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[image: ]




[image: A picture containing text, person

Description automatically generated]

Our Goal is Stopping Yours...

A new season, a new start, and a new way to turn my life upside down.

It was never meant to be this way. 

When I met Amelia, the new press girl for our club, I knew there was something different about her. But, given that I’m involved with one of the biggest up-and-coming influencers in the country, it’s not like I could do anything about it.

Yet I can’t deny how intriguing I find her, and it doesn’t take long till I’m drawn closer than I ever should have been - and find out more about her mysterious past than I think she thought she’d ever share...

Like a moth drawn to a flame...
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​Amelia


––––––––
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I rolled my shoulders back and took a deep breath. Standing there, in front of the arch that led into the stadium, I still couldn’t quite believe it. 

SALTFORD FOOTBALL CLUB was marked out above the entrance in giant, metallic letters; I couldn’t count how many times I had imagined this moment, focused in on how it was going to feel for me to stand here in the moments before I went in for the first time. As soon as I had gotten the offer, nearly a month ago now, I had been focused on nothing more than arriving and making the very best impression that I possibly could.

Press officer – not exactly how I had imagined that I would get behind-the-scenes in the league, but hey, I would take what I could get. I knew that I was the best decision that this club had ever made, I just needed to make sure that all of them knew it. I had worked my arse off to get to this point, and I wasn’t going to blow it now that I was here.

I made my way through the turnstile that led into the stadium, flashing my staff card at the man behind the counter; he nodded, waved me in, and a moment later, I found myself standing in the center of the enormous stadium that I had seen so many times on television. How many times had I watched them play here? How many trophies had they won in the very spot that I was standing? I could picture those images from just last season, them lifting the FA cup to round up their first double – the league and the cup, both gone to them. And deservedly so. 

And now, I was part of the squad. I paced around the outside of the field, admiring the perfectly-kept greenery in front of me. This place was pretty damn near perfect, thanks to the major renovation after Hans Klinnsman had come in to take over; all this money had come pouring in, and they had been able to spruce up both the team and the stadium they played in.

Shit, Hans Klinnsman! I was actually going to meet him today, for the first time, and I was still having a hard time wrapping my head around that. I was sure that I wasn’t going to be seeing a whole lot of him – not like he didn’t have better things to be doing with his time, after all – but he had cleared out a few minutes to talk to me about what I was going to be doing here now that I had officially joined the team, and my palms were getting sweaty just thinking about it.

“Amelia?”

I spun around, sure that someone was going to ask what I was doing here and tell me that I needed to go – but instead, I found myself looking at a young woman, with a broad, press-friendly smile on her face.

“Hi,” she greeted me. “I’m Tanya, Hans’ assistant. He’s waiting for you in his office.”

“Of course,” I blurted out, and I hoped that she couldn’t tell how giddy I was in that moment. I had to see this through, had to make sure that I made a good impression. Just because I had signed a contract didn’t mean that he couldn’t make my life hard if he decided to – I had to convince him that he had made the correct choice in bringing me on, now that the team had garnered some international fame and needed help guiding their players in the right direction.

This would be the first year that Saltford were playing in the Champion’s League. First year that they had made it to such a high-profile international competition. After the run they’d had last season, it didn’t surprise me – they were the most impressive team in the league by far, playing this really modern game where so many clubs around them were trying to catch up with what had been in vogue in Europe ten years before. 

Hans had been a big part of that – not just the change in style, but the way that the club was seen everywhere, too. He had that big personality that the media loved, but he managed to balance it with a sense of humility to boot. The dances and celebrations he took in the dugout whenever they scored had gone viral a few times, and he was one of those  managers who everyone wished they could have had for their team instead of having to hate that he managed one of their rivals. 

Hopefully, that attitude would transfer to the way he dealt with me, too, though you could never tell. If the last few years working in PR had taught me anything, it was that people could string along pretty much any story that they wanted to the public with the right team to try and sell it. That was what I was here for, now – to try and sell the stories of these players to the public at large, before they headed off to Europe for the first time and made a name for themselves over there.

A hell of a job, but I knew they had hired me for a reason. I knew this industry and this sport better than anyone else who would have put in an application, I was sure of it, and I just needed to make sure that they understood that. I had seen it from the inside out, and that was what was going to give me the edge that I needed.

Tanya led me through the clean, fresh-painted halls of the office area – they had been redone recently with the team’s colors, a deep magenta and black with a deep blue stripe down the center. I couldn’t help but smile when I saw it. I had already received a complementary strip along with the start of this position, and I wondered if I should have worn it to my first day. Maybe that would have given me the boost that I needed...

Though honestly, as I stood there outside of his office while Tanya tapped on the door to let him know that we were there, I could hardly contain myself. This was happening, this was really happening, and I was sure that nothing in the way of talismans would have made me any less nervous...

But that was part of it, right? Part of what was to come next. I had to prove that I could stand there in front of him and show that I deserved to be there as much as anyone else, anyone else who had earned their place on the squad...

Even if I would never be out on that pitch playing with the rest of them. I straightened my skirt, checked my breath, and made sure that none of my buttons had popped open while I had been heading through the corridors. Tanya smiled at me.

“He’s ready for you,” she told me, and she stepped aside and gestured for me to head in. I bit my lip, and then reminded myself that I wanted to come across as confident, and stopped myself. Okay. Okay! This was it...

I stepped inside the office, and the first thing that I noticed was that it was smaller than I had expected; my eyes darted back and forth, taking in the pictures on the walls, the photos of Hans with his old teams and the trophies that he had won with them. 

“Amelia!” he exclaimed. He had bright blue eyes that seemed to sparkle behind his small, round glasses, his slightly chaotic hair sticking up this way and that on his head. He extended his hand to mine and I took it, trying to bite back the little squeal of excitement that wanted to burst out of me.

“It’s really great to meet you, Mister Klinnsman,” I greeted him.

“Hans, please,” he replied, waving his hand as though dismissing the formality of what I’d just said. “And it’s great to meet you too, Amelia. There’s a few things I’d like to go over with you, if that’s okay – I don’t know if I’m going to have much time to meet with you once the season starts properly, so I want to hit on everything that you need to know right off the bat.”

“Yes, of course,” I agreed with a nod, as I took the seat opposite his and tried to quell the fluttering excitement in my chest. Ever since – well, ever since all my plans had shifted, I had dreamed of being back behind the scenes like this. And here I was. Ready to start over, start again.

“So, I’m sure you’re already acquainted with the description,” he continued. “But what I’m really looking for is someone who can craft narratives for our major players in the press – someone who can handle them so that they know what to say and how to act in front of the media. For most of these boys, they’re new to all of this, and they need someone to point them in the right direction so they don’t do or say the wrong thing.”

“Of course,” I replied, nodding. “I’ve already thought a little about how I’m going to go about that - I’d like to start by interviewing the team pre-season, so that I’ve got something to begin working on before you start with press again.”

“I like it,” he replied, smiling. “And have you got any specific approach in mind?”

“I’d like to keep focused on them as athletes first,” I explained. “Not so much going into their personal lives, as I think that brings up too much space for distraction outside the game. But that said – if there’s a narrative we can work with that comes from something more personal, I’m confident that I can make that work for us, too.”

“Sounds like you have everything worked out,” he replied brightly. I nodded. I was still feeling a little shaky, but at least I was in an area that I knew a lot about. I could handle myself here, and I just had to stick to that – I had already got a few plans as to how I was going to go about fitting these players with everything they needed to handle their newfound life in the spotlight, no matter how much time it took. 

Wasn’t like it was going to be exactly hard, either. Most of the first team had that bright-eyed, fresh-faced thing about them, a gang of young players who had outdone themselves and the odds by pulling through to the team’s first success in years. People loved that kind of thing, and I knew that I just needed to nudge them in the right direction to ensure that it all went off without a hitch. 

“I want to make sure that I know them as people, so that I can make sure that the public does, too,” I finished up.

“Oh, trust me, you’ll love my boys,” Hans remarked fondly, a smile on his face. His almost parent-like attitude towards his team was well-known to anyone who paid attention, and it was sweet to see that he seemed to really mean it. 

