving. A few people had congratulated Sage on a good game and two people had asked for autographs. Maybe mobbed wasn't the right word. It was similar to Willa's experience of going out with a friend who knew everyone and was always recognizing strangers. The main difference was that Sage walked with a hand on the small of her back and never lingered for too long, or left her alone to stand awkwardly.
A young girl around seven or eight ran up to Sage, yelling her name. She was holding a sharpie and had on a Suns jersey with Sage's name on it.
Sage knelt down, smiling. "Hi, how did you like the game?"
"That goal," the little girl said with unbridled enthusiasm. "That goal was incredible."
Sage held up a hand to high five her. "Thanks, my friend." The little girl's eyes lit up as she high fived Sage back. "What's your name?"
"Rebecca Kitterege. Hey, can I have your autograph?" The girl asked, holding out the sharpie and pointing to her jersey.
Sage agreed instantly, reaching to sign her name near where the jersey read Carson. 
"Did you know I also play soccer?" The girl asked.
"What? That's awesome. What's your club's name?"
The little girl's expression fell. "Oh, I don't play with a club. It's too much money. But the club I really want to play with is the Super Strikers. I went to their camp like two years ago and it was amazing."
"Wow, they sound cool." Sage nodded. "Maybe someday you'll get to play with them again."
"Maybe," the girl said, shrugging. She turned when a woman called her name. "Thanks for the autograph, Sage. I hope I can be like you someday."
Sage laughed. "I hope I can be like you someday, too," she said. "Have a good night, Rebecca."
Sage stood, watching the girl run back to a woman who gave Sage a grateful wave.
"Well, that was adorable," Willa said.
"Yeah, youth players are the best. They're so passionate and energetic about it," Sage said, staring off where Rebecca disappeared, then inhaled deeply. "Okay, get home safe, and I'll be there soon." She squeezed Willa's hand, then walked through a door that read Employee's Only.
Willa watched the door, wondering if she'd completely imagined the entire day. Sage Carson was a superstar, and she was just Willa Bellamy. How could she possibly think that someone like Sage wanted a future with her? And yet, she couldn’t talk herself out of wanting Sage to come over. If she ignored the questions her brain was screaming, she could still have fun, right? Yeah. That’s what she should do. Don’t overcomplicate it. No one liked complications. She stood still for a beat, then hurried to her car.





CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
SAGE
THREE HOURS LATER, they were cuddling on the couch, both naked and damp and tired. Puddles had long since put himself to bed—Willa said he was usually asleep for the night by 8pm, bless him—and she and Willa were finishing up a movie to which she had paid no attention. She was already exhausted from her game, but fucking Willa had unleashed a reserve of energy she didn’t even know she had. She doubted she needed even a moment of sleep if this was what they could be doing all night instead.
Her team's trainer had been livid that she hadn't gone straight to him after the match, but she'd had to see Willa. It was almost embarrassing how excited she was to see her, especially after she'd scored a goal. She could have sworn she'd heard her mother and Willa screaming from the suite. Had Willa been impressed? Maybe she should invite Willa to every game and every practice to ensure she'd be playing at 110%.
She'd been only slightly worried when she'd fallen—she knew her body so well and knew her knee even better, at this point, but still, for a split second, she'd thought, "Maybe this is it." And instead of dread, she'd almost felt relief. She'd never felt that before. Sage shoved that to the back of her mind, deep inside the dark recesses that she tried never to peer into again.
For now, she was with Willa. And that was enough. She glanced around the living room—bright, lush, fun, comfortable, and so very Willa. Every surface in Willa's living room was covered in floral arrangements and paperwork for some event she had the following night. She'd made a joke about not getting any sleep because of a chair cover mishap, but Sage hadn't prodded further. It had been nice just to be with her.
Willa turned her head to look up at her, and she noticed she hadn't even realized the credits on the movie were rolling. "Great movie, right?"
Sage nodded. "Yeah. Cerebral."
"Big word for a jock," Willa said with a wink.
She laughed, reaching to tickle Willa, eager to get her hands all over her again, to be honest. Limbs tangled, Willa threw her head back in laughter, and soon enough, she had Willa on her back and was on top of her, kissing her face.
Willa’s eyes widened. "Oh. Uh." She looked momentarily surprised by the move.
"Is this okay?" Sage asked, freezing in place.
Willa nodded. "Yeah.” She bit her bottom lip, and Sage's eyes slid to her perfect mouth, so round and red and kissable. She caught herself before she leaned into them. Willa was clearly trying to talk herself in or out of something, and she'd wait until the consent was clear.
"What's wrong?" Sage asked, leaning back on her heels. "What's going on in that head of yours?"
Willa's fingers pushed her hair out of her face, and Sage watched it fall around her shoulders, tousled and messy. She knew what those strands felt like in her hands, knew what sounds Willa made when she pulled on them while pushing her fingers—
"So, like, I don't know how to put this, but what is this?" Willa gestured between the two.
The couch fabric was rough under Sage's skin as she leaned back into it, blinking. "Just fun," she said. "Right?"
"I mean, sure, it's fun, but do you want to like post about it or send some pictures to Nicolette or—"
"Willa, no. That's not what this is."
Silence stretched awkwardly between them, and Sage cleared her throat in time for Willa to sit up. "Forget it. Totally forget it. That was weird. This can be fun. I'm fine."
But Sage knew that tone. It was always immediately followed by some omniscient narrator doing a voiceover that said, She was not fine.
And Sage, even knowing how cowardly it was, pressed down every screaming thought in her mind, telling her not to hurt Willa, telling her not to get hurt, telling her to focus on the game, telling her Willa was special and what they had was special.
Because she was a coward. And she was self-centered. That was who she was. She blinked. "I know I’ve said this before, but I have a lot on my plate right now..." Her voice trailed off.
Willa's eyes flashed with hurt before widening in understanding. "Yeah, I know, and like, we said before, it can just be... Yeah." She cleared her throat.
"Maybe I should go," Sage said, standing from the couch as she pulled on her jeans and t-shirt.
"You don't have to," Willa said, but her tone said maybe it was for the best.
"Tell Puddles good night for me," Sage said, giving Willa an awkward salute that she knew she was going to replay over and over in her head because it was so stupid. "Hey, I’m here for the weekend. Do you want to grab pizza tomorrow?" The truth was, she wanted any kind of excuse to see Willa again, as selfish as it was.
"I have the donor event tomorrow night, but maybe after?" Willa asked.
"Ooh, fancy," Sage said with a smile. "How do I convince you to let me crash it?"
"Are you a secret donor of the Denver Zoo that I don't know about?"
"No, but you got to see me at work. I want to see how yours goes, too."
Willa chewed on her lower lip. "I mean, I guess I could get you in. I'm sure it'll be kind of boring, though. You sure?"
Sage nodded. "Will there be penguins?"
Willa tilted her head. "I don’t believe there are any penguins on the guest list.”
"Do they at least get like, a visit from the giraffe herd or something?"
"What? No." Willa snorted.
"What's even the perk of being a donor, then?"
Willa lowered her brow. "Uh, participating in the conservation of our most endangered and threatened wildlife and habitats?"
"Okay, yeah, when you put it that way." Sage shrugged, smirking.
"You're welcome to stop by and check it out. I'll put you on the list. It's just rich old people wanting to be congratulated for their help. But I should be done around ten or so," she said.
"Ah yes, but here’s the most important question: are you serving escargot?" Sage said with a wink.
"Yes."
"Really?"
"No, that seems in bad taste. We have a massive snail exhibit," Willa said with a laugh.
Sage grinned. "Alright, well, I'll see you tomorrow, then." She didn't want to unpack why the idea of being able to see Willa whenever she wanted seemed so appealing to her. 
***
"WHAT TIME IS YOUR FLIGHT?" Nicolette's voice rang over the car's speaker. She'd borrowed her mom's car for the night—seriously, every time she was in Denver, she was sixteen again. “Why are you always travelling?”
"I’m getting deja vu from this conversation, Nick. The flight’s at 10am, I think?" Sage answered, glancing towards her navigation. “And I was in town for a game. Shouldn’t you know that, being my agent and all?”
“Your game was last night.”
“It was.”
“But you’re still there,” Nicolette said.
“Astute observation,” Sage countered.
“Why?”
“I wanted to hang out with my parents for a second,” Sage lied. Well, only half-lied. She’d spent the entire day with her mom who wouldn’t stop gushing about Willa the entire time. Apparently her mom and Willa had planned to get pedicures the following week. She should have known better than to let those two be in the same room for any length of time. “Am I not allowed to spend time with my family now?”
“Oh, don’t you dare—”
“I can have a life outside of soccer, you know,” Sage snapped, even though she felt a bit like a spoiled brat saying it. The meeting with Player One was still rubbing her the wrong way, and she hated that. She wanted to just sign the contract, eyes closed, like she always had. She wanted to trust that Nicolette would always make the right choices for her career. Except now, when she was considering something more? Something different? Would Nicolette be able to get on the same page fast enough?
"Not right now you can’t. Anyway, it's a two and a half hour flight?" Nicolette asked.
"Something like that."
"Sage, focus," Nicolette scolded. "Player One said they can’t wait to have a follow up meeting. Apparently you didn’t fuck it up too badly the first time.”
Her stomach flipped in nervous anticipation about the Player One endorsement. She was excited, genuinely excited, for the doors it would open. But she couldn't help feeling distracted about it, too. Was it worth lying about her true self to convince them she was worth endorsing? They weren’t even endorsing the real her, the messy her, the version of her that sometimes fucked up.
“Why are you being cavalier about this?”
"I'm not being cavalier." She turned into the parking lot of the zoo. After hours, it was fairly vacant. It felt odd to be visiting the zoo as the sun set behind the horizon.
"This is a big deal.”
Sage sighed, then snapped, “You don’t think I fucking know that?”
"Who pissed in your cheerios this morning?"
"No one." She groaned. “Sorry.” She pulled into a parking spot and grabbed her phone to text Willa that she was there.
"Well, you're acting less excited than I'd imagine you would be to get another in-person meeting with Player One. This is a career-defining deal."
Sage sighed, rubbing her eyes. "Yeah, so you've reminded me." She cracked her window, feeling stifled in the hot car as she waited for Willa.
"Obviously our little ploy with Willa worked," Nicolette said.
"Yeah, couldn't have been the hard work I've been putting into recovery and my comeback," Sage said, rolling her eyes. 
"Why not a combination?" Nicolette said. Sage could picture her polishing her knuckles on her collar. She was shameless that way.
Sage sighed. “Sure, Nicolette. You're a genius. Listen, obviously the ploy with Willa worked," she said. "And to her credit, Willa played her part perfectly." Maybe a little too perfectly. After last night, Sage had begun to reconsider that maybe they couldn’t simply have "fun." Or maybe it could still work. Or maybe seeing Willa in her jersey had gotten her a little sappy. 
She heard footsteps and glanced up to see Willa beside the car. 
"Talk to you later, Nick," Sage said quickly, then pressed the call end button on the steering wheel. 
"Hey," Willa said, tilting her head. She had a funny look on her face. "How's our dear, sweet Nicolette?"
"Just as dear and sweet as ever," Sage said, climbing out of the car. She wanted to reach for Willa, to hug her, or maybe just be near her again. But Willa was giving off a strange vibe. She had her hands shoved in her pockets, and had taken a few steps back from Sage.
"Okay, so I think you've missed the most boring part of the donor night, which is the speeches. Now it's the fun part," Willa said, turning to walk towards the pair of gates that Sage had never noticed before.
"I can't believe you can get me into special events," Sage said. "You're sure this doesn't like, compromise your job?"
"I can bet that anyone would think you're also a donor, but no, this isn’t something that I’d get in trouble for. Plus, once these parties amp up, they're a blast. Really good food and free drinks. Heather, my boss, will most likely be running around like some sort of disaster is on the horizon, but even she leaves before clean up."
An hour later, Sage was rubbing elbows with a senator and some tech bro, who were talking about why owning female sports teams wasn't lucrative. Maybe she wasn’t as recognizable as she once thought. At least not to straight men. She didn’t know whether that hurt her ego or reaffirmed that she was doing something right. She gulped down her water, holding it up in the universal signal for "need a refill" and excused herself.
The event itself was elegant and lowkey. They sat in fancy chairs at fancy tables, but they were placed in a courtyard she recognized from coming to the zoo as a kid—the elephant exhibit flanked it, as well as a few cafes. Lights had been strung up to give the night a classy feel, and the floral arrangements that she recognized from the night before were scattered on tables throughout. 
Willa had all but disappeared, though she saw her running by at one point and had received a text about emu-rgency that didn't quite make sense. She made her way to the bathroom and, seeing there was a line, sighed out loud. She took a seat at a nearby table to wait out the line. A woman across the table turned with a smile. "Let me guess. Didn't expect a bathroom line, right?"
Sage eyed the woman, who already appeared to be one of those immaculately ageless people who could have been pushing eighty but only looked forty. She smiled. "Something like that."
"You're Sage Carson, right?" The woman asked.
Sage nodded, holding out a hand. "I am. And you are?"
"Holly East," the woman said, like that meant something.
Sage nodded again. "Nice to meet you, Mrs. East." She glanced around.
"Please, call me Holly. How long have you been a donor?" Holly asked.
Sage paused, considering a lie, but finally settled on, "A friend of mine is the special events coordinator. I'm just helping out tonight. How about you?"
"My father's company sponsored the first ever Reptile House back in the '50s. So, since before I can remember."
"That's amazing. What a legacy," Sage said politely.
"Well, you know how it is. You have more than you know what to do with? Use it wisely." Holly smiled, the edges of her eyes crinkling.
Sage nodded, the remark hitting her deeply. "Yeah, exactly," she said, as if she knew just what the woman was talking about. "I've actually been considering new ways to give back, myself."
“Is that so? In what ways?”