“I’m sure I will,” I replied. I hadn’t even thought that much about what it was going to be like to meet all of them – all of the players I had been watching for so long, all of the guys who had been part of my Saturdays through the TV and the radio for the last few years. 

That was a whole other level of nervous – but I would take that when I came to it. For now, I just needed to stay focused on what came next. And hope that I could make as good an impression as I had on Hans on everyone else I met.
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​Chapter Two
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​Noah 

––––––––
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“So, you heard about this new girl?”

Patrick raised his eyebrows at me as he dried off his hair after the shower, and I could tell what he was thinking before he had so much as said it.

“Yeah, I heard that she works here, so you should keep your hands off of her,” I replied. I knew the way Patrick could be with women, knew the attitude that he could take towards them, and I doubted that Hans would be too happy if he found out what was going on inside his head right now. 

“You’re meant to be staying focused on the game, remember?” I reminded him. “Not getting distracted with women.”

“But if they’re going to put one right on our doorstep...”

“Pat, you haven’t even seen her yet,” Luca remarked as he pulled on his shirt once more. 

“So?” Patrick replied, with a shrug. “I don’t see what that’s got to do with anything...”

“That you don’t even know if you’re going to be attracted to her yet,” Luca replied. “So you shouldn’t be so quick to jump on the chance to get something out of her...”

“She’s a woman and she’s going to be around us from here on out,” Pat replied. “That’s enough for me. That’s all that I need.”

“No stopping you, I guess,” Luca replied, as he cleaned himself up. “What about you, Noah? What do you think about her?”

“I think that Hans knows what he’s doing,” I replied. “And we don’t need to question it any more than that.”

“Captain’s answer,” Patrick replied, rolling his eyes. “Why can’t you just come out and admit that you’re looking forward to having a woman around here?”

“Oh, he’s not,” Luca replied. “He’s got Poppy. Remember?”

“How could I forget,” Patrick muttered, and it seemed to be more of a statement than a question. I grimaced. I knew what he meant. Though none of the rest of us would have come out and said it so bluntly.

“I think they should have gotten a guy,” one of the other guys, Kieran, our defender, chipped in. I frowned at him. 

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, someone who really gets the sport,” he replied, with a shrug. “She’d be fine for the women’s team, sure, but this is – this is different, you know? They should have hired someone who really gets how things work here...”

“And you think a woman couldn’t do that,” Luca replied, giving Kieran a hard look. Kieran shook his head.

“That’s not what I said, is it?” he pointed out. “But if she’s going to be coming into a man’s game...”

“It’s anyone’s game,” I pointed out quickly. I had been trained for too long to come up with the right answer to let something like that pass. And besides – he was talking out of his ass anyway. Didn’t know what he was saying. He was an old-fashioned type, had come from the kind of family that had managed to make a life without ever stepping out of the boundaries of their hometown, and that didn’t stretch to considering the place of women in the sport, not if he could help it. 

“Yeah, sure,” he replied. 

“And Hans wouldn’t have hired someone who couldn’t do the job,” I pointed out.

“Why not? He hired Kieran,” Luca replied, and there was a chuckle around the dressing room. Normally, we were all too tired after practice to do much more than just get dressed and head for something to eat, but something about today felt different. 

“She’s going to do interviews with all of us, apparently,” Pat continued. “I was talking to someone and they said that she would be touching base with all of us so she can build her story around us.”

“Like we don’t have a good one already,” Luca replied.

“But about all of us, individually,” Pat pointed out. “That’s the point of all this, I suppose.”

I sighed to myself. I had never been much good at interviews, and I doubted that was going to change with this new girl that we’d be working with. I knew that Hans had been right to hire her, right to make sure that we had someone around who would guide the team in the direction we needed to go in the public eye, but it seemed like a lot of work for not much reward to me. A lot of work that I would have rather put in on the field, if I could. 

Once I was cleaned up, we headed outside, and I tried not to think too hard about what was coming next. I had a date with Poppy, one of those where she had a brand deal and needed to snap some photos for her Insta before the timeframe ran out; normally, I didn’t mind too much, but I couldn’t seem to bring myself to care tonight. Maybe I was just tired. I could have asked her to let off for the night, but I got the feeling that she wasn’t going to allow me that kind of grace. I was half the reason that she was able to sell herself online at all as it was, and there was no way that she wouldn’t have promised the brand a couple of pictures with me oh-so-casually tagged in the background. 

“Maybe I’ll go find her,” Pat remarked, playing at cocky. He was all talk, really, a pretty good kid when you pulled everything back from it, but he liked to talk a big talk about all the girls that he was going to get with as soon as he got the chance. He was only twenty, and I knew he would grow out of it, but the boost to his ego that had come when we had done the double the season before had turned him into something occasionally insufferable.

“Maybe you will,” I replied, trying to keep my voice neutral. That was part of my job, as captain, to make sure that the whole team always liked me. Even when I didn’t necessarily agree with the way that they were conducting themselves. Shit, I knew that they meant well, even if sometimes they could act their age – I was in my late twenties now, and I was sure that they would look back on this time in their lives with total cringe. 

“Not if I get to her first,” Luca shot back, and Pat laughed. He always thrived on a little healthy competition, but I hoped that the two of them would be able to keep it firmly off the park. Last thing I wanted was for them to pull that drama on to the pitch, where I needed them to be on their game more now than ever before. 

This was the season that mattered. The season that people were going to judge us on for the rest of our lives. It was one thing to do the double, to have that magic season and to win and to have a moment of glory. The real question was if we could follow it up with another one where we managed to bring home some silverware again. Once was luck – twice or more, that was real skill, and there was no way in hell that I was going to go down in history as a lucky captain. 

“Get to who?”

A voice cut through my racing thoughts, and I blinked and pulled myself back into the moment – and found myself standing there, right in front of Poppy. She was waiting in the guests’ area, where she had told me we would meet when training was done, but I had managed to completely forget that she was going to be there at all.

Maybe I had been hoping that she would change her mind. Hoping that she would think better of everything and give me a break. Not that I – not that I wasn’t pleased to see her, I was just exhausted, and I wanted some time to rest. 

“The new press girl,” Pat told her brightly. “Hans hired this new woman, she’s going to be working with us, apparently.”

“And especially working with me,” Luca replied. I could tell that he was just doing this to wind Pat up, but it was working.

“Well, you don’t need any of that, do you?” Poppy remarked to me, tossing her golden highlights over one shoulder. She had chosen to go blonde not long after we had first won the season – told me that she thought that it was a better fit for the brand that she was trying to sell now that I had a trophy in my cabinet. I tried to ask her what she actually wanted to look like, but she had dismissed me out of hand. It wasn’t about what she wanted, it was about what she needed, and that was all that mattered. 

Anyway. I leaned down to greet her with a kiss, and she slipped her hand into mine and squeezed tight. 

“I’m doing all the press you need,” she continued. I could hear that edge to her voice, and I knew just what she was getting at – making sure that she was the only woman who was doing anything useful in my world. 

She had never been this jealous before – well, before. When we had first started dating, about eighteen months ago, she had seemed to genuinely just like me for me. She was interested in football, she told me, so it was exciting to be with someone who was in the Premier League. Add to that our first win, a huge uptick of interest in her, and suddenly, she had managed to establish herself as one of the foremost WAG influencers in the country. 

And since she had started with all of that, she had grown possessive of me. Making sure that she kept her hands on everything that she worked for and didn’t lose out on a single piece of it. I mean, in some ways, I didn’t blame her – she had hustled to get to the spot that she was in now, and she wasn’t going to let anything get in the way of that. On the other...

On the other, she had always made it clear that her job came first. That she needed to build up something that she could rely on. No matter how many times I told her that I would do it for her – it didn’t change. She always had it her way. 

I wasn’t sure I much liked the idea of someone poking around in my personal life like that. Not that I had anything to hide, but – not that I had much that I wanted to put out there into the world, either. I knew that she was going to make my life hard for it, Poppy – she never much enjoyed it when I had a reason to be around another woman for any length of time, no matter how much I told her that I was faithful to her and always had been. She had it in her head that I was going to get up to something, heard too many horror stories of people like me doing stuff that they couldn’t take back, and didn’t want the same thing to happen to her. To us.

“You ready to go?” she asked me, as she scrolled through her phone in the seat beside me. “We have our reservations in about a half-hour, and we need to make sure that we’re there on time so the brand doesn’t freak out on me...”

“Yeah, I’m all good,” I replied. I didn’t want her overthinking anything, wondering if there was something up with the way I was going about things. I didn’t want to deal with this right now, didn’t want to think about the fact that I had to deal with a whole other woman in my life.

I had enough to deal with, just with the woman I had. And I didn’t know how long it was going to be before I got to feeling any different.
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​Amelia


––––––––
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I scrubbed my hand over my face, looking back at myself in the mirror, and tried to remember the last time I had slept in my own bed.

I couldn’t even remember now. I had left the last flat I’d lived in with my previous roommate, Maddie, a few weeks ago, and I had been renting out a hotel to stay in while I got myself on my feet and started with my job. 

But tonight was when that was going to change. Honestly, I wasn’t going to come back to this place until I knew that I had found a new home to call my own, and that was just the end of it. No way was I going to let this place turn into my go-to. If I was going to make Bristol my hometown, then I was going to start by finding a home here, right?

I had a bunch of viewings set up for the rest of the evening, but there was one place that I was eyeing up in particular that had really intrigued me. I knew that I was going to need to stay focused on what was actually in my budget, but there was this place, this home that I was sure suited me down to the ground. A little cottage, just outside the city, which passed by a train line that led right into the city center, not far from the stadium where I’d be spending most of my days. 

I grew up in the country, and I supposed that there was some part of me that was drawn back there, drawn back to the idea of living in the middle of nowhere again. Sure, I would never be able to get that far from people again, but it would be a start, and I would take that for everything I could.

I had washed up and changed to try and make a good impression on the agents that I would be meeting with, but honestly, I knew that they were going to be just fine with the way that I went about things. The paycheck I’d be getting from my new job would be enough to paper over any of the cracks that I needed it to, and I was sure that I would be able to sign a lease by the end of the week.

I headed into town to meet with my first agent, took my time and hurried along through the first couple of flats – one of them was just a room in a wider complex, and honestly, it reminded me of being in university, and gave me the shivers thanks to that. I had nothing against the kind of people who wanted to live around others, but I needed somewhere I could go and just shut off from the rest of the world at large.

Anyway – anyway. Finally, the agent for the cottage turned up. She had offered to pick me up, and she chatted to me excitedly about where I was heading for the whole trip.

“Honestly, this is probably my favorite place that I have on the market right now,” she explained to me. “I know you probably think that I say that to everyone, but I really don’t. It’s just the most beautiful place, and it’s so cheap, too – obviously, not the most convenient for a lot of people, so that’s why it’s so cheap...”

I listened to her trying to sell that place to me, but honestly, she didn’t need to. I had already decided that this was going to be my home, and I didn’t care how cheap it was or the fact that it was so far out of the city. 

By the time we got there, I had basically made the decision – the drive out was so pretty that I nearly put in the offer right then and there. The way that the sunlight dappled through the trees, the way that the air smelled, it was like it was made for me. And then I saw the cottage, and I knew that it was perfect. 

I barely had a look around – the place was small, basically two rooms, and I wouldn’t have had a lot of room for guests or entertaining or anything like that. But then, I didn’t need it – I just needed to focus on work and keep my eyes on the prize. Maybe having less space would be all the better. 

“You like it?” the agent asked me as I stood in the middle of the small living room-cum-kitchen, and I nodded.

“I love it,” I replied. I had meant to play it coy and pretend that I hadn’t made my mind up yet, but there was no way that I could do that. I had to go through with it. If someone else got a look at this, they would snatch it out from underneath me.

“I can get the papers ready for you to sign tomorrow, if you’d like,” she replied, and I nodded confidently. I had to be able to make decisions for myself, coming out with what I wanted and sticking to it – that started right here, right now, and nothing was going to hold me back. 

“I think that sounds perfect,” I replied, and she flashed me a smile.

“Glad to hear it.”

And with that, I had a new home. It felt a little dizzying, to be honest, and it was crazy to think that I would be able to move everything in so soon. As I slipped back into the hotel room, my head was buzzing with energy at the thought of everything that had happened, and I knew that I wasn’t going to be able to sleep so easily.

Which would give me some time to work on my plans for my new work. I had been trying to work out what the best approach would be, and I knew that I would need to play it safe to make sure that I didn’t push them too far, too fast – there was a whole lot that I had to think about right now, and I wanted to make sure that I got the balance totally correct. But that wasn’t going to be too hard, now, was it? I hoped not. I just needed to get done with this, get through with it, and I would be able to start on the actual move forward from here on out. 

When I got back to the stadium the next day, I knocked on Hans’ office door, hoping that he wouldn’t mind my forwardness. I knew that he might just tell me to leave off and give him time to do whatever it was that he did, but I wanted to run this by him first.

He opened the door and beamed when he saw me, as though I was just who he had been hoping to see. I smiled back, still not quite able to believe that I was really right there in front of him right now – sometimes, it felt like something was going to give, something was going to shift and I was going to be thrown back into everything that I had been doing before. But it wasn’t. I was here, and that was the end of it, and I wasn’t going to let anything get in the way of that.

“I wanted to talk to you about what I have planned for the guys,” I explained, as he gestured for me to come in and take a seat on the other side of his desk.

“And what were you thinking?”

“I thought that a couple of low-key social outings might be the best way to start,” I explained. “Something chill, you know, so that they don’t feel like I’m just walking in here and interrogating them.”

“They usually hit one of the pubs in the city after training,” Hans replied with a nod. “You could join them on one of those outings, I’m sure they would hardly even notice that you were there.”

I bit back a wince. Of course, Hans knew nothing about the problems that alcohol had caused me before – wasn’t like I had dumped it on my CV for everyone to see, that was for certain. I could go to a pub, though, couldn’t I? Just sit there, listen in on everyone talking, that was the only thing I needed to do. It didn’t need to be some high-drama affair. Better if I just stayed with a couple of fizzy drinks, I could tell them all that I was working and that I was just trying to keep myself on the ball...

“Yeah, that sounds great,” I agreed. “They head to the gym a few times a week, right? Maybe I could drop in for one of those sessions, and then I could go out to the pub afterwards...”

“You could,” Hans agreed, with a nod. “Just make sure that you don’t do it on the night before a match, okay? I need them fighting fit.”

“I won’t,” I promised. I was hoping that spending a little time in the gym with them would limit the amount of hours I would have to pass at the pub – even the thought of being there was enough to make the soles of my feet prickle with discomfort. 

But I wasn’t going to let that stop me doing what needed to be done. No, if anything, I was just going to commit harder to making sure that I had everything that I needed, everything that I wanted, everything that I would have to pull together to make sure that I got the information that I required. It was just one night, maybe two at the worst, with a few players – I could handle that, couldn’t I? Just talk football, let them have a couple of pints, and hope that they didn’t spot the fact that I was doing my best not to get anything close to tipsy. 

“Then you have my blessing,” he replied, waving his hand like he was granting me something. “Do what you need to do. If you need anything else, you just come by and ask me, okay? I know those guys better than anyone else, I’m the best person to get anything you need from.”

“I will,” I replied, and I smiled. I couldn’t believe this was happening. I was actually planning a full-blown outing with the guys on this team, with the very dudes that I was going to be writing and scheming and publicizing for every chance that I got. The team that was going to break the world – the team that was already in the process of breaking Europe, that much was for sure. 

As I rose to my feet, I felt another flare of sureness. I knew I was here for a reason, and I knew that I could prove that to anyone who wanted to hear it. Knew that I was here to make it work, knew that I was here to do what needed to be done. I wasn’t sure what else this job was going to bring, but I was certain that I was going to be here to keep up with it, no matter what it took. 

“Thanks,” I told Hans, and I turned to stride out the door. I had been hired here for a reason, and that’s what I needed to remember. No matter what – no matter what came next, no matter what went down, I was here for a reason. And I was going to do everything that I could to make sure nobody forgot just why I had earned a place here.
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“So, next Thursday, right?” Pat asked the coach, Jurgen, and he nodded.

“Next Thursday,” he replied. “You go out with the new press girl, work out everything that you need to work out, get to know her a little. Shouldn’t be too difficult.”