Sage shrugged. “I haven’t given it enough thought, but I was thinking of getting into fundraising or starting a foundation. Making a difference, you know? I just don’t know where to start. Or if anyone wants to hear about another athlete trying to do good in the world. We aren’t exactly praised for our politics.”
Holly smiled, tapping a perfectly manicured nail on her glass. “I think if you feel called to make a difference, that’s a special thing you can’t ignore.”
Sage nodded, her brow furrowing as an idea began forming in her head. Maybe she was onto something with this feeling after all.
Holly watched her with a small smile, then slid her card across the table. "You know, If you ever want to talk over dinner, I'd be delighted to hear more about that."
Slightly embarrassed that the woman might have been hitting on her without her realizing it, Sage took the card. "Thank you." She pocketed it, then glanced to the restrooms. "Ah, no line." She stood up, brushing down her button-down. "Such a pleasure to meet you, Mrs. East."
"And you, Sage. I do hope we get to meet again." Holly turned back to watching the festivities.
Sage was walking towards the bathroom when Willa appeared out of nowhere, looking frazzled. "Are you okay?" Sage asked, taking hold of Willa's arms. 
"Heather left for some kind of 'family emergency' and now I have to get everyone out by 8:30pm on my own, then get this all cleaned up," Willa said, blinking quickly as though she was holding back tears.
Sage nodded. "Put me wherever you need me. Want me to get on the speaker and get these ruffians out of here?"
Willa's chin wobbled as she looked up at Sage. "You don't have to help."
"I want to," Sage assured her.
"But you don't have to."
"Jeez, Bellamy, let me help. First, take a deep breath."
Willa inhaled, watching her. Then, she nodded. "Okay, I need you to go remind the band about time." Sage glanced over to where a small jazz band was serenading a few onlookers as well as some very curious okapi. "And then we have to tell catering here to start cleaning up. The catering manager is that man in the red shirt over by the camel exhibit. Can you do those things for me?" 
Sage nodded. "I'm on it."
Two hours later, Willa had worked a small miracle by getting the event cleared up and packed away like it had never happened, even going so far as to ad lib a "thank you, that's all folks" speech to end the night. Sage had stacked chairs, gathered table linens, ushered an over-served couple to an awaiting car, and other odd jobs that needed doing, but Willa had been impressive. Watching Willa organize and take command was inspiring. Not to mention extremely attractive.
Now, Willa walked from the building with her office, narrowly avoiding a peacock who had taken up residence beside the door. Sage was leaning on a railing, trying to make out the gorillas in the dark, which she could hear, but not see, and something about that felt extremely unsettling. How did Willa work here in the evenings? She’d panic about hidden animals all the time.
"We still on for pizza?" Sage asked, holding out her arm in a display of chivalry.
Willa smiled, but didn't take her arm. She eyed the gesture, but instead, she pushed her hair behind her ears. "Sure. Pizza it is." 
Sage was too exhausted to try to dissect Willa's weird mood. Maybe pizza would be the cure. 





CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
WILLA
WILLA STARED down at the gingham tablecloth, plasticky and ugly, yet strangely comforting. She now associated this pizza place with Sage, which would have made her feel giddy, except for what she'd overheard right before the event.
Sage's speakerphone in her car had been loud enough that even a few steps away, she'd been able to overhear Nicolette call her a ploy—that wasn't the bad part, though. She wasn't naive enough to think that what she and Sage had was anything other than a mutually-beneficial arrangement. The contracts, the appearances—she'd known what she was getting herself into. It was when Sage had agreed, had said their plan had worked out perfectly... That's what was bothering her now. She'd been replaying it over and over in her head since it had happened, and there was no way she could have misheard it.
She stared down at the beer she'd ordered, holding the cold glass between both of her hands.
"—And that's when she gave me her card," Sage said, raising her eyebrows and grinning crookedly.
Unwilling to admit she hadn't been listening very well, Willa nodded. "Interesting," she said, having no idea what Sage meant.
Sage held a business card in her hand, twirling it by the edges. "I don't even know who she is, but she seemed pretty nice."
Willa paused, looking to the card in question. "May I see it?"
Sage handed it over, taking a sip from the big red plastic cup of water beside her.
The card was thick, high-quality, and letter pressed. She read over the name, her mouth parting in surprise. "Holly East?"
"Yeah, I'm not sure who she technically is, but she was nice, and she said if I ever wanted to give back, to let her know? I didn't totally understand that part," Sage admitted, shrugging.
Willa shook her head, feeling dazed. "Holly East is Denver's biggest philanthropist. Her family owns tons of real estate in the area, and she spends all of her time finding charities and foundations to support. Having her behind something you want to do would guarantee it was done right. Not to mention with plenty of funding."
Sage opened her mouth to say something, then paused, closing it. Her brows knit together as she reached for the card again. "Really?" Her voice was high-pitched, surprised and caught off-guard by Willa's explanation.
"You wanted a sign from the universe? Here's your sign," Willa said, handing Sage back Holly East's card.
"I didn't want this sign," Sage muttered, looking at the card in her hands as though it might change at any moment.
Willa took a gulp of her beer, lifting a shoulder. "I don't think you get to pick."
Sage bit her lower lip, and Willa forced herself not to stare at her full lip under her teeth, forced the thoughts of kissing Sage out of her mind. She took a deep breath, watching Sage's face, which seemed to be wavering between confusion and intrigue.
"If you could create any kind of organization or foundation, what would you do?" Willa asked.
Sage cleared her throat. "I haven't really thought about it."
"Liar."
Sage raised an eyebrow, then narrowed her eyes. "Okay, I mean, I've thought about it a little."
"And?"
"You know that young girl at the game last night?" Sage said, and when Willa nodded, she continued, "I would want to create free soccer camps for girls. My family didn't have a ton of money growing up, and I remember my parents sacrificing vacations and new car tires and new clothes for themselves so they could afford my kits and equipment and camps and tournaments. Sports are expensive, you know? And I don't want money to be a barrier for talented young players."
Willa's eyes widened in surprise. "I think that's awesome."
Sage cleared her throat. "Okay, but I also want to give back to the LGBTQ athlete community. Especially the trans community, when young trans athletes are being excluded. So how do I do all of it?"
"Well, you could always start with the obvious.”
“I think our definitions of obvious are at odds here, Bellamy.”
“You could do fundraising for both, of course. You could make the camps into some kind of foundation, then give money to other organizations working with LGBTQ athletes. Or you could throw a fundraiser to give money towards causes fighting the transphobic legislation. There's a lot of different paths you could take," Willa offered.
Sage sat back in her chair, running her hands through her hair. "I don't know where to even start."
"I mean, I'm sure Nicolette would be able to guide you much better than I would," Willa said, frowning.
"I want your help, though," Sage said, reaching across the table to touch Willa's hand. "Your talents are being wasted by that Heather woman. You're incredible, and I want you on my team."
On her team. Yet another favor. Willa stared down at the hand holding hers and opened her mouth to ask Sage about the ploy comment when the pizza finally arrived. She was grateful for the break in tension between them, as well as the opportunity to get both of her hands out of reach of Sage's.
"I don't know how much help I'll be," Willa said, pushing aside the nagging voice in her head reminding her that Sage was once again needing something and hoping to use her to get it. "I could help you throw an event and look over contracts, but beyond that, my expertise is sorely lacking."
Sage's eyes lit up in excitement. "Let's throw an event, then."
"What kind of—"
"Let's throw a fancy fundraiser," Sage said excitedly, using both hands to explain her idea. "A benefit gala, like at the Morley Center’s Gay-la. How long will that take?"
Willa tilted her head, looking upwards to the ceiling as she calculated in her head. "To find a venue, book vendors, arrange the guest list—"
"Leave the guest list to me," Sage said confidently.
Willa pressed her lips together. "Two months." She mentally kicked herself for suggesting such a tight timeline. She should have said six to actually buy herself enough time and lower Sage’s expectations.
Sage nodded. "Done. Where do we start?" Her hair was tousled and she had a large smile on her face.
"It won't be easy."
"That's okay. I'm tough."
"Well, your first order of business is to narrow down exactly what you want this benefit gala to benefit."
Sage nodded. "I'll think about it."
"And when you figure that out, call Holly East, and see if she wants to be involved." If Holly East did want to be involved, that would be a major boon for Willa to work on this project. Impressing Holly East could open the kinds of doors for opportunities she’d only ever dreamed of.
Sage pulled out her phone.
"Not right here," Willa said. "Figure out what you want to benefit first."
"Right," Sage said, flipping her phone face down on the table as her food finally arrived. "And look, my salad doesn't look sad at all. It's a good omen, Bellamy."
Sure enough, the salad in front of her looked delicious. She almost offered to trade. Instead, she grabbed her slice of pizza. "Happy lettuce equals good omen. What does delicious pizza equal?"
“A good omen for our partnership, of course.” Sage's eyes sparkled with enthusiasm, and Willa couldn't help but smile from that kind of contagious excitement. 
WILLA SAT in bed watching the Golden Girls with Puddles curled up at her feet. She chewed on her nails as she watched an episode where Rose had gravely misunderstood the assignment. Sounded familiar. When she'd said yes to Sage earlier, she halfway expected that the event wouldn’t actually happen. A woman like Sage was busy—hadn't she always told her that she was too busy recovering her career to have a real relationship? Wasn’t that the entire purpose of their arrangement? If she didn’t have time for a relationship, how did she have time to throw a benefit gala? Then again, a woman like Sage was headstrong and passionate and fiery and driven… And who was she to argue with that?
Her phone rang, startling her, and she glanced down to see Kirk was FaceTiming her.
"Okay, that was the most cryptic text I've ever received," Kirk said, his eyebrows raised. "What's going on?"
"It wasn't cryptic," Willa argued. Mere moments before, she'd asked Kirk if he'd like to help on a super secret side gig. Kirk’s role in the special events department dealt directly with bigger business and donor accounts, but she knew his connections would be invaluable. Plus, she needed a support system if she was going to get through it.
She explained the idea behind the benefit gala and Kirk gave her a skeptical look.
"Okay, let me get this straight. You are going to help your not-girlfriend throw a freaking gala, which definitely once again blurs the lines between professional and intimate between you two, and you're cool with that?"
Willa chewed her lip. "Well, I mean, Sage wants our relationship to stay professional. I even heard her saying that I was just a ploy earlier."
"Remember when you told me it had been the best sex of your life?"
"What? I said no such—"
Kirk scoffed. "I'm paraphrasing, babe. Anyway, you definitely took it farther than simply a professional relationship, and now she's calling you a ploy, and you want to help her throw a massive fundraising event? Catch me up on how this is a good idea.”
"It does sound less than awesome when you put it that way, but, well, yeah, that's the gist of it," Willa said.
"What did we say about boundaries?" Kirk reiterated, narrowing his eyes at her.
"That I should Google what they are? But maybe—"
"You know, you could talk to Sage about this instead of replaying it over and over in your head for the next four years," Kirk suggested unhelpfully.
"Easier said than done," Willa said, rolling her eyes, knowing that yes, she would absolutely be thinking about the word ‘ploy’ at 3am for months. At least.
"Mmhmm," Kirk said, nodding.
"I think you should help. It sounds awesome," someone said off-camera.
Willa blinked. "Are you kidding me? Darren's there?"
Kirk glanced off-camera, then turned back with a sheepish smile. He turned the phone to show Darren lying on the pillow beside him with his shirt off. Darren gave a small wave.
"About that NDA I'm sending Darren—"
Kirk moved the camera back to himself. "Darren's lips are sealed. Right, baby?"
She heard a snort from off-camera as Darren began, "My lips only open—"
"Yep, Darren says his lips are sealed," Kirk said with a laugh.
"Anyway, will you help?" Willa asked. It was strange how desperate she was feeling—Kirk was an incredible support and he'd be integral to the success of anything she was to take on, but if she admitted it to herself, she was starting to believe that the benefit gala might actually happen. She didn't know whether that was an exciting or terrifying thought—maybe both?
"What do you want my help with?" Kirk asked.
"All of it. But first, I want The Gustav. Anytime in early-to-mid August." Willa was shooting for the moon on that request, but if anyone could sweet talk the owner, Ricardo, it was Kirk. The Gustav was stunning with glass walls and big, bright rooms, which also meant that it would require minimal decorations to look expensive—a win for the pocketbook and her schedule. The zoo had partnered with the venue a handful of times in the past two years for special events, but she'd never had to arrange for the venue to be booked. One major perk of working in-house—no venues. Until now. But hadn't this experience been what she'd been wanting and craving? Heather had never let her take the reins, and this was a chance to do just that. To show herself that she could do this. To show Holly East that she could do this. Maybe if she succeeded, Holly East would tap her for more events.
"Keep dreaming," Kirk said, rolling his eyes.
"If anyone could make it happen, it's you," Willa said with a wide smile. It would seem that flattery was going to be the way to get Kirk on board, and so be it. "Because you're a genius."
Kirk huffed, but then tilted his head. "Go on."
"And brilliant."
"You already said that."
"And clever and funny and handsome. And if I was straight or even romantically attracted to cis men in the slightest, you'd be on the top of my crush list."
Kirk nodded sagely. "Yep, I know."
"So, will you help me?" Willa tried to give him her best pleading puppy dog eyes.
Kirk exhaled slowly. "I'll make a few calls, but I'm not making any promises."
"I believe in you," Willa said, smiling.
"So, do you want to talk about how you're head over heels for a woman and you don't know how she feels about you because she's the queen of mixed signals?" Kirk asked.
"Nope," Willa said with a quick nod. "Not one bit."
"You pull that blanket of denial a little tighter around you, and when you're ready, I'm here." Kirk said with a sly grin.
"It's a very cozy blanket," Willa said.
"Oh, believe me, I know it well."
"I'll call you with more details tomorrow?" Willa suggested, watching Puddles curl into a tighter ball.
Kirk agreed and when they hung up, Willa was left with a sense that even if Sage was going to break her heart, at least she'd get some resume-building experience out of it. 
.





CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
SAGE
IT WAS SO surreal to see Joanne staring her down from across the small table. Sage’s hands shook as she brought the cortada to her lips, not even tasting it thanks to her intense nervousness. The coffee shop was a massive industrial space that practically screamed hipster vibes. Their table was tucked far into a corner with no one else around to give Sage the illusion of privacy. 
Joanne had called the evening before, asking her to meet at this coffee shop. She hadn’t said what she was doing in San Diego or given her any kind of hint as to what the meeting was about, and the suspense was killing her. Joanne was clad in a hoodie with her hair swept back into a short, low ponytail, the wrinkles around her mouth showing as she had her usual stern scowl on. She looked all business.
“How old were you when you started playing?” Joanne asked, as indirect as ever.
“Four,” Sage said, thinking back to the earliest games she could remember, when her one goal was to kick the ball. Had that ever really changed? Except now she understood plays and strategy. She even followed the plays sometimes, but mostly she was in her own element, more feeling than thinking. That had always driven Joanne nuts. Maybe she’d keep that thought to herself for now.
“Why soccer?”
“My parents said I had too much energy and kept breaking things in the house, so they put me in the first sports camp that had openings out of sheer desperation,” Sage said.
“No, I mean, why soccer?” Joanne’s unwavering stare was unnerving and Sage shifted in her seat, feeling very much like she’d just told her teacher that all of the fruit flies for the assignment were gone.
“Why do I play now?” Sage asked, her heart skittering in a terrified rhythm in her ears. The last time she’d physically seen Joanne, they’d been in the main office, watching tapes as Joanne said over and over that she was spiraling, that she was more interested in self-destruction than being a professional athlete.
Joanne nodded.
“Uh, well,” Sage said, running a hand through her hair to stall for time. “Because I feel the most me when I’m playing. It’s like every muscle and bone and tendon in my body aligns perfectly when I’m on the field, sprinting after a ball.”
“Sounds like you just don’t know anything else.”
Sage stifled the urge to flinch. “It’s true that soccer has been rather consuming.”
“What went through your head when you scored against Denver last week?” Joanne asked.
“Uh,” Sage said in confusion, trying to remember. “I saw Laurie was open, and then I saw that Jones was off-balance, so I knew the ball would slip past her, because she was looking to Laurie, not me.”
“Was that a play?”
Sage shook her head.
“Some things never change,” Joanne said with a sigh. “Regardless, it was an impressive goal.”
Sage frowned, unsure about what Joanne wanted her to say. “Thanks.” 
“What’s this I hear about you throwing a benefit gala?” Joanne said.
Sage pressed her mouth into a thin line, weighing the pros and cons about telling her the truth. She eyed Joanne’s face, seeing only stern resolve there. Ah, so the truth it was. “You know, I want to be known for something other than soccer someday. I’m 33. I’ve got what, three to five years left?”
“If that,” Joanne said, her expression remaining hard-to-read.
“I want to have a legacy,” Sage blurted out, embarrassed the moment the words left her mouth.
Joanne paused, regarding her. “And what do you want your legacy to be?”
“I want to leave the world a better place.”
“Rather vague.”
“I want to make sports more of an equal opportunity,” Sage said.
“For whom?”
“For women and trans athletes.”
Joanne blinked, watching her. “How do you plan on doing this?”
“I don’t know yet. But I’m starting with the benefit gala,” Sage said.
“Who is the benefit gala honoring?” Joanne asked.
Sage swallowed, her mouth suddenly dry. She took another sip of the bitter drink in her hand. Well, that didn’t help as much as she’d wanted it to. “I’m still figuring that out.”
“Athlete Ally might be a good place to start,” Joanne said, resting an elbow on the table.
Sage eyed her more casual posture suspiciously. “What if I want this first fundraiser to focus on creating free soccer camps for young girls? Any idea where to start there?”
“Player One runs soccer camps in 24 states,” Joanne said noncommittally. “I heard you were partnering with them on other ventures. Maybe that’d be a good place to start.”
Sage’s shoulders sagged. “Ah.”
“You know I’m not your life coach, right?”
Sage narrowed her eyes. “Right. It’s just that I don’t feel…” She paused, not wanting to finish that sentence with the confession that she didn’t feel like she’d truly earned the endorsement, since she’d had to fake a relationship to get there. “I don’t know if they are signing the real me. Player One and I don’t align in values. They think you have to sacrifice everything in your life to be the greatest. And–”
Joanne started to say something, then paused, apparently rethinking her angle. “And you think that isn’t true?”
“I don’t want it to be my truth. Not anymore,” Sage said, surprising even herself as she heard it for the first time.
“You think you can be the greatest and still have side ventures with soccer camps and fundraisers and foundations?”
“How’d you know—”
Joanne put a hand up. “I had a gut feeling. Someone at your level would be stupid not to create a foundation to help others.”
Sage blinked, letting the statement sink in. Joanne thought she was at a unique level—did she still really think that? And more, she supported the idea of Sage creating a foundation?
“You’re talented, I won’t deny it. But talent doesn’t win trophies. Grit and hard work and determination and yes, sacrifice wins trophies. You really think you still have what it takes to make the national team?” Joanne asked with her usual stern expression.
“I do,” Sage said forcefully.
Joanne finished her drink, setting it down on the epoxied wooden table with a loud clunk. “October camp. We’ll reassess after the physical evaluations on day three if you’re cleared to train with the rest of the team.”
“Really? You’ll let me come back?” Sage asked.
“I never said that. I said you could attend the training camp. I’m curious to see how your evaluations play out. I’m making no promises about you getting on the roster or any of next season’s games. I’m not even making a promise that you’ll be ready in time for SheBelieves.”
Sage nodded eagerly, hope blooming in her chest. “I’ll be there without expectation.”
“Bullshit,” Joanne said, rolling her eyes, but Sage could see the small crack of a smile.
SAGE WALKED with a little skip in her step. She was still wired from her chat with Joanne, and her afternoon talking with Holly East, then Holly East's team, as they decided on fundraising details and what organization to benefit. She was now completely convinced that a benefit gala could happen. They'd chosen to make it a benefit for an already existing organization: making soccer camps free for girls and trans athletes. It was a little dicey given that she hadn’t gotten a soccer camp organization to agree to it, but Sage was going to make them a pitch they couldn’t say no to.
It made sense when Holly pointed out that creating an entire foundation in two months would be nearly impossible, especially with her games and training schedule now that she had to be back in perfect shape for October camp. She’d spent the afternoon slowly making it through all of the national team’s trainer’s physical therapy suggestions as she brainstormed ways to approach the Player One endorsement team. It felt like some kind of necessary evil at that point.
As she was basking in the afternoon rays on her yoga mat in the backyard, Willa sent a text.
WILLA: We got The Gustav!
SAGE: Yes! Great work. Knew you would pull it off.
WILLA: We still on for a video chat to go over a few details tonight and to lay out the plan from Holly?
SAGE: Yeah, so much to catch up on! And I can’t wait to tell you all about what Joanne said.
WILLA: Back on the roster?
SAGE: Not yet, but I’m on my way.
WILLA: I believe in you!
Sage stared at the text as a smile spread over her face. Willa sent a soccer emoji, then a flexing arm emoji, making Sage laugh out loud. She'd been looking forward to chatting with Willa all day, mainly to be able to tell Willa about the selection of the organization—the idea that she was more excited to talk about the benefit gala than the national team shocked her. She cleared that thought away—it was only because the benefit gala was forefront in her mind and schedule. October camp wasn’t for months. The benefit was in six weeks, and now the ball could really get rolling. She had every confidence that Willa was going to make it a benefit gala to remember. She also felt excited about the idea that she'd found a way to keep Willa present in her life. It was a day of wins all around. 





CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
WILLA
TO: willa.bellamy@mail.com
FROM: carsons@mail.com
SUBJECT: Gala Planning Contract
________________________________________
Bellamy,
Please find attached a new contract for our latest endeavor. Send over any questions or comments.
Your obedient servant,
S Dot Cars
ATTACHED: benefitplanningcontract.pdf
    
WILLA EYED the contract for the tenth time that afternoon. Sage had sent it over that morning, and once Willa had gotten a chance to check it out after lunch, a shot of sheer panic shot through her body. This contract was a real contract. There was a real payment clause. There was nothing weird, no clothing allowance, no fun inside jokes. And of course that was good, she kept telling herself. They were working together in a professional capacity. Sage had spent all of the time since the donor event back in California training or traveling for games, and had been so busy that they’d barely spoken about anything but the benefit.
What had she been expecting? That Sage would suddenly mature into an adult woman capable of handling a relationship? Only two weeks had passed since the night they’d decided to try this new endeavor. If Sage Carson had claimed “being too busy” to consider a relationship before, she was now supremely overloaded. Willa tried her best to keep most of the planning to herself, not wanting to overwhelm Sage, but she did look forward to the odd text or email with questions or updates. She especially loved the video chats, since Sage rarely stayed on topic and they spent most of the meetings in fits of laughter.
She rubbed at her eyes and groaned. “Do you want to go watch the elephant show or something?”
Kirk scoffed. “No.”
Willa glanced over her shoulder. “You and Darren break up?”
“First of all, we’re not together. But going to see his show feels a little desperate and not in a good way.”
Willa narrowed her eyes. “I will never understand you.”
“You can’t show them you like them too much or it freaks them out.”
“What if you want to show them you like them but you don’t totally know how?”
“I think the second you put your tongue between her legs, she got the message, babe,” Kirk said with an eyebrow raise.
“Kirk,” Willa scolded, flushing red. “That is inappropriate and also maybe incorrect.”
Kirk raised an eyebrow. “In what way?”
“Well, we’ve kind of talked about it a few times, but we’ve never figured out an answer. She always says she’s too busy for anything serious, and after what she said to Nicolette, I kind of got the message. So then I played it off like it doesn’t matter to me, and now I’m a little worried I’ve played it… too cool. We’re in this weird place where I don’t know what it is anymore. And now I get this contract and it’s just a contract.”
Kirk blinked. “What do you mean just a contract?”
“It’s not fun at all.”
“Y’all have been over here sending fun contracts this whole time?”
“Well, yeah.” Willa chewed on her lower lip.
Kirk sighed. “You know how you could resolve this?”
“How?”
“You could be up front with her. Ask her how she feels.”
Willa grimaced. “I’d rather stick my hands in the flamingo lagoon.”
Kirk crossed his arms over his chest. “You’re lucky I love you, because you’re truly clueless. You’re a catch. Shoot your shot.”
“But we’re working together now. She’s paying me real money to put together this benefit.”
“So, now you’re technically gal-a pal-as,” Kirk said, clearly very amused with himself.
“That does have a certain ring to it,” Willa admitted.
“Does it make you feel better to know she sent me over a contract earlier, too,” Kirk said.
“Really? Why didn’t you say anything?” Willa asked.
“Because that’s how professional relationships work. You make a contract to protect yourself and Sage. This isn’t rocket science.”
Willa sighed, holding her chin in her palm as she rested an elbow on the desk. “It’s weird to be working together professionally, I guess.”
“Haven’t you technically been working together this entire time?”
Willa chewed on her lip, considering. “I can’t believe I went along with that, now that I think about it. I can’t believe I was so desperate to prove to Nora and Ava and the group that I was worthy of love that I faked a relationship.” She rubbed her hands over her face. “I need to tell them.”
Kirk’s eyebrows shot through the roof. “You’re sure you have to tell them?”
Willa took a deep breath. “Yeah, I think I have to. I don’t want fear of their judgment preventing me from being the real me anymore.”
Kirk had just begun to respond when Heather popped her head in the door. Saved by the boss. Maybe for the first time ever. “Hey, Willa. You free this weekend? Need a favor for this overnighter.”
Kirk, out of view of Heather, narrowed his eyes at Willa. They had plans to meet with vendors this weekend.
“Uh, what do you need help with?” Willa asked, internally panicking at the idea of telling her boss no.
“Education sent over a request for me to do some prep work on Saturday afternoon for this kid’s Dinos and Reptiles museum and zoo tour, and I was wondering if you could spearhead that. I think it’d be a fantastic learning experience for you.” Heather smiled in a way that didn’t touch her eyes.
Kirk’s nostrils flared in anger.
“You know, I’m checking my calendar, and because I didn’t have 48 hours advance warning on this, I have something—“
“Can you move it?” Heather asked, a little too forcefully for Willa’s liking.
“Uh, well,” Willa said, clearing her throat. She sat up straighter, her hands shaking as she folded them tightly together in her lap. “No.”
“So, you’re refusing to do this task?” Heather’s mouth tightened until her lips disappeared. Clearly the woman wasn’t used to hearing the word no.
Willa took a deep breath, channeling all of the boundaries lessons from Kirk—and Sage, if she was being honest. No one stood up for themselves quite like that woman. “Well, this is a little last minute, and I have prior commitments, and if Education sent that request directly to you, it’s probably better for you to personally handle it. But thank you for thinking of me.”
Heather turned and left without another word.
Kirk’s jaw dropped as soon as the door shut. “Oh my god. Who are you and what have you done with my bestie?”
Willa’s heart was pounding in her chest and her hands were shaking as she reached for her water bottle to quench her dry mouth. What had she just done? It felt terrible and wonderful at the same time. “Is she going to fire me?”
Kirk laughed. “Probably not. Want to go get Penguin Rock Snow-cones to celebrate your newfound badassery?”
Willa glanced back at the contract open on her screen. Maybe it was the adrenaline from standing up for herself, but it didn’t seem like such a massive deal anymore. It was just a contract. A contract was just written boundaries, wasn’t it? It wasn’t some declaration of detachment. “Yeah, I think snow-cones are in order,” she said, taking a deep breath to steady herself. “Let me send this email first.”
TO: carsons@mail.com
FROM: willa.bellamy@mail.com
SUBJECT: Re: Gala Planning Contract
________________________________________
S Dot Cars which looks hilariously like S Car Go,
Please find attached a signed contract. Cute Hamilton reference, btw. Didn’t know jocks usually cared about the arts. Also, I’ve reduced my payment rate. Think of it as my own donation.
Kindly,
Willa
ATTACHED: benefitplanningcontract_willasigned.pdf
    
TO: willa.bellamy@mail.com
FROM: carsons@mail.com
SUBJECT: Re: Re: Gala Planning Contract
________________________________________
I’m revising this contract to change your notion that you need to keep doing favors for everyone all the time and make sure you are paid appropriately. I’m also including a clause about recognizing that I am extremely well-rounded and worldly and artistic.
Quite really,
Sage Lee Carson
ATTACHED: benefitplanningcontract_willasigned_revisedforwillaspersonalreflection.pdf
    
SAGE SPRAWLED across Willa’s couch with Puddles tucked against her, receiving the best chin scratches of his life, according to the groans of happiness coming from him. “I don’t see why space is a bad theme.”
Willa sighed, rubbing at her eyes and adjusting her position on the floor, stretching her legs under the coffee table as she leaned back against the couch. She glanced at her watch. It was 1:30am, and they’d been working on choosing decor since before dinner. The event planning had been underway for a month and time had already flown by. Sage had given Willa the freedom to plan pretty much everything about the actual benefit while she’d taken care of the guest list. Holly East’s name had unlocked a lot of doors, and suddenly vendors were begging Willa to work together. It was a nice change of pace from the usual parties and school trips at the zoo.
Over the past month, Sage and Willa had talked almost every day, and though their friendship and professional relationship felt stronger than ever, she’d lost basically all hope that it’d ever be anything more. Besides, Sage had been in California, and Willa had been in Denver, so this was the first time they’d been together in person.
Sage had flown in for the weekend to nail down some specifics. They’d been on a roll until Sage started changing her mind about decor themes. Willa had a strong feeling they should go minimal and classic, but Sage was being, well, Sage about it.
“Why would it be space themed?” Willa asked, summoning every ounce of patience she had ever stored.
“I like space,” Sage said. “When I was a kid, my entire room was decorated like outer space. Glow in the dark stars, a planet mobile, the whole shebang.”
“Yeah, Rosemary told me they tried to make you a nerd with the whole Sagan namesake thing, but you turned into Sporty Spice regardless of their intentions,” Willa teased.
“Digging deep for that burn, Bellamy,” Sage said with a grin. “Space would be a surprise.”
“Tell me how supporting youth soccer camps for girls and trans athletes correlates in the least bit with space.”
“We’re giving them the space to become better athletes,” Sage said, her dark blue eyes widening like she’d come up with something spectacular. “God, I’m a genius. Why do I even pay you when I could do all of this myself?” She winked.
Willa rolled her eyes. “You pay me to save you from yourself.” 
“That’s not not true,” Sage said slowly, then grinned. “Okay, so space themed then. It’s settled.”
“You will put galaxy overlays on these tables over my dead body.”
Sage regarded her for a long moment. “You’re very cute when you’re over my bullshit.”
“Which is always?” Willa said, glancing over her shoulder. She both loved and hated when Sage flirted with her, because she could never tell how serious Sage was being. Sage flirted with everyone, right? It was part of her charm, wasn’t it?
“Yep.”
Willa’s heart stuttered at the smile on Sage’s face, the tiny gap between her teeth making each expression look slightly mischievous. She took a deep breath, reminding herself that they had a professional relationship, and that the event came first, no matter what. She turned back to her binder full of notes and samples. “Okay, so I’m going to overrule you and go with the cream tablecloths,” she said, clearing her throat.
“Is something wrong?” Sage asked, turning onto her side as Puddles curled up behind her knees.
“No,” Willa lied. 
Sage bit her bottom lip. “Can I ask you something?”
Willa took a sip from her water bottle to hide her surprise and anticipation. “Of course.”
“What if…” Sage took a deep breath, as though she was psyching herself up for something. “What if this works, and what if I do start a foundation? Would you help me?”
“I wouldn’t know the first—”
“I mean it. I really like working with you,” Sage said, her eyes bright with kindness.
A lump of emotion settled in Willa’s throat and she took another sip from her water bottle. On the one hand, she liked working with Sage. It was inspiring to be around someone so passionate and driven. On the other hand, a permanent working relationship meant… Well, what was she even thinking? It meant they couldn’t be together? Clearly Sage had never even wanted to be together, not seriously, so why was that even an aspect of her consideration?
Sage moved, sliding onto the floor beside her. “What’s wrong? You don’t think I can do it?”
Willa shook her head, trying to hide the sadness she felt. “No, I think you can do anything. You’re Sage fucking Carson.”
“Then why do you look like I said something terrible?”
Willa’s stomach flipped in a wreck of nerves. Maybe she should say it. The last month working together had been fun, and she’d learned a lot, but she missed the connection they’d found in Belize. The same connection that had quietly and slowly slipped out of her grasp ever since, like water flowing through her fingers. She was closer to Sage than ever, but admitting she still wanted more felt embarrassing and selfish. She should be grateful for Sage’s friendship and stop trying to make it into more than it had been.
“Okay, let me ask you another question,” Sage said.
Willa’s brows knit together as she eyed Sage, sitting so close to her on the floor that she could smell the oak moss, vetiver, and lemon of her cologne.
Sage’s eyes dropped to Willa’s mouth, and she knew even before Sage uttered a word what the question was, and what answer she desperately wanted to give. But Willa had questions of her own—are you mine? Am I yours? What are we? And Sage didn’t look interested in answering those.
Instead, Willa squared her shoulders. “I think maybe since we’re working on a professional project together, we should pause the physical part of our…”
“Friendship,” Sage offered.
“Yeah, friendship.”
“Indefinitely?” Sage tilted her head to the side, and Willa’s heart pounded painfully in her chest. How was she supposed to ever deny this woman a single thing she wanted when she looked and acted like that?
Sage’s phone rang and she blinked, reaching towards it to silence it. “Sorry.” And just like that, the spell was broken. The tension had faded from the air around them.
“It’s okay, it might be important if it’s this late.” Willa said, almost grateful for the pause.
“It’s Nicolette’s ringtone. That’s going straight to voicemail,” Sage said, stretching her arms over her head. “Remind me again why I thought it’d be a good idea to throw a benefit during the season?”
“You are nothing if not impossible to persuade when you have an idea,” Willa said, grabbing her binder again to flip to a blank page to jot down a note. Research classy space themes.
Sage frowned down at her phone, reading the voicemail transcription.
“Everything okay?” Willa asked, trying not to snoop.
“Nick isn’t impressed with me pushing back against Player One’s deal,” Sage said.
Willa tilted her head. “In what way?”
“Well, every time we try to talk about an endorsement, they act like they’re doing me a favor,” Sage said.
Willa frowned. “Aren’t they doing you a favor by endorsing you and giving you money?”
Sage ran a hand through her hair. “That’s the thing. I used to think that way. And then something shifted over the past few months where I’ve come to realize that I’m doing them the favor. Aren’t endorsements a fancy advertising opportunity? ‘I wear this gear, so you should wear this gear.’ I don’t mean to sound egotistical—“
“A first.”
“Very funny. I just don’t want to promote something I don’t believe in.”
Willa leaned an elbow against the couch, turning to her. “And what’s that?”
“That to be successful, you have to sacrifice everything else good in life,” Sage said, staring down at her hands.
Willa’s insides cartwheeled in excitement, but she took a deep breath to calm down whatever unrealistic expectations she had of that statement. “I think that’s a recipe for unhappiness.”
“I’ve sacrificed everything to become one of the greatest female soccer players. And for what? I want to be more than that.” A crease appeared between Sage’s eyebrows as her voice dipped to a near whisper in the last sentence.
“You’re on your way,” Willa said, tapping the binder.
Sage nodded. “And with you by my side on this project, I think we’re going to do something great.”
The statement felt bittersweet. “Exactly.” Willa faked a smile, trying to support her friend, trying not to take advantage of an emotional moment, trying not to push Sage even further out of her comfort zone. Most of all, trying to hide the fact that Sage had answered the question hanging over them all evening, whether she knew it or not. Sage was never hers to lose in the first place.





CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
SAGE
“NOW, ARE YOU GOING TO BEHAVE?” Nicolette asked as the car pulled up to Player One’s corporate headquarters. Nicolette had insisted on riding over together, lecturing her the entire time about being ungrateful, about staying on topic… All sorts of relaxing and comforting conversation starters.
Sage fidgeted with the button on her suit jacket. She’d chosen a relaxed royal blue suit with a loose navy button-up sleeveless shirt. Willa had said over FaceTime that it seemed professional, but also sent a message that she was in her own element, not theirs, and she liked that.
It had been over a week since her weekend in Denver, and she’d felt unsettled ever since. Things had shifted so quickly with Willa—she was hot, then she was cold, then she was ice cold, then she was holding out both arms to keep Sage away, then she was telling Sage to keep things professional. And yet, Sage noticed every time Willa was watching her, every time her gaze landed on Sage’s lips. She thought she’d sent a pretty clear message in Belize—she wanted Willa. But the question was, now that Willa saw more and more of who she was, did Willa want her back? Maybe Willa preferred the professional friendship they were working on.
She hated miscommunications. She hated things left unsaid even more. Still, it was as if every time she tried to broach the topic, they were interrupted, or Willa changed the subject, or she turned into a coward instead.
“Well?” Nicolette repeated.
Sage glanced over at Nicolette, who was fixing her lipstick beside her. “Well, what?”
“Behave,” Nicolette said. “For the first time in your life, please stick to the script.”
Sage cleared her throat. “Why? If I never have before, why start now?”
Nicolette turned in her seat and attempted to shoot daggers out of her eyes. “This deal will get us both a lot of money. Money that you need, given the fact that you don’t have the guarantee of the national team salary to cushion out your league pay any longer.”
“I’m working on that. I’m back in the game now that I can go to the October training camp.”
“Not a guarantee.”
“I have other passions.”
Nicolette blinked. “Other passions? Since when?”
“Have you not been listening to any of the times I’ve mentioned the benefit?” Sage clenched her jaw in frustration.
“Of course I have. I love that you’re giving back. More importantly, Player One loves that you’re giving back. But you’re kidding yourself if you think that you’re going to go seamlessly from athlete to philanthropist,” Nicolette said.
“See, that’s where I think you’re wrong,” Sage said, shaking her head. “And you have approximately ten minutes to get on board, because I’m about to ask Player One to collaborate with me on a project, not just an endorsement.”
Nicolette’s lips parted in surprise. “You’re what?”
“I want any money they would have given me to go to soccer camps for young women.” Sage opened the door and climbed out, buttoning her jacket. “And eventually I want to start a new foundation.”
“What new foundation? You haven’t thought this through,” Nicolette said, crawling out of the car behind her.
“Yeah, surprisingly, I have. I’m starting with this benefit gala, and then the next step is the Sage Carson Foundation to provide free soccer camps across the country to young female and trans athletes.” Sage opened the door to the headquarters, holding it for Nicolette to walk through. “And this is only the beginning. I’ve got big plans.”
Nicolette sighed. “Please just listen to what they have to say first.”
Sage shrugged. “Sure, but I’ve got a 12:30 meeting after this, so they’re going to have to talk fast.”
“I don’t know whether to hate you or be proud of you,” Nicolette said, looking defeated.
“Maybe both?” Sage said with a wink.
SAGE SAT across the conference table in the glass room, her back to LA, her eyes trained on Derek, Lola, and Greg. What’s His Name had finally learned to enunciate. That was a good sign.
“First of all, I want to thank you for your trust in me to publicly represent and endorse Player One,” she began.
Derek looked skeptical of what was to follow, but Lola was smiling. “I’m so pleased to hear you’re still considering this partnership.”
Sage pressed her lips together as she considered the phrase for a moment. “I really would love it to be a true partnership. And in order to do that, I think I have to confess something to you.”
Nicolette’s knuckles were turning white on the tablet she held in her lap to take notes.
What had she been trying to tell Willa this entire time? Stand up for yourself. Speak up when something isn’t right. What kind of hypocrite would she be if she didn’t stand by her own advice? Who was she to promote that women could only have one dream at a time? Or any athlete for that matter? The water glass was cool under Sage's hand and she glanced sideways to find that Nicolette was chugging her own glass like she was hoping it might magically turn into something stronger.
“The Sage Carson you’ve seen over the past few months truly is the real me, except I’ve been portraying a certain sense of stability to earn your trust. It’s kind of ridiculous to think of what lengths I went to in order to become the kind of woman you’d sign on your endorsement team, but I want to clear the air here about what kind of person I am. I have sacrificed everything to get here, to make my own dreams come true, you might say.” She paused, taking a sip of water to reflect on the fact that she was so nervous she was quoting their damn tagline back to them. “And that level of sacrifice no longer makes me happy. I’ve met someone who has changed my worldview and taught me balance, and that’s truly what I long for. What is greatness worth if the only thing ‘great’ about your life is your athleticism?”
The Player One execs nodded as though they were following in one way or another, but didn’t say anything.
Nicolette, surprisingly, stayed quiet, letting Sage speak her mind.
“I want to leave a legacy that means more than just my soccer career. I want to empower young women to take up sports, but also to continue painting or writing or dancing or playing an instrument if that makes them happy. I want to even the playing field and make sports camps more accessible to every income range—let’s be honest, my parents definitely went without to make sure I could afford my equipment and club fees, and I want every young girl who wants to become better at soccer to have the ability to do just that.” She kept her hands folded in her lap to prevent showing anyone just how badly they were shaking.
"I see exactly where you're coming from, Sage," Lola began. "But that's why we think this endorsement is going to work. You're a strong, outspoken athlete who believes in equality. That's why America—that's why the world loves you."
"That's very kind. I appreciate you saying that," Sage said, pausing to get the courage to admit the next part. "But what if instead of an endorsement, we collaborated on a project?”
Derek tilted his head. “In what way?”