“Shouldn’t be,” Pat agreed, but I furrowed my brow as I laced up my shoes. There was something nagging at the back of my mind, telling me that I would be busy that week, that I was forgetting something that I needed to remember. 

“You okay?” Jurgen asked me, and I nodded.

“I think I have some personal time booked off that week,” I told him, finally, as it clicked what was causing me so much bother. “Could we do it another time? Or-”

“It’s the best day that we could find for everyone,” he replied, shaking his head. “So we’re not going to go moving it around now that it’s all locked in. Could you speak to Amelia yourself? See if you can work out your own way around this?”

I sighed. Not exactly what I had been hoping for, but I would take it. I knew that I was the one throwing a spanner in the works right now, and the best that I could do was just clear this up and hope that Amelia didn’t think I was trying to get out of what my duties were. 

There was so much for me to think about, so much for me to do – Poppy had asked me to take a couple of days off for some sponsored trip she was putting together, and I knew that I couldn’t flake out on her. And honestly, I had wanted some time away from training, even though I knew that I probably should have been even more committed than ever – the season hadn’t started yet, and I was sure that the best chance that I had to relax and pull myself together before we had to defend our title was now. 

“I’ll talk to her,” I replied, with a nod, and I headed out to training with the rest of the team. I hadn’t yet met Amelia, the new press woman who was going to be working with us from here on out, and honestly, it just seemed like it would be another name to remember – so much had shifted at the club lately that I  had a hard time remembering all of it, keeping it all straight in my head. 

It was just one conversation. I was sure that we could shift this meeting that we were meant to be having somewhere down the line – honestly, going to the pub with the guys sounded like a far better way to go about things than whatever this sponsored trip with Poppy was going to be, but I had already made my commitment and I wasn’t going to back out of that now. Besides, I knew that the payback for daring to leave her in the lurch would be far worse than anything that I had to go through with this Amelia person, that was for sure...

I cleaned up after practice, and prepared myself to go plead my case to this new woman. I was a little nervous; despite everything that I had been through as captain of this team, I was still getting used to actually dealing with people face-to-face, handling their energy and their presence and everything else that came with it. I had grown up shy, mostly communicating through the game, and sometimes it was all too easy for me to just revert to type and return to what I had known before.

I headed down to the office that they had gotten her set up in, and paused outside the slightly-open door to gather myself. I was sure that she wasn’t going to argue when I asked for a little more time off, but I still sometimes felt like a kid skulking around school corridors when I came to a place like this. About to beg for my time off, even though I had long-since put it in in advance and asked for it...

Inside, I could hear something – I pushed the door open a crack, hoping that I wasn’t disturbing anything serious, but what I saw on the other side, I hadn’t been ready for. 

The woman on the other side of the door had her back to me, and she was carefully bouncing a ball off of her feet, keepsie-uppies right there in the middle of her office. She was going slow, lifting the ball off her thigh, her foot, her chest, but she was keeping it up in the air the whole time, making sure that it didn’t come close to touching the ground. I raised my eyebrows. Okay, so she knew what she was doing with a football, at the very least – that had to count for something, didn’t it?

“Hello?”

When I spoke, she broke her pattern, and the ball bounced off of her desk and against the wall opposite the two of us. She turned to see me standing there, a little pink tinge to her face. The ball rolled to my feet, and I lifted my foot to catch it before it went out of the door and down the corridor. I guessed that she wasn’t meant to have this in here – and that her job description hadn’t really revolved around making sure that she was keeping her first-touch skills on point.

“Oh, hi,” she replied, trying to make herself sound as breezy as possible. I supposed that she didn’t want anyone thinking that she was just goofing off on her first week here. Though honestly, with her skills, maybe we should have had her out on the field instead of locked up in this office trying to make the most of our press personas. 

The office looked new, like it had just been cleared out for her arrival, but there were a few bits and pieces of memorabilia draped around the walls – pictures of teams from the last few decades, clippings from the week that we won the league. I wondered if she had brought them with her, or if they had been gifted to her by the club, but I knew that wasn’t what I was here to talk about. I needed to stay on-message right now, and not let myself get distracted.

I should have expected someone like her – someone young, someone who must have been in-touch with the way that media was being used right now, but still, seeing her standing there in front of me like that had come as something of a surprise. I could practically feel Poppy spitting with jealousy at the mere thought of me being alone in a room with another woman like this, but I didn’t care, not one little bit. She was going to get jealous almost no matter what I did, and besides, I knew that this was just about work – nothing more, nothing less. 

Even if I couldn’t help but notice how soft her skin looked as she stood there in front of me.

“Amelia, right?” I asked her, and she nodded, extended her hand to mine.

“Yes, that’s me,” she replied. “Nice to meet you, Noah. Is everything okay?”

I slipped my hand into hers, and for a moment, as soon as our skin touched, I had to do everything I could to stay focused on the task at hand here. There was no doubt that she didn’t fit the version of her that I’d had inside my head, that much, I was sure of; she was younger than I had expected, around my age, with blonde hair pulled back into a ponytail on the back of her head, and her bright blue eyes shining up at me. She was small, but I could tell just from the way that she carried herself that she had no reason at all to think that she was any less strong than I was. I liked that. Liked her attitude. And I had hardly even spoken to her yet.

“Yeah, it’s all good,” I replied, quickly, trying to pull myself back into this as best I could. I didn’t know what I needed to do right now to get her out of my head, but I had come here for a reason and I wasn’t going to leave until I knew for sure that I had fulfilled it.

“You got some pretty impressive skills there,” I remarked to her, and she grinned at me. 

“Oh, I’m just trying to keep my hand in,” she replied. “Or my foot, I guess. I should be focusing on the job, I’m sure...”

“I won’t tell anyone about it if you won’t,” I replied, and she laughed. She had a nice laugh, full and boisterous, like she meant it and had no reason to pretend like she didn’t. If there was one thing that I had learned in the last few months, it was that even the smallest slice of success and fame was enough to send people a little crazy with trying to please you any way they could.

But she was part of this team now, and she knew that she didn’t have to prove anything to me. She was here to do her job, just the same way that I was, and the two of us were going to make sure that we did everything we could to make that happen. 

“Take a seat,” she told me confidently, and she sank into the chair on the other side of her desk and smiled at me. I had to admit, I was having a hard time taking my eyes off of her. There was just something about the way she carried herself that I liked, something that seemed to exude a certain amount of confidence, cool, and class. But if she had landed this job, I shouldn’t have expected anything less – I knew that Hans, for all that he sometimes seemed like a pushover, would only bring people on-board who he was totally and utterly certain about, and she must have been one of them.

I had been at this club for so long, sometimes it felt like I should have had a say in who worked here – just like her, I had images of the old teams strewn up around my house, pictures of the players who had come before us to remind me of what I was working towards, everything that they had put in place for me. When I had started at this club, nearly nine years ago for the first team, I had always been certain that I was going to pull off something that nobody else ever had before.

And I had managed it. The double, first time ever for us, last year. But the real question was whether I could make it stick for a second season, or if I was going to be looking down the barrel of a reputation that was mired more in luck than it was in actual talent.

“The coach told us about the trip to the pub that you have planned with all of us,” I explained. “I wanted to talk to you about it.”

“Oh?” she asked, with another one of those sweet smiles of hers. And, as I tried to pull myself back together again, I knew that it was going to be harder than I had thought to stay on-message right now. I wasn’t usually the type to get flustered in the face of a pretty girl – but when that pretty girl knew how to kick a ball, and looked at me like that, it made it hard to think of anything else in the world.
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I couldn’t believe it. Of all the surreality that had kicked in over the last few days that I had been here, this had to be right at the top of the pile. I couldn’t believe it. I was really sitting on the other side of the desk from Noah Armitage – captain of the team, winner of the season. I had a picture of him lifting the trophy, surrounded by a flood of confetti, just on the wall beside him. I wondered if he even clocked stuff like that anymore, or if he had grown tired of being reminded of his enormous win just a few months before. 

“So, I know that you want to go out with the whole team next Thursday, and honestly, I think it’s a good idea,” he continued. His voice was deeper than I thought it had been; I’d heard it before, of course, in post-match interviews and the like, but it seemed now as though the microphones stripped it of some of its weight. It sounded better in person, that much I was sure of.