Sage pulled her own tablet out of her bag, setting it on the table. “You have soccer camps in 24 states right now, right? What if instead of paying me for this endorsement, you waived all fees for female and trans athletes who want to participate in your camps?”
Greg’s mouth dropped in surprise. “And if the cost of that is more than what we would be paying for the endorsement deal?”
Sage smiled calmly, turning to him. “Well, to bridge that gap, I’ve got an idea; I’ve kind of been working on a benefit event, if you’d like to hear about it.”
A long silence fell over the table as the executives exchanged looks.
SAGE SHIFTED her phone to her other hand as she peeled off her suit jacket, grateful she’d opted for a sleeveless shirt underneath. The hot LA sun beat down on her as her shoes clicked on the cement. She strolled down Grand past the strange spaceship structure of The Broad and the equally futuristic Disney Concert Hall. She’d been too excited to get in the car with Nicolette, who had told her she was going on a permanent vacation without her phone after that meeting. Wanting to walk off a bit of her energy, she’d taken her conference call outside.
Sage grinned as she recounted the meeting to Willa and  Holly East’s personal assistant, Jackson.Jackson gasped. “No way.”
Willa squealed with delight. “That’s great news,” she said.
“They said they want to see how it goes after the benefit,” Sage said with a wide smile as she held the phone to her ear. “But Player One agreed to a 50k matched donation for the project, as well as collaboration on the organization of the camps, and then buying an entire table at the benefit. Not a bad start. They even threw out the name Player One presents Sage Carson Soccer Camps, which doesn’t exactly roll off the tongue, but we’ll get there.”
“Not a bad start at all,” Jackson said with what sounded like a relieved laugh.
There was some shuffling on the other end of the line, and suddenly Holly was on the phone, saying, “Are you kidding me?”
Sage laughed. “Not kidding you.”
“Sage Carson, I think even I underestimated you. I think you were made for this,” Holly said, and Sage blinked back a sudden influx of water brimming the edges of her eyes.
“Wow, thank you,” she whispered, surprised by how emotional that made her feel.
“I agree,” Willa said, and Sage could picture that wide smile. Her chest felt full of bubbles at the idea of making Willa smile like that.
“Alright, I’ll see you both this Friday for our final check meeting,” Holly said.
Holly jumped off the call, leaving her with Willa.
“How do you feel?” Willa asked.
“I can’t believe the gala is in only two and a half weeks and we just sorted out the main beneficiary,” Sage said, sighing. “What were we thinking?”
“Well, it was a gamble but we prepared for a worst case scenario to pick another organization for that reason. Now you think I’m a genius for the vague wording on the invitations regarding the beneficiary, aren’t you?”
Sage smirked. “Not just a pretty face, Bellamy. But good god, how will we get all of this done?”
Willa laughed. “It always feels like that, but don’t worry about the details. With you securing that connection, we’re golden. I promise you that Kirk and I are right on track.”
“I trust you,” Sage said, coming to a stop in front of the Cathedral of Our Lady of the Angels. The giant sandstone walls were carved in a way that made her think it was the least cathedral-looking Cathedral she’d ever seen. She paused in a palm tree’s shade, taking a deep breath.
“I have a favor to ask of you,” Willa said. “And I don’t ask this lightly, so feel free to say no, but—”
“Anything you need, I’m in, Bellamy.”
“You haven’t heard what the favor is yet.”
“I already know that if you need something that I can give, the answer is yes.”
Willa went so silent that Sage pulled the phone away from her ear to check if she’d lost the call.
“You there?”
“Mmhmm,” Willa croaked on the other end of the phone.
Was she crying? Sage’s brows rose as she waited for Willa to say something. Ten long seconds passed.
“Ye-yeah, I’m here,” Willa said, clearing her throat. Her voice sounded strained. “Sorry, that’s just maybe the first time anyone’s ever said that to me.”
Sage frowned. “I’m sorry to hear that.” Her entire chest clenched at the thought. 
“No, it’s fine. I’m fine.” Willa cleared her throat again, and Sage could almost imagine her straightening her shoulders. “Uh, I was going to see if you can join me at Nora and Leah’s wedding in Seattle. It’s totally fine if you can’t, because I know I left this to the last minute to ask, and I know you’re super busy with your season and the event, but I wanted to, uh, see, I guess.”
Sage bit back a giddy smile that had found its way to her lips. “Send me the details. I’ll be there if I don’t have a game.”
“It’s not the weekend of the benefit, but the following one. I really should have told you about it sooner. I totally get it if you can’t make it.”
Sage smirked. “Easy. We have a Sunday game in Seattle that weekend. I’ll already be there.”
“But don’t you have like a twelve hour practice day the day before?” Willa asked.
Sage rolled her eyes. “We have light practice before a game. You want to come to the game the next day?” 
“Yeah, doesn’t Megan Rapinoe play for Seattle? I’m basically her biggest fan,” Willa teased.
“Wow, stab me right in the front, Bellamy.” Sage narrowed her eyes, even though she knew Willa couldn’t see her glare. She hoped she felt it, though.
Willa let out a light laugh that made Sage smile again. “I’ll see you this weekend, then. And the next one. And the next, apparently. As your… date or as your friend?” Sage asked. 
“Yeah, I mean,” Willa cleared her throat. “I’m going to tell my friends the truth, because it’s been bothering me lately, but I just mean as… uh, you know.”
“Do you want me to be your real date?” Sage clarified, her pulse thudding in her ears at the prospect of finding out exactly what Willa wanted them to be.
“What does that mean?” Willa asked. She heard a door open and the phone was muffled as she spoke to someone. “Heather just stepped in to ask me about something. Can we talk later?”
Sage deflated. “Sure. See you this weekend.” They said a quick goodbye and Sage looked down at the phone in her hand. The day had been a major rollercoaster of emotions, but maybe this weekend they could spend some time together to finally finish that lingering thought.
THE MEETING with Holly East was only thirty minutes, but it felt like the snap of a finger before it was over. They’d finalized the seating chart, the entertainment, the keynote speaker—a lesbian high school soccer player who had written an extremely gorgeous op-ed about equality and pay disparity between men and women in sports.
Willa had been quiet for most of the meeting, furiously taking notes on both her tablet and a notebook in her lap. The binder on the table was sprouting Post-it Notes like a chia pet, and Sage wondered how stressed out Willa was. Was it a mistake to ask her to help with the benefit on top of her day job and bridesmaid duties? She’d assured Sage several times that she had everything handled, and besides, Nora didn’t want much of a fuss from her bridesmaids. With the wedding on the Saturday after the benefit, she was only showing up in Seattle on Thursday to make the rehearsal and pampering spa day. “Easy peasy” was how she’d worded it.
Still, Sage couldn’t help but notice the dark circles under Willa’s eyes and her unkempt hair, the light strands sliding down her neck, escaping from the messy bun on top of her head. She caught herself reaching out to push the hair away from Willa’s face, but stopped herself. On top of everything, Willa didn’t need her being a creep.
“I think that’s everything you need my help with,” Holly said, capping her pen in a polite dismissal, like she owned the crowded coffee shop they were seated in. Then again, maybe she did. “The rest is up to you two.”
“You’re sure you can get the Governor there?” Sage repeated.
Holly rolled her eyes, stuffing a folder into her briefcase. “Of course. He loves a free meal and a photo opportunity. Yes or no to the first gentleman?”
“Of course. Wouldn’t be a real benefit gala without partners,” Sage said with a smile.
“I’m afraid I have to run off to another meeting, but it was such a pleasure seeing you two again,” Holly said with a polite smile. “I can’t wait to work on many more of these with the pair of you.”
Willa smiled, nodding. “Same here.”
After Holly left, Sage leaned back, sipping her coffee. It was slightly burnt, but still fairly good. The oatmilk didn’t have that mild sour taste she hated, so she was willing to overlook the lack of espresso perfection. “So, how do you think that went?”
Willa laid her head down on her binder. “Great.”
“You’re telling me you didn’t like her idea of adding another caterer?”
“Why would we need two caterers when one can do the trick? It’s a waste of money,” Willa groaned.
Sage shrugged. “I mean, it’s two weeks away. Who’s gonna back out at this point? Haven’t you confirmed with each vendor like five times?” 
Willa flipped open her binder. “Only twice, but maybe five by next week,” she said with a grin.
“It’s going to be great,” Sage said, reaching out to place a hand on Willa’s shoulder to comfort her. Willa’s skin was warm under her palm and she stroked a thumb over the softness. A rush of wanting Willa went through her chest. “I promise.”
Willa glanced down to Sage’s hand, then up to her face, swallowing hard. Then, some hard mask appeared on her features. “Whatever you say,” she said, shrugging out of Sage’s touch.
The message was loud and clear.





CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
WILLA
WILLA ADJUSTED her screen to show a more flattering angle on the group video call. Last minute bridesmaids duties were taking up a precious hour of her time, and this Zoom could have definitely been an email. Mostly she thought it was just an excuse for happy hour. It also didn’t help that each square on her screen featured a happy couple, just six sets of eyes staring back at her.
Tessa and Sadie were unashamedly watching something on TV directly behind the meeting. God bless them. At least they had the right idea.
“Okay, so for the rehearsal dinner,” Ava began. “What time are we all getting there?”
Seriously, they couldn’t just discuss this the day of the rehearsal dinner? Weren’t they spending the entire day together getting manicures and pedicures and facials and massages? Willa shifted impatiently in her seat, trying to covertly open a new document to go over last minute catering details she still needed to sort out.
Nora interrupted her train of thought by asking, “Hey Wills, I’m having some issues with my vendor. Do you think you could look over this contract for me?”
Willa paused before answering. She really didn’t have time for that on top of everything else. Then again, the stress of getting married must be terrible, so what was the harm in giving her friend fifteen minutes of her time? She smiled. “Sure, send it on over.”
“You are a lifesaver. Is Sage coming to the wedding by the way?” Leah asked.
“Oh, well, the answer is yes…” She began, unsure of how to phrase it. She’d practiced saying it dozens of times, and now, her mind was completely white with panic.
“That’s cryptic,” Tessa said, tilting her head. Wasn’t she supposed to be watching TV and ignoring the group? Rude.
Willa reached for the beer she’d opened the moment the meeting had started. She took a long sip, buying herself a moment or two.
“Did you guys break up?” Charlie asked.
“No, not exactly,” Willa said, her throat tight with anxiety. “Okay, um, I have to tell you guys that Sage and I were never really dating.”
Six faces stared back in varying levels of confusion.
“We were just friends doing each other a favor. I didn’t want to come to the bachelorette party alone, and she needed a date to this gala thing, and well, we were just friends,” Willa said quickly, the admission coming out in one giant ongoing breath.
There was a pause of silence, then murmurs of everyone talking at once, in addition to one full-on belly laugh from Ava. Of course.
“You cannot tell me that you were just friends. We heard y’all fucking for like six hours. Unless you were faking that, too,” Ava said, wiping at her eyes.
“Ava, that’s enough,” Leah said.
“Wills, I don’t understand,” Nora said once it was clear that Charlie had reached forward to mute the microphone and prevent Ava from talking. “You lied that a celebrity was your girlfriend to impress us? For what?”
“I didn’t want everyone to think I was a loser who couldn’t get a date,” Willa admitted.
“Nah, I don’t buy this for one minute. You were never just friends,” Sadie interrupted.
Tessa nodded enthusiastically. “I saw the way you two looked at one another.”
“Yeah, does Sage know y’all were just friends? Because she never acted like you were just friends,” Nora said.
Willa furrowed her brow. “What does that mean? We were just acting the whole time.”
“I don’t think she was acting,” Leah said, shaking her head. “You should have heard the way she stood up for you. That wasn’t just friendship.”
Tessa nodded again. “True. Even if you think you were friends, I think all of the chemistry was real. I think you guys make such a good couple.”
“It was all pretend. She was never my girlfriend,” Willa argued. “And honestly, it’s a pipe dream, right? Sage Carson is a superstar. She wins Olympic medals and gets awards and gossip magazines print stories about her.”
“So?” Sadie asked, looking unimpressed.
“So, why would she ever want someone like me? I organize giraffe encounters and fancy dinners. I’m not… she’s out of my league.”
Nora, Leah, Tessa, and Sadie all began to groan and protest at once.
“That’s not true—”
“Willa, you’re great—”
“You’re out of her league.”
Willa shook her head, overwhelmed by the absolute bomb of positivity thrown her way. Her cheeks flushed and she blinked back a few surprise tears. “That’s very kind, but I’m just not sure you’re right.”
“Yeah, well, I’ll be very curious to see how she treats you at the wedding now that we all know you aren’t an official couple,” Nora said. “Besides, fake or not, I really liked her and I want her to be our friend, so she’s stuck with us now.”
Charlie unmuted the mic and sighed, and Willa noticed Ava wasn’t with her on the screen anymore. “Ava had to leave, but we can’t wait to see everyone in just a little over a week!” She waved.
The rest of the group waved back, and then said quick goodbyes. They’d meet on the day Willa was getting into town and go from there. Simple. Easy.
Just as Willa was about to sign off, Nora stopped her after Tessa and Sadie had signed off. “Oh, Wills, about those contracts, just a quick favor. Would you be able to write up a new contract for the vendors?”
Willa blinked in confusion. “Your vendors didn’t provide you with contracts?”
“They did,” Leah said, rolling her eyes. “This one’s just being… overprotective.”
“I want to make sure we’re not falling into any loopholes,” Nora said. “Plus, Willa’s a whiz with contracts. She’ll be able to write one in her sleep. Right, Willa?”
Willa’s cheeks flushed and a fresh wave of anxiety spread throughout her body. If she said no, would Nora fire her from being a bridesmaid? Would she uninvite her from the wedding? Would she kick her out of the friend group?
She glanced down at her never-ending to-do list for the benefit. “You know, normally I’d love to and thank you for thinking of me for it, but I’m afraid I can’t do that.”
Leah nodded. “See, babe? The vendor-provided contracts will be just fine.”
Nora took a deep breath, almost looking confused, like she’d never expected Willa to ever say no to her.
“If it’s after Sunday, I can, but I’m afraid that would be pretty late,” Willa added. Baby steps to full-on boundaryville. Standing up to Heather had been easier than standing up to Nora, but she felt more satisfied with herself this time.
“No, that’s okay. You’re right. Leah’s right. It’ll be fine. Weddings, man. Fucking wild stressful journey we’re on here,” Nora said, shaking her head. “Don’t ever get married.”
Leah gasped in fake-shock. “You don’t mean that.”
Nora leaned in to kiss her. “I’m just kidding.”
“Okay, I’m going to let you two lovebirds go. Love you!” Willa called out and left the meeting as quickly as she could possibly click on the red button. And then the ‘are you sure’ button. Finally, she closed her laptop for good measure. She exhaled, feeling proud of herself, and yet so much more confused about Sage. Were her friends just being nice? Or had she really missed all of the signals Sage had been sending—as mixed and confusing and contradictory as they may have been.
A HAND TOUCHED HER SHOULDER, light and tentative. “Just give me fifteen minutes,” Willa said, keeping her forehead pressed firmly into the table in front of her. At least the tablecloth was nice and soft. That was a good sign. One thing was good. She could hold onto that fact right now.
“Babe, it’s 3am. Let’s revisit this in the morning,” Kirk said.
“The benefit starts at 5:30. We don’t have that kind of time,” Willa said, facedown.
“Yeah, 5:30pm. We have plenty of time,” Kirk said. “And there’s nothing more you can do right now.”
Willa lifted her head, looking around the room. To the untrained eye, they were almost there. In the morning, a team hired by the venue would be hanging the decorations from the ceiling, the lighting design would be triple checked, and set and design would be placing Willa’s carefully crafted centerpieces on each table, covering each chair, and putting overlays on the tablecloths.
To her trained eye, however, one of the caterers hadn’t returned her call that day, the keynote speaker had a heinous bout of food poisoning that she wasn’t sure would pass by 5:30pm, the entire podium was missing, and the step and repeat banner for the red carpet had shown up in an overly saturated neon blue instead of the peacock blue she’d ordered. Nevermind that the venue had booked an event there that evening, even though they’d promised her they wouldn’t, so she hadn’t even been able to start setting up until 10pm. Thankfully, most staging workers knew the drill and no one had even started to complain until about 1am. She’d sent them home begrudgingly, making them promise to be back at 9am sharp.
“You need sleep and a shower, and not necessarily in that order,” Kirk said, kneeling down beside her. He took her hands in his. “The show will go on.”
Maybe it was the hour. Maybe it was the exhaustion. Maybe it was sheer desperation for this to go right, to show Holly East that she could put on a fantastic event, to show Sage… her brows knit together and tears started to well in her eyes. 
“Why are we crying?” Kirk asked in a soft voice. “There’s no crying in event planning.”
Willa sniffled. “I’m not crying. My contacts are just being fussy.”
Kirk tilted his head, but to his credit, did not remark upon the fact that Willa did not wear contacts.
“Come on,” he said, standing and tugging on Willa’s arms. “Don’t make me throw you over my shoulder like a sack of potatoes.”
“You wouldn’t dare.”
“I work out. I could do it.”
She glared at him, but couldn’t help the grin that took over her expression. “Okay, well, I guess we could put a pin in this and circle back.”
“Ugh, don’t quote Heather at a time like this. You might summon her accidentally,” Kirk teased, pulling her toward the door.
She glanced over her shoulder, eyeing the scene. Experience told her that the night before an event was always the worst and lowest point, but her current emotions were telling her what a failure she was.
“Deep breaths,” Kirk said, leading her out the door to the parking lot. Even in August, the air held a slight coolness to it. “Are you going to make it home okay?”
Willa nodded, unlocking her car and flopping, defeated, into the front seat. Willa - 0, Benefit - 1.
SHE HAD the kind of sleep that was broken up by periods of waking in a panic, thinking she’d overslept her alarm. Each time, she’d had to lie back down with her racing heart, trying not to add to the to-do list for the next day. Mostly because that to-do list was already laminated in her binder, so adding to it would waste precious moments that she simply did not have.
Her phone rang, the screen showing a picture of Sage on the beach in Belize. She hit the green answer button, reaching for the glass of water she’d placed on her nightstand before falling asleep the night before.
“What’s wrong?” She asked, throat still groggy.
“What? Something wrong?” Sage asked.
“Is something wrong?” Willa asked slowly, sitting up.
“Nothing’s wrong here, but your paranoia is kind of freaking me out. Did you even sleep last night?” Sage asked.
Willa pulled her phone from her ear to check the time: 7am. “Yeah, plenty.”
“More than five hours?”
“Like I said, plenty.”
“That is not an answer,” Sage said, sighing. “Kirk told me how late you were at the venue last night, so I wanted to jump in to help early.”
“Want to meet there whenever you’re ready?” Willa asked. Her doorbell rang and Puddles jumped up to investigate. She climbed out of her bed, following the excited wags. “Sorry, someone’s here, hold on.”
She opened the door to find Sage on her doorstep, holding two coffees in travel thermoses and a bag of bagels from Rosenberg’s. She was dressed in dark jeans and a white t-shirt and appeared perfectly coiffed. Willa was momentarily embarrassed about the fact that she was rocking an Eagles t-shirt with a hole in the neckline, as well as exactly one sock. Only one. 
“I made the coffee at home so we can be assured it’s the good stuff,” Sage said with a small smile.  “Oh, you sweet angel of light and sustenance, get in here,” Willa said, holding open the door and snagging the coffee from Sage’s grasp.
“Okay, so, catch me up,” Sage said, kneeling to pet Puddles. “And good morning to the goodest boy. I didn’t forget about my favorite gentleman.” She reached into the bag and produced a dog biscuit.
“I see the campaign to become his favorite person is still well underway,” Willa said, watching Puddles run with his new treat to the back door. “I think he wants to hold it while he pees.” She let him out into the small backyard as she sipped her coffee.
“A man of priorities. I can get behind that,” Sage said, moving to sit on a stool at the breakfast bar. She pulled two bagels out of the bag, already toasted and slathered in cream cheese and Willa’s mouth started to water. “Okay, so, besides Lindsey’s food poisoning, the neon step and repeat, and one of the caterers potentially bailing, what’s up?”
“I mean, you’ve pretty much summed it up. Oh, the missing podium.”
“A mic stand is fine. I don’t want to cover up my suit anyway,” Sage said, waving her hand in the air dismissively.
Willa set her jaw. “I don’t want people to think this is an amateur benefit without a podium.”
“Oh, so it’s the podium that makes the distinction,” Sage said with a skeptical expression.
“Don’t make fun of me,” Willa said, her chin quivering as she said it.
Sage’s eyes widened and she stood, taking Willa’s shoulder in her hand. “No, I’m sorry, I was just teasing,” she said.
“I’m too fragile to tease right now,” Willa said, blinking quickly.
“Yeah, clearly,” Sage said.
Willa’s mouth parted in surprise. “Clearly?”
Sage looked panicked. “You’re doing a great job, Bellamy. What will help? Do you need a hug?”
Willa sniffled again and nodded. “Yeah, maybe.”
Sage set down her bagel and waited for Willa to do the same before she enveloped Willa in her arms. Willa took a deep breath, letting herself relax into Sage, leaning against the sturdiness there. Sage held her tightly, running a hand over her hair. “Everything’s going to be fantastic.”
“How do you know?” Willa mumbled against Sage’s shoulder.
“Because you can do anything,” Sage said softly, kissing the top of Willa’s head.
Willa squeezed her eyes shut, letting herself bask in the moment, bask in the imaginary feeling of whatever was between them being crystal clear and stable and communicated. “Thanks,” she croaked, her throat tight with emotion.
Sage pulled back, her hands still on Willa’s upper arms as she bent to look Willa in the eye. “I mean it.”
This was not the time for her to talk to Sage about what was going on between them, but it was extremely hard when Sage was acting like they were… well, more. Willa tensed, and Sage glanced down to where her hands were on Willa’s arms. She let go of Willa, and Willa walked to the other side of the breakfast bar, reaching for her binder.
“I just want to go over the schedule one last time,” she said, clearing her throat as she reached for her bagel again. “Will you be ready for the step and repeat right at 5?” She asked, grabbing a pen to make a note.
Sage nodded, sliding back into her seat. “Yeah, does that work for you?”
Willa glanced up from the page. “What do you mean?”
“Well, aren’t we taking pictures together?”
Willa tilted her head. “Why would we take pictures together? You mean like, with Holly?”
“No, I mean, as my… you know, as my date,” Sage said, looking a little sheepish as she said the words.
Willa almost laughed. “I thought we were only doing that for Player One, and they’re already on board.”
Sage eyed her for a long moment. “Oh, yeah, I guess you have a point.”
“If you want, we can have Nicolette release some kind of statement about us consciously uncoupling but retaining a professional relationship,” Willa said, trying to read the list but only seeing blurred words. Even the idea of faking a breakup was painful.
“Is that what you want?” Sage asked.
“I don’t think it’s up to me. It’s your PR team, isn’t it?” Willa asked.
“What do you want?” Sage seemed so earnest on the other side of the counter that Willa’s chest clenched with affection. But the question she asked was loaded, and Willa didn’t have time for that discussion this morning.
“We can talk about it later,” Willa said, shutting her binder to signal that the conversation was over.
“No, I want to talk about it now,” Sage said.
Willa rubbed at her eyes. “I don’t have the mental capacity to talk about this with you right now.” 
“Why not?”
“Why not? Because the benefit is tonight. Two months of hard work culminate tonight,” Willa said, tapping on the binder. “And I can’t fuck it up just because…” She trailed off, looking anywhere but at Sage.
Sage’s voice softened as she asked, “Just because?”
“Oh come on, we’ve successfully avoided this conversation since Belize, we can’t wait 24 more hours?” Willa said.
Sage flinched as though Willa had slapped her.
“This. This is why I didn’t want to fuck up our professional relationship. Because the second I let feelings get in the way, this turns awkward, and now we have to spend all day tip-toeing around each other, and it’s fucking complicated, and it’s the last thing I need,” Willa snapped. The harshness in her own voice made her flinch, but boundaries weren’t always pretty, right? Maybe she could ask Kirk that later. She cared about Sage, and when you cared about someone you had to choose the thing that was best for both of you.
“Well, I’m sorry to be such an inconvenience to you,” Sage said, standing from the breakfast stool.
Willa frowned. “No, I didn’t mean… I’m sorry. It’s not a good time.”
“When will it be a good time?” Sage asked. “Because you’ve been so weird since the Belize trip that I’m beginning to think that it’s never going to be a good time.”
Willa flattened her hand against the counter. What universe had Sage been living in?  “Me? I’m the one who has been weird?”
Sage nodded, holding her ground.
“Well, I apologize for being weird. It would seem that falling for someone you’re not supposed to is just deeply inconvenient for all parties involved.” Willa grabbed her coffee, not wanting to give Sage a chance to respond as her pulse thudded in her ears. “I have approximately four thousand things to do today, and fighting with you didn’t make the list, and I’m not budging on expanding that since it’s already laminated,  so we’re going to have to at least pretend to be okay. Now, I need a shower and four hundred more cups of coffee, and then I’ll meet you at the venue.” She looked pointedly at Sage, trying to kick her out without explicitly saying the words. What she really needed was to not spend any additional time pining over Sage Carson today.
Sage blinked at her, her lips slightly parted as though she was still processing Willa’s admission. A truly mortifying admission, if Willa was considering it—which she wasn’t, due to time and emotional constraints. “Okay,” Sage said softly. “We can do that.” Her expression was unreadable, which only further infuriated Willa.
Willa walked out of the room and into her bedroom, closing the door to hop in the shower. Part of her wanted Sage to come barging in, declare some grand romantic intentions, sweep her off her feet, and then spend the entire day in bed making new promises to one another. The other part hoped Sage would fire her on the spot so she’d never have to see her again.
When she came out of her room fifteen minutes later, showered and dressed in jeans and a t-shirt, she was a little sad to see Sage had left. There was a note on the counter and Willa’s heartbeat stuttered as she read, “Fed Puddles. See you at the venue.”
She was stunned by how normal the note was. How completely familiar. How a note like this could become an everyday occurrence—“Fed Puddles, went for a run, coffee’s on the counter.” Her chest felt as if it was caving in at the realization of what she truly wanted: benign, comfortable, stable love. And that she’d pushed Sage away as hard as she could the past few months, fearing the worst.
Puddles glanced up at her from the place where someone had set his bed on the couch. “Prince and the pea, hmm?” She asked, rubbing him behind the ears. Puddles glanced toward the door, then back up to her. “Listen, I’ll try my best to smooth this over, but don’t expect too much.” As if in response, Puddles rolled onto his back to shamelessly request belly rubs. “I just don’t know how.”
She glanced at her watch, rolling her eyes. “I’m already late. I’ll think about this later.” She grabbed her purse and ran out the front door. 





CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
SAGE
SAGE GLANCED at her watch. 5:15pm. The entire day had been a bit of a mess with both caterers showing up with opposite menus plus the set and design team had been running late, so she hadn’t even seen the final product before Kirk sent her into hair and makeup. That had been a perfect touch—Willa had arranged a small dressing room complete with a glam team for her where she could get ready without having to leave the venue.
The day with Willa had been… well, it could have been worse. It was awkward, but if anyone had noticed, no one had mentioned it. Willa took nearly every opportunity to find somewhere else to be, but Sage had noticed a long glance or two when Willa thought she wasn’t looking. The best part of the day was when her mom came to help—and even then, Rosemary and Willa had spent most of the time laughing and having a good time together, which felt both adorable and made her jealous. 
She smoothed down her navy blue suit jacket—it had a metallic sheen to it, almost glittery, but in a subtle way. She loved the way it shined under the lights. She kept her makeup minimal to show her authentic self.