“Right,” I replied, with a nod. I was still flustered from having him walk in on me kicking the ball around earlier; I knew that I wasn’t going to get into trouble being caught at something like that, but to have one of the most impressive midfielders in the game right now seeing me practice what remained of my skills? Yeah, I wasn’t sure that I could totally get behind that, could totally make myself believe that I hadn’t embarrassed myself. 

“But I have time booked off already that week,” he explained, and I nodded. I had expected that at least one of them wouldn’t be able to make it; even if it was something as quick as a trip to the pub, people had lives, and the last thing I wanted was to come down all hard with an iron fist insisting that people did what they were told.

“I was hoping that we could reschedule something between the two of us,” he went on. “I know that it’s not ideal, but I have plans in place that I can’t afford to flake on.”

I nodded. I didn’t see any issue with that at all. Honestly, maybe it would be a good chance for me to get to know him a little better, get into his head more one-on-one; and perhaps I could suggest that we went somewhere other than the pub, so I wouldn’t have to worry about the whole drinking thing, either. 

I was curious, to be honest, what it was that he had going on that was going to keep him from being with the rest of us. I guessed it likely had something to do with that girlfriend of his – what was her name? She popped up in my recommended ads on my social media every now and then, and every time, I would squint at her and take a second to remember where I knew her from. Polly? Dolly? Something like that. All I knew was that she was some gorgeous, wealthy influencer type, the modern version of the perfect match for a man like him.

In person, I had to admit, he was handsome. I knew that a few brands had already been sniffing around the team for some sponsorship deals, and I could see why – put a face like that on the front of your product, and you were almost certain to shift a few more units before the quarter was up. With his cropped, dark hair, sharp features, and light smattering of stubble, he looked as much as though he would have belonged on a fashion magazine as much he did on the field.

Not that I was going to let that thought play in my head for too long, not a chance in hell. Everyone who paid even the vaguest attention to the media knew that he was firmly coupled-up, and had been for a long time; since at least before last season, if I was remembering correctly, which was something of a miracle given the number of women who must have been throwing themselves at him every chance that they got. If there was one thing that I knew for sure about this sport, it was that it attracted a certain breed of woman who was willing to do anything they could to get their hands on the people who were starring in the biggest tournaments of the season. 

Some of my first crushes had been footballers, so I got it, I did, but I knew that I needed to push anything like that down to the very bottom of my mind from this moment on. I worked here, these people were my colleagues, and the last thing I wanted was for the remnants of some schoolgirl crush to get in the way of me doing the job that I had worked so hard to come into in the first place.

“Maybe we could grab a coffee next week,” I suggested. “After training. I don’t want to get too far into things on the first meeting, just give us a chance to get to know each other and put together some ideas for what I want to do for your press image going forward.”

“Of course,” he agreed. “That sounds good, I can manage that.”

I paused for a moment – I wondered if that girlfriend of his would mind that he was getting a coffee with me. Was she the jealous type? I had no idea. I would have to do a little stalking of her online presence and find out, see if there was something going on there that I didn’t know about...

I shoved that thought away. I was working with him. When I asked him to come for a coffee with me, it wasn’t because I was trying to get him out on a date, it was because I needed to get to know him a little better so that I could do my job the way that it needed to be done, and that was the end of it. 

“Great, I’ll pencil something in and make sure to add it to your schedule,” I replied. I eyed him for a moment. There was so much that I wanted to say to him right now – about how much I admired him as a player, how much I enjoyed watching him on the pitch, how impressive a job he had done as captain over the last couple of years. How the team’s recent victory was as much up to him as it was up to Hans, and that I was going to make sure everyone who came close to Saltford in the foreseeable future was going to know it as clear as I did.

But there would be plenty of time to talk about all of that stuff when I got some time alone with him. For now, he had clearly gotten what he needed, and I wasn’t going to go pressing him for anything more.

“Thanks for coming to speak to me,” I told him. “If there’s anything else that you have any concerns about, please, feel free to come by again – my door is always open.”

“Yeah, but I don’t want to get in the way of your training,” he replied, flashing me a smile. I felt a little flush come to my cheeks again, and I couldn’t help but smile. There was something about the way he talked to me, the confidence with which he carried himself, that told me that he was in charge of this place, more than anyone else I had met so far. I wondered if he even knew it – wondered if he was even aware of all the respect he commanded around here, all the people who looked up to him. I was one of them, of course, but I was going to have to get over that if I was going to be able to work with him the way I needed to.

“I’ll let you know if you do,” I joked back, and he grinned and rose to his feet. 

“Thanks for your time,” he told me, and he paused for a moment in the door before he left. “Oh – and welcome to the team, Amelia.”

As soon as he had closed the door behind him, I stopped trying to keep the grin off of my face. Okay, now I felt like I really had a place here – now I felt like I could actually call this stadium my own, as much as anyone else on that team. Because if he had acknowledged me as part of the team, then I must have been one. I must have been. 

I leaned back in my seat and glanced around my new office. I still had a few last bits and pieces to put up here, but while I was getting everything moved into this new cottage of mine, I knew that I had to take it slow. 

There was a part of me that just wanted to jump head-first into this new life, to lose myself to it utterly and completely until there was nothing left of me but the parts that were tied up in this stadium and this team, but I couldn’t do that, not quite yet. 

That was the kind of attitude that could get me in trouble. I had a habit of getting obsessed with things, with people, with ideas, and when I did, I could go down that rabbit hole and just get stuck there, unable to lift myself out again. I had to walk that tightrope now that I was here, make sure that I didn’t do anything that was going to risk the work that I had done to get here in the first place. 

Okay. So I had my plans for the next week, then – I would go out with the rest of the team on that Thursday, and then meet up with Noah privately so that we could chat about everything that we needed to clear up. Honestly, I was already looking forward to it – I had always wanted to pick his brains, and I was sure that he would have so much interesting knowledge to share about the sport, his captaincy, all of it. 

And honestly? Maybe it would be better this way. I knew that the rest of the team would be pretty straightforward in terms of what I wanted to spin about them, but Noah was something different. Noah had always had this way about him, this way of carrying himself that told me he had something going on under the surface that would have been so fascinating to dig out. Whatever it was, I was sure I was going to get my hands on it, and start sculpting it into the story that I wanted the rest of the world to hear, too.

Shit, just seeing him for a few minutes had been enough to throw me into a bit of a side-spin. I was sure it was just my sheer admiration for him coming through, but I’d have been lying to myself if I’d said that there wasn’t something else going on there, as well. Some level of attraction...

That, I was just going to put down to excitement about finally having this job, finally being in the same room as all these people that I had looked up to for such a long time now. I wasn’t going to let myself read into it any more than I already had, and sure as hell wasn’t going to allow myself to get caught up in the way his deep brown eyes had locked on to mine while he was sitting on the other side of that table.

No way. Because I was here to do a job – and that job had nothing to do with the little flutters that I felt in my stomach when I was in the same room as him.
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“I don’t see why you couldn’t have run this past the new PR person-” I began, but Poppy lifted her hand to cut me off before I could go any further.

“Because I know better than any random girl that the club hired,” she pointed out, and she planted that familiar rictus smile on her face, the one she wore when she was telling me that I needed to calm down and stop sniping at her. 

“Fine,” I muttered. I didn’t know why I had agreed to this; when she had driven us out of the shoot for that brand, I had noticed that she wasn’t exactly in any rush to get us back to my place, and it was then that she had dropped the bomb on me that she had booked me in for an interview with a lifestyle magazine. 

I had tried to argue, but I had known that it was basically pointless. She had already made her mind up about all of this, and that meant that my best shot of getting out of this in one piece was just keeping my mouth shut, answering the interviewer’s questions, and hoping that she didn’t have another one planned right around the corner.

“You don’t need to worry about this stuff, you know,” I tried to offer her, hoping that if I framed this in the shape of something that looked like concern for her, she might drop it.

“You’re meant to be my girlfriend, not my manager,” I continued, but she waved her hand as though dismissing the mere thought of that outright.

“Oh, come on, I’m not about to just let some random person do all of this for you when I know you better than anyone,” she replied. “This is my job, remember? I love you, so I’m helping you get as far as you can with your career. Don’t you want that?”

I didn’t reply. Honestly, I felt more often than not that she was just doing everything she could to make sure that her ride on this gravy train never came to an end, and all this strategizing to get me in the press was her way of dragging it out a little longer. 

I hated the press stuff. Doing interviews like this, it was just a reminder that what I did on the pitch was a small chunk of why I had gotten as far as I had. If I could have turned back time, fixed on making sure that I had nothing else going on but my focus on the game, I would have, but when I had gotten involved with Poppy, all of that had gone out of the window. She had decided that she wanted to be dating a certain kind of footballer, and so, she had molded me into that to match. Maybe she had a point – maybe I should have been grateful for all the work that she had done to make me into this version of myself. 

But times like this, when she sprang another interview on me and I had no choice but to go along with it and hope that I wasn’t going to say anything that would be dissected online, I felt like I should have had more of a say in the way all of this went down. Fuck it. I could get through this. I had gotten through worse, that was for sure. Those two seasons back-to-back when we hadn’t won a single piece of silverware? Yeah, they were way worse than this was going to be...

We arrived at the studio where the interview was taking place, and a man with a broad, fake smile greeted us both.

“Poppy, Noah, so good to see you,” he told us. 

“You too, hun,” Poppy replied, giving him a kiss on the cheek. As soon as she said that, my heart sank – she only ever referred to people that way if she didn’t like them, and I knew that I was in for a difficult interview.

“If you’d just like to head down here, we have our recording equipment set up,” he continued, and I followed him down the corridor and wondered what the rest of the team were getting up to right about now.

Today was the day that they were going out with Amelia – to the gym and to the pub, and honestly, that sounded like a far better time than anything that I would have going on in here today. I wished that I had told Poppy that I had team stuff that I couldn’t get out of, but I knew that she wouldn’t have believed me. She rarely did. Her opinion towards most of this stuff was that, if I could afford to spend time with her, I could afford to spend time helping to build her brand with interviews like this, and I had long-since learned that there was no point in arguing with her about it.

The interview kicked off the way they usually did; a few softball questions about the team and the trophies and how excited I must be to be going into Europe for the first time with the squad. It wasn’t hard to muster up a little enthusiasm about all of that, but soon enough, the questions that bored me started to come, and I knew that I was going to have to do everything that I could to get through this without showing just how fucking bored I was.

“What’s your guilty pleasure TV show?” the interviewer asked, waggling his eyebrows at me as though this was some sort of really scandalous question.

“I don’t have guilty pleasures,” I replied. “Everything that I watch I enjoy, so none of it’s guilty.”

I could hear Poppy sighing from behind me. Not the answer she had wanted from me, not one little bit, but I was done trying to dance around and match the energy that these interviewers gave off. Why didn’t they ask me about something that really mattered? About how I wanted the game to change, about the women’s football, about international service? It was always just the blandest, most boring shit, and I couldn’t believe that someone who would go out of their way to pick up this interview with me would want to hear all of that over something with a little more meat. I was a footballer, for shit’s sake, why did anyone care what I had to say on the state of modern television?

“And what about your favorite food?” he continued. “Something that you can’t have during the season without getting in trouble with your trainer...”

“Korean fried chicken,” I replied at once, without even having to think about it. It was all that I had been able to focus on all night long, especially given that we had been at some restaurant which had served portions that might have been passable as a first course for a toddler. I was starving, and all I could think about was the spicy bite of that delicious chicken as I chowed down on something actually filling.

“Do you have any favorite workouts to work it off?” he asked. “So that you can get away with it when you’re training?”

“Not really,” I replied. “I guess fewer interviews would help. Less time on my backside doing nothing. You know the rest of the team is out at the gym right now? They’re doing a special practice, with the new media relations girl...”

“Oh,” he replied, raising his eyebrows and jotting something down. I could practically sense the irritation coming off Poppy in waves behind me, but I ignored it. She was the one who had dragged me out here, and she was the one who was going to have to deal with me answering these questions honestly. Why should I hold back, pretend that I didn’t have any thoughts on what he was asking me? Surely, they would want answers with a little bite, as opposed to just the blandest stuff that I could come up with...

The rest of the interview was about as fascinating as the start of it had been, and I was relieved by the time that it was finally all said and done. I headed for the car the first chance I got, Poppy hot on my heels to do a debrief with me about everything that I had just said and done.

She climbed into the car next to me, and I could tell without even looking over at her that she was irritated by something that I had dared do in there. A part of me didn’t really care, too tired to think about arguing my case, but I knew that, if I wanted an easy life, I was going to have to do something to try and put it right.

“What’s wrong?” I asked her. She smiled at me, laughed, tossed her hair over one shoulder – a danger sign that she was about to blow up. 

I had learned that early in our relationship. I should have known that something was up even back then, when I couldn’t stop worrying that I was going to say or do the wrong thing – should have been able to see that there was something off about the way that I was feeling, that being so on-edge wasn’t meant to be what the honeymoon period looked like. But I had been convinced that we were a good match, and she had launched the PR campaign of a lifetime to convince me that she had all of my best interests at heart.

“You just couldn’t stop gushing about that new girl at the club,” she replied. 

“I mentioned her once,” I protested. “And I didn’t even say what her name was. I was just trying to crack a joke, you know, lighten the mood—”

“I could tell from the way he looked at you that he thought something was going on between you,” she went on, shaking her head. “We’ll probably have to get online as soon as that interview’s out and cover our bases—”

“I doubt they’re even going to include something like that,” I fired back. “It’s boring. Not what they’re looking for.”

“Oh, yeah, like they’re not going to jump on that and milk it for everything it’s worth,” she replied, shaking her head. She was still wearing that smile, still trying to play the part of the chill girlfriend who wasn’t bothered at all by anything that had happened, but the veneer was swiftly starting to peel back and it was clear that she was pissed as hell.

“I remember when you wanted to spend time with me instead of the team,” she told me, and she looked out of the window dramatically. I pulled the car out of the car park and back on to the road – I didn’t want to talk about this with her, not now. 

This was how she always played it. Making me feel guilty whenever I did anything that she didn’t like – whenever I did anything that didn’t strictly align with the version of us that she had in her head, the one that she wanted to share with the rest of the world at large. 

And I always fell for it. I never wanted to make anyone feel bad, even when I knew that they were just pushing their luck – even when I knew that I should have known better than to fall for it. She made it hard to focus on what really mattered, because it felt like she was working at a whole different level to me. Working on another plane. 

Had been since the moment we had gotten together in the first place. 

And, as I drove us back down to my place, I wondered how much more of this I was going to be able to put up with. How much more of this constant drama I could take before I needed a break.

And where exactly my line was for her constant jealousy.
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​Amelia 

––––––––
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Sitting on the bench in the dugout and watching them play, I felt some distant memory of familiarity – recalling what it had been like when I was the one on the field, the one passing the time kicking the ball around. 

I knew that wasn’t what I was here for today, though, and I needed to make sure that I didn’t let myself slip – I was here to start figuring out the pieces that I wanted to put together for these guys now that I had to think about their public image, and Hans had been kind enough to let me sit in on the last hour or so of their training.

They were good together, this whole team; regimented, but not fascist about it by far. Clearly confident enough in trusting one another that they just had a good time as they played, working on their skills and their energy together so that they would just always know where one another were on the field. Impressive, really, given that Hans had only been there a couple of years, and managers could take a lifetime to really start fitting in at a place like this. 

“Where’s Noah?” one of them, Patrick, called to Hans, as though he had just noticed that his captain wasn’t there. I had to admit, I was a little let-down that I didn’t get to see Noah play today. I had been looking forward to the thought of seeing how he would be on the park, but I was trying not to let that bother me.

“He’s got personal time off,” Hans replied at once. I was curious to see how the team functioned without their captain; it was clear that they could cope without him, but there was no doubt that there was a missing piece here, something not quite in place the way it needed to be. Kind of strange, if I was being honest, but I knew that when Noah walked back in, all of that would just drop away. 