Nerves crept up, making her stomach swirl and clench. Her dress shoes clicked on the hard floor as she walked to the main hall to give it a final look. As she turned the corner, the musicians began to warm up, and the realization hit her that this was real. Her benefit gala was real. All thanks to Willa. She cleared the thought from her head. That was for later.
She walked into the ballroom to find it almost entirely transformed. Willa was standing in the center staring up at the ceiling, which had been decked out in gigantic hanging gold and white paper stars. The curtains to the stage were navy blue and every table had cream linens with navy accents, each centerpiece glowing with several lit candles and a mix of fairy lights streamed through dark flowers.
Willa herself was wearing a simple black sheath dress, cut with a scoop neck and a leg slit that flattered each and every one of her curves. She glanced over her shoulder, noticing Sage, as the lights dimmed and warm golden accents lit up the room.
Sage’s mouth parted in awe as she examined the decor. It was incredible in a way that she had not been able to fully imagine. Although Willa was about twenty feet away, it was like the entire room faded away except for her. Willa pointed up to the stars and smiled shyly. “Space themed,” she said.
Sage’s laughter bubbled up freely and she closed the distance between her and Willa. “This is incredible,” she said, still looking around in awe. “This is better than anything I could have imagined.”
Willa smiled, her light green eyes sparkling in the golden light. “I’m glad you like it.”
Sage took Willa’s hand in hers. “I love it.”
Willa searched her eyes for a moment, then cleared her throat. “Listen, Sage, about earlier… I just wanted to say that—” She paused, holding a hand to her ear, and Sage noticed for the first time that she had a small headset. “First guests are arriving, so we need you to get out and take pictures at the step and repeat, then come back in to begin the greeting duties.”
Sage nodded and Willa turned, grabbing her clipboard.
“You ready?” Willa asked.
Sage nodded, smoothing down her suit. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”
Willa reached for her lapel, brushing some invisible piece of lint off of it. “Go get ‘em.”
AN HOUR AND A HALF LATER, as dinner was well underway, Sage stood in a back hallway, taking deep breaths. The first part of the night had gone according to plan, and she loved seeing so many familiar faces, from Alex Morgan to Rebecca Kitterege, the young woman who had served as a major inspiration for the night and would be awarded a special scholarship after dinner.
The only thing standing between her and setting the guests loose to dance and enjoy the festivities was the main speech of the night. Originally they’d planned for an inspiring young soccer player to give the keynote, but food poisoning had ruined those plans. Now, what had been a very quick announcement about why she was putting on the benefit was going to be a more in depth speech from her. Did people even want to hear from her? Was she a fraud?
Footsteps echoed down the hallway, and she recognized the quick clip of heels. Sure enough, Nicolette came into view with a determined look on her face. Could she sink far enough into the shadows to hide?
“Hey, babe,” Nicolette said, pausing in front of her. “How’s it going?”
“Great,” Sage lied. “How are you?”
“Well, Willa sent me to come check on you because she said you’d probably be freaking out, and turns out, she was right,” Nicolette said, glancing over her shoulder.
“I’m not freaking out,” Sage said, her voice pitched higher than usual.
“Sure. Okay. So, let’s go over your speech,” Nicolette said. “Hello, thanks for coming, here’s why I believe in this cause, so glad you’re giving us your money—”
“I think I want to announce the Sage Carson Foundation tonight,” she admitted.
Nicolette paused, looking her over. “We haven’t worked out the details of the foundation yet.”
“That’s okay. I’ll just talk about why I think it’s important, you know?”
“You want to go off-script on a night like tonight? You really want to give me a heart attack on this of all nights?” Nicolette said. “The air is already way thinner here, and I’m feeling faint. I think one surprise would do me in.”
“I’d rather you not die. That’s a bad omen for a new venture,” Sage said.
A crease formed in Nicolette’s brow. “As long as you don’t announce your retirement or something.”
Sage blinked. “Well, about that,” she said. “I was kind of thinking what if I retire after the next World Cup?”
Nicolette paused, considering. “That gives us two years. I think that might work.”
“Gives us two years to get the Sage Carson Foundation on its feet, and then boosts the foundation with buzz around retirement, and then the hard work begins,” Sage explained.
“You really think you can make it two more years?”
“Of course I can.”
“You think Joanne is gonna let you dress again for national team games? October training camp starts in two months and you missed summer…”
“She said she wants me there, so leave that to me. I know I can do it,” Sage said, reaching out to put a hand on Nicolette’s shoulder. “Not without you, though.”
Nicolette gave her a long look, then sighed. “I want a raise.”
“Of course.”
“And I want groveling.”
“Your genius deserves nothing less.”
Nicolette pressed her bright red lips tightly together. “I’ll consider it.”
Sage hugged her. “You’re like my best friend, you know that?”
“Don’t be dramatic,” Nicolette said, but Sage could picture the smile on her face as she said it. “Okay, Willa said she’ll come get you when it’s almost time, so if you need to wallow in these shadows for a little bit longer, go for it.”
Sage nodded, watching Nicolette walk back down the hallway. Only a few moments passed before Willa was standing before her, glancing at her phone, then listening to her earpiece. “Ready for your big speech?”
Sage shook her head.
“Well, then I wasted being nice to Nicolette for nothing, I guess,” Willa shrugged. She held out a hand, and Sage wondered if it was because Willa knew she needed the support or if Willa was ready to physically drag her out onto the stage. They turned a corner and opened a door, then walked up a few stairs into a dark backstage area.
Sage was oscillating between wanting to throw up and wanting to sprint out the back door when Willa put a hand on the small of her back. “You’ve got this,” she said quietly, and Sage swallowed.
“How do you know?”
Willa looked up at her with a bright smile. “Because you’re Sage fucking Carson.” And then she gave Sage a small push from the sidelines.
Applause greeted her as she walked out onto the stage, grateful that Willa had taken the time to hunt down a podium, if only for something to steady herself against. Her knees shook as she smiled out over the audience. “Thank you so much for being here,” she began. Her parents were at one of the front tables, and she gave them a small wave. “Hi Mom.” She cleared her throat, as her mind went blank. What was she going to say? She glanced sideways towards where Willa was standing on the side, giving her a big thumbs up and mouthing the words, “Sage fucking Carson.”
She took a deep breath. “A few months ago, a friend told me that I should start thinking beyond my soccer career. I’m not getting any younger, you know?” She waited for a bit of laughter to die down, and she smiled despite herself. “I’ve been thinking a lot about a legacy, and what I want to be remembered for. I want to be remembered for being a badass soccer player, of course, but I also want people to remember me as a considerate teammate, a voice for women in sports, a voice for the LGBTQ athlete community, and an outspoken proponent of equality.”
The applause seemed slightly tentative and she lifted a hand. “No, this isn’t a retirement speech, so you're not getting rid of me just yet. This is just my way of telling you why this night matters to me, and why I am so grateful that you are here. When I was a kid, my parents sacrificed so much to get me to practice, to drive me to tournaments, to pay for club soccer and camps and new kits, to take me to see professional soccer back in the glory days of the Women’s United Soccer Association. I think some of my favorite players are even here tonight—Christie, Julie, Cindy, you’ve been some of my biggest inspirations and seeing you play drove me to work hard and become the athlete I am today.”
She found Rebecca in the audience and smiled. “A young woman approached me recently at a game. She said something that stuck out to me—that for her, club soccer and soccer camps were too costly to attend. Still, she told me that she was also a soccer player, and you know what, someday I want to be sitting in the stands, chanting her name as she wins a game for the national team. Rebecca, you’ve inspired me beyond belief. In your honor, and in the honor of all young athletes, I want to give back, which is why all of the proceeds from tonight’s benefit gala are going to organizations making it possible for young female athletes and young trans athletes to attend camps at no cost.” The applause from the audience reaffirmed for her that was the right thing to do.
“On top of that, and as a bit of personal news—no, I’m still not retiring—I want to officially announce the Sage Carson Foundation. This is what it’s all about. Giving back and leveling the field to give athletes more equal opportunities. Get ready for benefit games starring your favorite players past and present, as well as more of these fun parties, but most importantly, get ready for the next generation of players to be able to access all of the advantages it takes to become a professional athlete. We’ll partner with organizations already doing the work, but we’ll also be expanding the definitions of who gets to play. I think you’ll like it.”
She paused as a new round of applause sounded, wishing she had brought a glass of water out with her. She scanned the room, noticing all of the familiar faces, her teammates, celebrities, politicians, feeling overwhelmed by the support.
“I want to say a quick thank you to everyone who made this benefit happen. Partnering with Holly East has been a dream, and I hope that we get to work on many more projects together, Mrs. East. I would be remiss not to thank the woman who made everything about this night possible,” she glanced sideways to see Willa tilt her head in confusion at the side of the stage.
“Willa, you know I don’t love giving speeches, but I have one last favor to ask. Please forgive me for taking so long to understand... For me, everything about this has been real. You have changed my life. Not only am I so thankful to have had you by my side to turn this gala into reality from a few of my ramblings, but I’m thankful to have met you and to have you by my side. You’ve made me a better person by asking me to consider my place and my priorities in the world, and I think you are pure magic. There is nothing you can’t do, and that’s so damn inspiring. I can’t wait to see what real magic we can come up with next.” She paused, watching Willa staring back at her with wide eyes. “I love you.” She watched Willa’s mouth drop open in pure shock, then turned back to the crowd. She knew she had to keep this short in order to get to Willa, which was what she truly wanted.
“Thank you for being here. It means everything to me. Here’s to the first of many.” She nodded and waved as the crowd applauded, then turned, as if being pulled to where Willa was standing, gaping at her.
She wrapped her arms around Willa, hugging her close. Willa pulled back to look up at her.
“Was that real or was that pretend?” She asked.
“I meant every word, Bellamy,” Sage said.
Willa swallowed, blinking up at her. “Say it again.”
“Which part?”
“The best part.”
“I think you are pure magic,” Sage said with a grin, leaning down to kiss Willa’s nose.
“No, the other part.”
“I love you,” Sage repeated, pushing a strand of hair out of Willa’s face.
Willa’s eyes softened. “Again.”
“I love you, I love you, I love you,” Sage said, leaning down to kiss Willa’s temple, her cheek, her forehead. 
Willa sighed, letting her eyelids close. “I think I like the sound of that.”
Sage couldn’t help but laugh. “Me too.”
Willa tensed, holding a hand to her earpiece. Her eyes widened and she stared up at Sage, then out past the stage. “Uh, Kirk says apparently everyone can see us,” she said.
Sage crinkled her nose, giving Willa one more kiss before stepping to the side, pulling Willa with her into the shadows of backstage. “I’ll deal with them later. This moment is ours.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
WILLA
“YOU MAY NOW KISS THE BRIDE,” the minister said, and Willa glanced out to find Sage sitting in one of the last rows, her Wayfarers on, looking nonplussed next to an equally-bored Charlie on one side and a tearful Sadie on the other. She grinned at the sight, then turned back to find Nora dip Leah in a dramatic kiss. Ava and Tessa cheered and she clapped awkwardly, still holding her small bouquet.
A few hours later, after narrowly avoiding catching the bouquet thanks to a thrown elbow from a rather vicious 9-year-old flower girl, she sat at the table, tucked into Sage’s body, leaning her head on Sage’s shoulder. They’d made it through speeches, first dances, mother-daughter dances, and now her belly was comfortably full of champagne and cake as she watched her friends tear it up on the dance floor to Whitney Houston. 
“I think let’s have escargot at our wedding,” Sage said idly.
Willa glanced up, an eyebrow raised. “Escargot? What are we, fancy people?”
“Well, I think escargot classes up an event, you know?” Sage joked.
“Very true,” Willa nodded. “And who knows, we may be fancy people in five years, when we actually get married.”
“Five years?” Sage raised her eyebrows. “That’s a while.”
“Got to make sure you actually really like me,” Willa said with a grin.
“I really, really like you,” Sage said, nuzzling her neck.
“Gross,” Ava said, sitting down in the seat next to her. “Save it for the honeymoon.”
“No one’s forcing you to look,” Sage said, bristling at the presence of Willa’s most contentious friend. “I’m going to go grab us another drink. You still want wine, babe?”
Willa nodded, feeling a little jealous that Sage was getting to leave Ava’s presence. She hadn’t spoken to Ava at any length since the Bachelorette Trip, even in the days preceding the wedding when they’d been at the rehearsal dinner and spa. Now, Ava sipped from a water glass and leaned back in her chair, fanning herself from dancing.
“So,” Willa said awkwardly. “Having a good night?”
Ava nodded. “Fine. How about you?”
Willa shrugged. “Yeah, fine.”
Ava cleared her throat. “This is awkward and I don’t know how to say it, but I’m sorry. I took my pranks way too far.”
Willa blinked, flushing in embarrassment. “Oh, no, it’s no big deal,” she deflected awkwardly.
“No, I mean it. I’ve been a dick, and I’ve got to get my act together. Our therapist thinks I’m projecting, and I want to stop doing that.”
“Oh?”
“Yeah, Charlie insisted we start couples therapy a few months ago, and it’s been… well, I guess therapy isn’t fun, per se, but it’s been beneficial.” Ava nodded, as if trying to convince herself.
“I’m glad you think it’s beneficial, but you don’t have to tell me anything that’s private. I accept your apology,” Willa said, wishing she could melt into the floor. Was there anything worse than accepting apologies accompanied by long, drawn out explanations with way too many personal details? She’d rather chew through her right arm.
“She told me she’d leave me if we didn’t, so,” Ava said, taking a long swig of her water like it was some kind of cheap whiskey on a bar top.
“I’m so sorry to hear that. I hope things work out for you,” Willa said, and she realized she really did.
Ava slowly turned to look her up and down. “Thanks. You, too. You guys make a great couple. I watched Sage’s speech like four times on YouTube and cried each and every time.”
Willa nearly laughed in shock. “Cried? Really?”
“Yeah, I mean, I could tell on the trip that you two really loved each other, but that speech was like, everything I’ve ever wanted Charlie to say to me, you know?” Ava said.