“His girl’s got him on a tight lead,” one of the other guys – Marco? Yeah, I was pretty sure that was his name – jumped in, and there was a chuckle of amusement around the rest of the guys. I cocked an eyebrow, made a mental note to myself to follow up on that. Was it common knowledge that his girlfriend liked to have him all to herself? Honestly, it didn’t surprise me that much – she must have been well-aware of how many women there were out there who would have done anything for a piece of him, and she believed that the best way to keep her grip on him was not to let him out of her sight. 

“Personal time is important,” Hans protested, obviously not about to let the members of his team talk badly about one of their own. I smiled – this was the reputation that he had all over the league, that he was actually kind to his players, considered them family instead of little toy soldiers that he could move around the board to do anything he wanted with. That was one of the reasons that he had become so popular, because his sheer appreciation for the team was obvious to anyone who paid any attention. After so many years of managers doing everything they could to make their teams fear them, Hans went out of his way to prove that they had no reason to be frightened of him, and they seemed to respond to that better than they did to the stick.

“He needs time to clear his head, just like the rest of you,” he continued. “That’s how he gets good head, isn’t it?”

I had to bite back a laugh. I knew what he meant, but the way he had said it – well, I hadn’t been the only one to notice it, that was for sure. There was a chuckle of amusement around the whole squad, and Hans paused for a moment as he tried to work out what it was that he had managed to imply with the way he had phrased that. As soon as it hit him, he rolled his eyes, laughed. 

“All right, all right,” he replied, lifting his hand to try and calm the team down again. “You know what I mean. He needs space to make sure he’s well – in his body and his mind. Just like the rest of us.”

There was a nod of agreement around the rest of the squad; even though they were clearly tickled by the way he had decided to phrase what he had said, there was a respect for Noah here, even when he wasn’t around. That kind of thing was hard to earn, and usually only came from a significant amount of time, effort, and proof – proof that they were worth respecting, even when they were nowhere to be seen.

I felt a little tug inside of me, a small sadness as I remembered what it had been like for me when I had been on a team like that. How it had felt like family...

I pushed that to the back of my mind, and turned myself to the task at hand. I could have waited till the end of the session when I was meant to join them for the gym and then the pub, but honestly, I knew that being here right now was the most important part of all of this. I needed to be around to make sure that I could see those small details that they may not have even noticed themselves – to see how they talked to their teammates, how they kicked at the turf when they were waiting for instructions, the little things that would allow me to build a good narrative about them when the time came. 

Honestly, I was already starting to see a few characters popping out – Patrick was one of them, but then he’d often got himself into trouble in the press, saying or doing the wrong thing after a match. He had a bit of a temper when it came to not getting the result that he wanted, and he wasn’t afraid to make sure that everyone knew about it.

And then there was Luca, one of their new European imports, with his chilled attitude and sly sense of humor – like he couldn’t resist just dropping in a few gags here and there, to see how the people around him would react. In the absence of Noah, he seemed to be the one everyone gravitated towards, and I wondered if that was an official position, or if Noah had just unofficially anointed him as the person to cover while he was away.

Anyway. By the time that practice was done, pretty much all of them were begging off hitting the gym, and I conceded and figured that it might be easier to go straight to the pub instead.

Shit, I was still nervous about being in an actual pub. Not that I thought I would never go in one again – far from it, I knew too much about the UK to think that was anything close to a passable option – but something about being in that place made me feel naked and vulnerable, like a mole-rat just out of the womb. 

The guys all ordered their drinks, and I grabbed for a bottle of water to sip on in the hopes that I could just pass it off as being on the job and unable to get even a little tipsy. I had my recorder out, tucked into my pocket so that I could remember every little detail of what happened here, and I just hoped that I was going to be able to get through all of this in one piece. 

The guys crowded around a table and made room for me, and I found myself wedged in between Longey and Tiellamens; I knew that I was going to have to start learning their first names, but I had known them as the ones that were pasted on their shirts for so long that it would take a while for something else to click in my head.

“So, did you just move here?” Patrick asked me, leaning forward with a smile on his face. I got the feeling that he thought that he was being smooth, that maybe he had a chance with me, and I didn’t know how to tell him that I had no interest in getting involved with anyone from this team as long as I worked here. Talk about shitting where you eat...

“Yeah, I just got my first place outside the city,” I explained, smiling. “What about you? Did you live here before you signed for the club?”

“Oh, yeah, I grew up here,” he replied proudly. “Born and bred, that’s me...”

“You say it like that’s the reason you’re on the team,” Marco jumped in, teasing him lightly. “You think they just have a few charity positions for people who’ve lived in this place long enough?”

“Hey, what are you saying about Saltford?” Patrick fired back, but it was all in good fun – it was clear that these guys had no reason to tear into each other, and I felt relaxed in their company. Which was something more than could be said for so many of the men that I had met in this line of work.

I mostly observed their conversations with each other, trying to pick out the small details that I could use to build their press personas up on top of. I knew that the smartest move would be to focus in on the stuff that came naturally to them, so that they would never have to worry about slipping out of character when they were in front of the camera – no need to even think about that when the character was them already, right?

And they all had little details that I knew I was going to be able to use to my advantage. Patrick, he was cocky, a little short-tempered, but I could shift the shape of that into passionate and focused. Luca was more level-headed, and I could spin that into something that made him a shoo-in for captaincy when the time was right. The rest of them were showing me small parts of themselves, especially as the drinks started to flow, and I knew that I would be able to finesse them just-so until I had a squad full of press-perfect you men ready and waiting to do what needed to be done...

“Shit, look at this,” one of them laughed, as he held out his phone to the middle of the table. We all shifted to get a better look at whatever it was he was talking about, and it took me a second to figure it out – but when I did, I couldn’t help but chuckle.

It was an interview. With Noah, of all people. That must have been what he was off doing today. It claimed to be raw and real and new, though I wasn’t sure I would have put much stock in any of that. I would have to take a moment to read it later, see what it was that he had deemed so much more important than being with the rest of us...

But maybe it was like Hans said. They didn’t want to push in on his personal time, and we had to accept that, even though it might have been needlessly hard for us to wrap our heads around. He had made it clear that he was feeling one kind of way, and we had to respect that.

Even if I wished that he had come here with us, instead. And even if I was a little jealous at the thought of that girlfriend of his getting him all to himself.
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​Chapter Eight
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​Noah


––––––––
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“Hey, cap,” Marco called to me, as I stepped into the dressing room. “You get through all that fried chicken yet?”

I rolled my eyes at him and didn’t dignify that with a response. I knew that they had all seen the interview that Poppy had made me do the day before, and they were going to roast me about it mercilessly from this moment on. 

But I wasn’t about to let it get to me. I had done what I needed to do to make sure that my girlfriend had everything that she needed from me, and that was the best that I could manage. It would keep her off my back for a little while longer and make sure that nothing got too strange between us. 

As though it hadn’t been plenty strange already. She had spent the whole ride back from that interview pouting over the way that it had gone, over the fact that I had dared even mention the passing existence of another woman – it wasn’t until the interview actually came out, and she saw that they hadn’t put in the reference that I had made to Amelia, that she dropped it, but by then, I was sick enough of her shit that I didn’t want to deal with it anymore.

Anyway. I was back at training now, and that was all that mattered. I kind of wanted to ask them how it had been the day before, when they had been hanging out with Amelia at the pub – if she had really been as much fun as I had thought she would be when I had spent those brief few moments with her in her office – but I was sure that it would turn into some opportunity to roast me some more for being out with Poppy instead of with the team.

“So Poppy set that one up for you, did she?” Luca jumped in, and I nodded.

“Yeah, she did.”

“When are you guys just going to get to it and get married already?” he asked, shaking his head, as though it should have been obvious. “You can do it on the pitch. The press would have a field day. You don’t even have to kiss at the end of the ceremony...”

“Nah, you can just kick a ball into the back of the net and call it a day,” Pat added. I wondered if they had been planning this roasting, but I didn’t want to hear it. Honestly, the thought of marrying Poppy...

“I don’t think there’s any danger of us getting married anytime soon,” I replied, shaking my head. 

“Oh, really?” Luca replied, a little surprised. He was from a small town in Italy, where it was far more common for people to settle down with the people they were dating, even if they hadn’t been together that long.

“I’m still young,” I pointed out. “We both are. No need to go tying ourselves into something for life yet, is there?”

“I guess not,” Luca replied, but the way he was looking at me, I was sure that he couldn’t wrap his head around what was going on in mine right now.

Maybe he had a point. Poppy and I had been together for long enough now that I couldn’t help but wonder if there was something up with me for not having any interest in marrying her. There had been a time in my life, a time when we had first gotten together, where I wasn’t totally averse to the idea of it. But these days? These days, when I looked to the future, I didn’t exactly see her in any of it.

Or maybe I was just hoping that I would find a way to write her out of that story before she got her claws hooked into me too far. I knew that the two of us had our issues, and I had seen far too many couples who thought that you could just paper over the cracks in a relationship by putting a ring on your finger. But I knew that it would only serve to magnify the issues that were already there between us, and I didn’t much like the idea of drawing that into the real world.

And the thought of her as my wife...sometimes, just the thought of her as my girlfriend was enough to freak me out, and I already knew that that was the truth. It spooked me, in some ways, to think about the fact that so many people were likely waiting on us to do the big engagement announcement; I was sure that she had already planned it out to the last detail in her head, how we were going to pose for the pictures, how we were going to put our hands to make sure that people could clearly see the ring on her finger...

Nah. It wasn’t going to be me. I was right; I was young, and I didn’t need to tie myself down so soon. I wanted to make sure that, when I did settle down with somebody, it was because I really wanted to, not just because I thought the people around me wanted me to. I had a bad habit of giving in to what I thought people wanted, and I was going to do everything that I could not to let that happen when it came to getting married. 

“How was the pub with the new girl last night?” I asked them. I didn’t even mention her by name – I knew that they would jump on that as some kind of proof of my attraction to her, and that was honestly the last thing I needed right now. I just wanted to get the focus off me for a little while, and this seemed to be the best way to make that happen.

“Oh, it was good,” Pat replied, flashing me a grin. “I’m going to ask her out.”

“Oh, really?” Luca cut in, catching up with us as we headed out towards the pitch. “Because I’m going to get there first. And the catch is, she’s actually going to say yes to me.”

“What makes you so sure?” Pat replied, narrowing his eyes at Luca pointedly. I knew that the two of them had a friendly rivalry, and I wondered how much of this attraction to Amelia was actually about the two of them getting one over on each other as it was getting her out on a date.

“Oh, come on, who would you choose?” Luca replied, gesturing to himself and then to Pat. Pat glared at him for a moment.

“And what’s that meant to mean?”

“You know,” he replied, waving his hand.

“Then I’ll make it impossible to say no to me,” Pat replied.

“That’s just kidnapping,” I cut in, and Luca laughed.

“Yeah, exactly,” he agreed. “You actually need her to like you before you go that far.”

“She already does,” Patrick argued. “Come on, you saw the way she was with me last night—”

“At the work event?” Luca teased him. He knew just how to push Patrick’s buttons, and even though as their captain I shouldn’t have let something like this happen, I couldn’t do much to stop it – it was just too amusing to see them going at it, and I wasn’t going to get in the way of their good time.

“Just because it started with work doesn’t mean it’s got to stay that way,” he protested, and I could tell that he was starting to get himself wound up.

“Hey, hey, come on, guys,” I remarked, stepping in before something got out of hand. “You can both ask, and she’s going to say no to both of you, right?”

They both turned to me, and I could tell that I had swiftly become the object of their distaste, just like that. Well, if I had to take the angry laser-beams shooting from their eyes right now to make sure that they could still play together, I would do it – small price to pay for keeping them on the same side. Sometimes, I had to absorb a little mutual dislike for the greater good, and it wasn’t like I’d ever had an issue with that. 

I wondered just how much fun it had been the night before that they both seemed so intent on asking her out. She had certainly seemed like she didn’t take herself too seriously when I had first met her, and I was kind of bummed that I didn’t get a chance to see her in a more relaxed setting. Especially after a couple of drinks – I’d like to pick her brains about just how she had managed to get herself that talent with the ball, just what practice she’d been through to earn that. 

But hey. There would be other times, right? If one of the guys wound up asking her out, maybe even more than there might have been before. It was strange, even though I had no interest in her myself, there was a part of me that flared with jealousy at the notion of one of them going after her. I knew that it was patently ridiculous – I should have known better than to let something as stupid as that even take root in my brain – but sometimes, you just had to accept that the way your head worked wasn’t exactly the most logical thing in the entire world.

I could still remember the thrill of the chase – still remember how it had felt to be the one pursuing someone, how it felt to have a crush and want to find out what happened next. To crave being around someone, just to see how they would react to this, or that, or that – to see how they would respond when you flirted with them in this way, just so that you could go home and think about it and refine your technique when it was done. 

But anyway. That was none of my concern. Amelia was clearly the hot topic around here, but I was sure that, as soon as a few more months had passed, they would lose interest in her and flick their sights on to the next woman who had the misfortune of working around our team...

As we headed out to start warming up, I chatted with the guys, catching up on everything that I had missed. But it wasn’t long until I felt someone watching me. I glanced around, this way and that, as I tried to figure out who it was – and finally, when my gaze shifted to the stands, I realized.

It was Amelia. I wondered, briefly, if she had heard anything that the guys had been saying about her –  if she was sitting up there right now, working out which one she was going to say yes to then and there. But she was far enough away that I doubted she could have made out any of it anyway. She was likely just there to do her job, pick up on a few things she needed to get her head around before she started working on our press campaigns.

For a moment, my eyes lingered on her. I wasn’t sure what it was about her – maybe the simple fact that so many of my teammates had been talking about her had me stuck on the thought of her a little longer than I might have been otherwise, but whatever it was, I liked it. Whatever it was – I was sure that I could get used to it.

Having her around was going to make things a lot more interesting around here, that much I was sure of. And I was keen to find out just what kind of impact she would have on the club, and the team, now that she had become a regular fixture.
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[image: ]




​Amelia


––––––––
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Planting the heavy thermos full of coffee down beside me, I propped my feet up on the chair in front of me and leaned back so that I could watch them start their practice.

This was my happy place – watching people play football. Always had been. There was something about the sounds and the sights, the methodical nature of it, that soothed me, and I was planning to take every opportunity I could to do just that.

It wasn’t going to be long until this stadium was packed-out – for pre-season friendlies at first, and then for the real competitions after that. Honestly, I was excited. I’d supported them all of last season, as they’d climbed to the top of the League, but seeing it from the inside out was going to make my fandom of them even more dedicated and intense. I was going to support them with all my heart from this moment out, and I knew that they were going to give me good reason to, as well.

In terms of work, I was down here to intercept Noah after practice and grab him for that coffee – honestly, the more that I’d thought about it, the more obvious it had become that there was no reason to wait around any longer to get my hands on him. I was a little worried that, if I did, I was going to give him a chance to overthink everything that he wanted to say to me, and I needed him keeping it as raw and real as he possibly could. He was the most important piece that I had on the board right now, and I would be damned if I let anything get in the way of me doing my job the way it should have been done.

The practice was just a couple of hours that afternoon, and I mostly focused on taking in as much as I could about the way they interacted with each other – I could see that Luca and Patrick were bouncing off each other harder than they had been before, and I wondered if something had happened, something to change their relationship. I would have to go digging into that...

I heaved my Thermos into my hand and headed down to the edge of the field to intercept the players before they got back to the changing room – before I’d so much had a chance to talk to Noah, Luca was there in front of me, a big-ass grin on his face.

“Hi,” he greeted me. 

“Hi,” I replied, a little distracted, looking around so that I could catch Noah’s eye.

“How are you doing?” he asked. 

“I’m good, I’m good,” I replied vaguely, and I lifted my hand to wave to Noah; he nodded at me and then headed over to say hello. I felt a little warmth bloom across my chest. Okay, honestly – this was what I had been looking forward to the most. A chance to speak to him, to really get to know him.

“Hey,” Noah greeted me, and Luca skulked off to the changing rooms. “Everything okay? They weren’t giving you any hassle, were they?”

“Nothing that I can’t handle,” I replied quickly. “Do you have an hour or so to spare after practice? I was hoping we could get that coffee together, talk about some of the stuff that I’ll need to know now that I’m doing press for you...”
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