Willa reached out to put a hand on Ava’s arm, suddenly recognizing that maybe she’d never known the real Ava before, and this peeling back to glimpse the hurt and damage underneath was Ava’s way of making amends. “Thank you for saying that. I’m no relationship expert, but I think when you set aside your own ego and try to meet the other person where they’re at, you have your best chance at working things out.”
Ava nodded, shrugging. “That sounds like total bullshit.” She paused to sigh, and Willa felt like her eyes must be the size of saucers. “But I’m willing to give it a shot.”
Suddenly, Nora and Leah were standing behind her. They were both flushed from dancing or the heat of a muggy night in August or sheer adrenaline—maybe all three. “Will you please come dance with us already? Sadie is out there and she’s talking about trying to do the worm,” Leah said with wide eyes.
Nora laughed. “I’m tempted to let her try.”
Willa glanced over her shoulder to find Sage, who was walking up at what seemed to be a snail’s pace. Wow, don’t rush back or anything. “I’ll be right there.”
Once Sage was beside her again, she looked up with a smile. “Let’s go show them how it’s done when there aren’t any cute bartenders around to spoil it.”
“Oof, awkward timing, but the bartender over there is fairly cute,” Sage said, handing her a glass of wine and taking a sip from her own water glass.
Willa grinned and smacked Sage’s shoulder playfully. “Don’t you dare.” Then she dragged Sage onto the dance floor, surrounded by her friends, surrounded by love, and closed her eyes in something that felt a lot like pure contentment.
“LET’S get this ugly dress off of you,” Sage whispered the second the elevator doors closed. They’d taken a car back to the hotel around midnight after a few hours of dancing. Willa’s feet were killing her and she couldn’t wait for the moment she could throw off her heels and put on a pair of slippers.
“Don’t you have to get up early tomorrow for your game?” Willa asked, leaning back against the wall with a grin.
“Not that early,” Sage said, putting one hand beside her head, blocking her in against the wall with her body.
“You think my dress is ugly?” She said, looking down to her mauve bridesmaid dress. The chiffon hung limply after dancing and spilled drinks and Seattle humidity.
Sage slowly dragged her gaze down Willa’s body. “I think it will look much better on the floor next to my suit.”
Willa groaned. “How many times have you used that line?”
Sage grinned.
“And how many times has it worked?”
“Quality over quantity, Bellamy,” Sage said, leaning in to nip at Willa’s neck.
The elevator doors opened and Sage clasped her hand, dragging her out. In between desperate kisses, Sage managed to get the keycard to open the door. They walked together, unable to stop kissing long enough to get too far in the door. Sage’s kiss was possessive, claiming her, and she wanted nothing more. Sage tugged at the zipper of the dress, letting out a frustrated growl when it stuck. “Just rip it,” she said against Sage’s neck.
“I’m not going to rip your dress,” Sage murmured, still struggling.
“It’s ugly. Rip it.”
“Your words, not mine,” Sage said with a laugh as she tugged one of the straps over Willa’s shoulder, tearing where the fabric met the bodice.
Willa laughed in surprise, staring down at the dress. “Oh my god, you ripped it.”
“You told me to,” Sage said, looking panicked.
“It’s okay, I’m joking,” Willa said and Sage shook her head, a renewed vigor in her movements as she backed Willa toward the bed, bending to rip the blanket back from the sheets. Willa gave her a strange look and Sage frowned.
“The blankets in hotels are always gross. Trust me.”
It was stupid to think that she shouldn’t have been touching Sage these past few months, that Sage wasn’t falling for her, too. How foolish to have wasted months they could have been doing this, and she should have known better; having already known just how good it was when Sage touched her, when she licked between Sage’s thighs to make her moan, when they found release at the same time, bucking against each other’s hands.
Sage pushed her back, then tugged the dress over her breasts and hips, the ugly fabric falling to the ground. She watched as Sage undressed, carefully folding her suit over a chair in the corner as Willa shimmied out of her underwear. One by one, Sage pulled off her rings, the simple act stirring something in Willa’s stomach—a secret kind of intimacy that still awed her. In fact, she was still awed by everything about Sage, particularly how the broad muscle of her body curved as she crossed the room, strength mixed with softness. Willa reached out for her and she stepped forward again, climbing onto the bed with one knee between Willa’s legs.
Her right hand brushed against Sage’s underwear and together they worked it over Sage’s thighs and onto the ground. She flipped Sage onto her back, staring down at her. Sage gazed up at her with an expression she couldn’t quite read. “What?” she asked softly, as Sage moved her hand to cup her jaw.
Sage’s thumb ran the length of Willa’s lower lip, gentle, and then again, as if memorizing the feeling. “Sometimes I’m still amazed that I get to call you mine,” she said, her voice pitched low.
“Who says you get to say I’m yours?” Willa teased gently.
Sage dipped her thumb into Willa’s mouth, and Willa swirled her tongue around the callused skin, nipping at the firm pad of her finger print. “I love you,” Sage said, and the three little words still hadn’t gotten old since the first time she’d announced it before a room full of people. An entire audience for those words first spoken, but it still felt so intimate to hear them. Her heart had nearly burst from her chest.
“I love you, too,” Willa said, moving to wrap her fingers in Sage’s messy hair, bending to kiss again.
“And you’re mine,” Sage growled against her lips.
“And you’re mine,” Willa repeated back to her. Willa tried to draw her thighs together, desperate for friction. She found Sage’s thigh there instead, which proved instantly delicious as she pressed herself against it, she reached for Sage, her right hand slipping between Sage’s legs, finding its way.
Sage adjusted, replacing her thigh with her hand, rolling Willa onto her side to give them both equal access to one another. They moved together, unhurried, knowing there would always be more. Willa watched Sage’s expression as she traced her own name with her fingers. The indulgence of being able to lazily worship the woman she loved, knowing that love was returned—she would never again underestimate it.
Willa peaked quickly, much too quickly in her opinion, and Sage leaned closer, kissing her through the moaning and trembling. She took a deep breath to regain her senses, then moved, sliding down Sage’s body, dragging her lips and teeth along muscle and bone. She hooked Sage’s legs over her shoulders and everything was wet and sticky and her mind went completely white as Sage began to roll her hips, quiet moans slipping from her parted lips. Willa watched as her brow furrowed and her shoulders lifted, then her back arched, and she was pushing against Willa as Willa held her in place. She basked in the idea of getting to fuck Sage, reveling in the taste of her, the feel of Sage’s silky skin against her tongue, the sound of Sage’s desperation as she rose, fell, and rose again a second time.
After, as they lay side by side in the dark, kissing and lazily touching one another, taking turns nipping behind ears and knees and hips and elbows and thighs, Sage coaxed her to move up until she was straddling Sage’s shoulders. Another orgasm took hold of her as she gripped the headboard. When sleep began to pull them both under, Willa reached out to gently run her fingers over Sage’s cheek. “Instead of being fake girlfriends, do you want to be my actual, official, very real girlfriend?” She asked, feeling a bit shy by the vulnerability in her question.
“I thought you’d never ask.” Sage smiled slow and sleepy, throwing an arm over Willa’s waist to draw her in. Willa didn’t know or care if minutes or hours or days passed—she was right where she belonged.





EPILOGUE
SAGE
ONE YEAR LATER
“RUN,” Sage screamed from the sideline. “Rebecca, run! Olive, go right. Go right!” She was damn near jumping up and down.
“You know these are just drills, right?” Willa asked from beside her, pushing her light blonde hair out of her face. She was wearing a Player One windbreaker and looked comically official with a clipboard in hand.
Sage paused, trying not to let out an embarrassed laugh. “Sorry, I just really want these athletes to try their hardest, you know? Free camp doesn’t mean easy camp.”
Willa set a hand on her shoulder. “No one would ever accuse you of making this camp easy, my love.”
“That’s the fucking truth,” Kirk quipped on Sage’s other side. He’d tagged along for the day, casually mentioning that his boyfriend’s niece was at the camp. Willa had played it off like he was going to be helping with official businesses, but so far he’d just complained it was too hot, too sunny, and too outside.
It felt nice to be back in Denver again. To spend an entire week in a city she loved surrounded by the people she loved and admired. Even Kirk.
“Do you need another capri sun?” Sage offered, hooking a thumb over her shoulder.
“Yeah, and I’m taking an orange slice,” he said.
“I organized the drink flavors alphabetically,” Willa added.
Sage scanned the field, watching the other coordinators she’d asked to join her as they led the athletes through crossing drills. The other coordinators consisted of two Suns players she’d befriended over the past year, Sasha and Georgiana. Two of her teammates from the national team, Lara and Cat, had also signed on to help. Under Willa’s good influence, she was finally more confident in asking for help and setting aside her ego and trying to integrate herself with the league team.
Sage eyed the field of campers who were running around in dusty blue t-shirts. The girls, aged 9-12, were mindblowingly talented, and so many of them would never have been able to afford the camp. Watching them maneuver with agility and grace, and most importantly, confidence, was truly inspiring. She idly stretched out her quad, holding the top of her cleat in her hand as she watched.
“Is your knee hurting again?” Willa asked, her brow furrowing.
Sage shook her head. “No, just a little tight from that game against England last week. That was brutal.”
“Wow, did I just hear you admit to playing out of your league?” Willa asked with a grin.
“Nothing’s out of my league, baby,” Sage said.
Willa’s eyebrows raised and she blinked as if affronted.
“Except you,” Sage added quickly.
Willa rolled her eyes. “You’re incorrigible.”
“Big word for a jock,” Sage winked.
“I’m not a jock,” Willa scoffed.
“Your seamless transition to athleisure sourced from my closet says otherwise. I think our similarities are greater than our differences.”
Willa narrowed her eyes. “I’m going to go get an orange slice and then prepare the breakout room for your end of camp speech,” she said. “You still want it to happen in the residence hall?”
Sage nodded. “Yeah, but in the front lounge, not the classroom tonight.” She reached for Willa’s hand and squeezed. “Thank you for all of your help, baby. I couldn’t have done this without you.”
“You know I’m always around to help. I want this camp to succeed just as much as you do.” Her green eyes sparkled in the afternoon sun.
“And that is why I love you,” Sage leaned in to give her a quick kiss.
A passing pair of tweens aww-ed at them and she let go of Willa’s hand, rolling her eyes. “I’ll go set up and take Kirk with me,” Willa said, glancing over her shoulder to where Kirk lurked near the orange slices.
“Does he know that just because Darren’s niece is playing, he doesn’t have to show up for support?” Sage asked, chancing a look over her shoulder to see Kirk leaning against an unstable pole of the easy-up tent where the snacks and drinks were.
“Yeah, but I’m not arguing. He’s helpful and I think it’s cute that he’s trying to impress Darren.” Willa nodded. “Oh, don’t forget that we have dinner with your parents tonight.”
Sage’s mouth twitched. Willa and Rosemary had become close over the past year, and it almost made her feel like she was the odd man out every time they went to her parents’ house. Willa had even watched the entirety of Cosmos with them when Sage was back in San Diego and Rosemary had begun referring to her as ‘my future daughter-in-law.’ Zero pressure. “I haven’t forgotten about dinner.”
“Everything okay? What’s up?” Willa tilted her head, studying her.
Sage shook her head. “Everything’s fine. Just a little sad to have camp ending. But not sad to not be surrounded by tweens all day every day. You know that I know, like, an alarming amount of lyrics to BTS songs now?”
“Don’t they sing in Korean?”
“Like half the time, but you’d be impressed by my inflection.”
“Yes, definitely a reason to be impressed with my girlfriend.” Willa’s mouth curved up in a smile and she gave Sage a salute before heading to the residence hall directly beside the field. 
Sage had spent an hour every evening of camp giving all of the advice she could think of to make the campers in her care better athletes. The entire theme of the camp had been based about living authentically to make your dreams come true, her attempt to merge her new ethos with Player One’s branding. The other coordinators were also eager to join in to give advice and answer questions, which made Sage feel like she was really doing something special. Player One had given her the full run of this particular camp to try out new methods and report back, so she was giving it her best shot. It felt bittersweet to end the camp after seeing such growth in the athletes. What could they accomplish together with a month? A year?
This afternoon’s goodbye was overshadowed in her mind by the question she was going to ask WIlla later. They’d been long-distance for a year, and it hadn’t been an easy year for either of them. Willa was working part-time for Holly East in Denver while maintaining her full-time status at the zoo. Sage was balancing league games in San Diego with staying in Denver in the off-season, as well as national team games—and although she’d only been announced on the roster in January, she’d played every game since. They’d also thrown an additional fundraiser in March, funding two full years of free camps. When they did see one another, it was never for enough time. Though Sage wondered if any amount of time with Willa would ever feel like enough.
She’d never noticed how often she travelled away from home before having a reason to be home more. The World Cup was in one year, and she had been adamant with Nicolette and her mom that she’d retire after their next World Cup win. She knew they’d get there. The national team was on fire, and she was grateful to be a part of it.
With her sights set on the World Cup, she had already begun to think about ending her league career after the season closed in November. It no longer made sense to live in San Diego, away from the program that she was building and the only person she wanted to be with.
Tonight, she was going to tell Willa that she would be making a permanent residence in Denver from now on, and ask if she wanted to get a house together. Nerves swirled in her stomach. She loved her house in San Diego, but she also didn’t mind Willa’s tiny one bedroom, one bathroom house. She hoped they’d agree on a place where Sage could have plenty of space and Willa could decorate in her quirky, bright, bold style and Puddles would have room to roam. Maybe they could rescue Puddles a sibling while they were at it.
God, who had she become, contemplating settling down and having dogs with a woman? Willa had changed her priorities, but she liked the person she was becoming. The person that had maybe been buried deep down inside of her all along.
To work off the nerves from asking Willa to officially move in together and push down the fragile feeling she had about her first camp ending, she jogged onto the field to play one last game with the campers, hoping for a few assists. 
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